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Introduction

In his early philosophical works, Nishida Kitaro gave little attention to space and time as basic
categories of reality, cursorily dealing with them only in the context of other themes, such as the
problem of the inter- and intrapersonal unity of experience. In later years, however, he delved into
the idea of space and time as basic dimensions of the process of actualization of experience. Finally,
in the last phases of his thought, he formulated his own original philosophy of time, as a develop-
ment of the new ideas he had been formulating since the introduction of the concept of locus (35T).
Such original philosophy of time must be understood in the historical context of the development of
the complementary ideas of time and space in modern western thought — of which Nishida was
keenly aware — with its dichotomy between the naturalistic, space-based idea of time predominant in
modern science, and the subjectivistic idea of time predominant in philosophy.

Time and space are two of the most basic features of experience, and their role as primary
categories for any fundamental understanding of reality has been growing steadily in the modern
age. In the field of the natural sciences, since Descartes interpreted matter as pure extension,
whose properties can be described in merely geometrical terms, space has become one of the most
important concepts. Physicists now regard space and time as the very fabric of the cosmos”, and a
strong tendency has emerged to reduce time to just another dimension of space. Physicists have

obviously always been acutely aware of the empirical fact of the irreversibility of time — the fact that
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we experience time as an “arrow” moving in a one-way direction, and physical systems accordingly
change states in a non-reversible way, expressed in the laws of thermodynamics. However, classical
physics has made it theoretically possible to treat time mathematically as a coordinate in a spatial
continuum, formulating its basic laws as time-reversible, and since the advent of relativity theory
and quantum mechanics, the reductionist tendency has become stronger, to the point that some
physicists have explicitly proposed to eliminate time from the basic equations of physics”.

In contrast, in the field of theoretical philosophy time has gradually come to occupy the privi-
leged position of most fundamental ontological category. Kant interpreted space and time as forms
of sensibility upon which the perceptual world is synthetized, and considered time as the form of
the inner sense (Form der inneren Sinnes). This implies that, for Kant, time is not only the immedi-
ate condition of inner intuition, but also the a priori formal condition of all appearances (formale
Bedingung a priori aller Erscheinungen iiberhaupt), as outer appearances as well are perceived as
situated in time through the mediation of the inner experience of the knowing subject”. The first
edition of the Critique of Pure Reason contains a detailed reconstruction of the genesis of experi-
ence, based on the interpretation of the concepts of understanding as temporal schemata, through
which our experience of the world is unified”. Kant rewrote the whole section in the second edition,
dropping the genetic reconstruction, and it has been argued that, in his quest to find a foundation
for geometry-based scientific knowledge, he ultimately privileged space over time”. However, there
is little doubt that, in idealistic or non-objectivistic readings of Kant’s philosophy, his characteriza-
tion of time as the form of inner intuition upon which concrete experience is shaped can easily lead
to the interpretation of time as a more fundamental form of experience than space.

In reaction to the strong reductionist attitude of modern science — which, albeit still fledgling,
was rapidly gaining momentum in the 19" century — Kierkegaard and Dilthey tried to formulate a
description of reality as directly experienced by human beings in their concrete existence. Their
attempts revisited the notion of time mostly on the basis of a theological or historical understanding
of human experience, rather than from a Kantian standpoint, and both thinkers stressed the fact
that actually experienced time cannot be interpreted as a mere succession of instants separate from
each other, but must be understood as a dynamic interplay of future and past within the present®.
Kant’s epistemological approach, Kierkegaard’s theological position, and Dilthey’s historical stand-
point came together in Heidegger’s Being and Time, which constitutes the most radical attempt in
the history of western thought to reconsider time as the single most fundamental ontological
category for the understanding of reality. Early Heidegger grounded the happening of experience in
urspriingliche Zeitigung, the primordial unfolding of time that makes it possible to be in the world
and encounter things, trying — albeit, by his own admission, unsuccessfully - to derive space from

time® .
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It is in this historical context that we must understand the evolution and the final results of
Nishida’s philosophy of time. In his early ideas of time, sketched in An Inquiry into the Good ([3%®
ff 72 ], from now on referred to as IG) and developed in Intuition and Reflection in
Self-Consciousness ([T 28 & K44 ], from now on referred to as IRSC)”, Nishida
accepted without much questioning the then-dominant Neo-Kantian philosophy of time. The turning
point in his conception of time was the original concept of eternal now (7% %), developed in the
writings collected in The SelfAware Determination of Nothingness ([#® HAERYIREL], from now on
referred to as SADN), which are often recognized as the starting point of the later phase of
Nishida’s philosophy. In this essay, I will first delineate the development that led to the formulation
of Nishida’s mature concept of time, then I will analyze some of its meanings and implications. In
particular, I will analyze the concept of eternal now formulated in SADN, focusing on the intrinsic
dialectical dynamic of the present that Nishida sees as the origin of time and of different time-based
interpretations of reality. I will thus make clear how the notion of eternal now allows Nishida not
only to solve the conceptual problems that had emerged in his earlier position, but also to encom-
pass and mediate the differences between the naturalistic and the subjectivistic views of time, by
providing an original synthesis of the two positions in a third, wholly original view. In the end, I will
point at some problems and limitations in the concept of eternal now, hinting at its insufficiency as

an ultimate explanation of the phenomenon of time.
Nishida’s early ideas of time

Nishida’s first major work, IG, begins with a description of Nishida’s concept of pure experience
(hiFeReB%) , followed by an attempt to build a metaphysics based on that concept. As I mentioned
above, the concepts of time and space do not play any significant role in either of the two endeavors.
In the description of pure experience, nevertheless, time makes its debut very early, since for
Nishida the temporal quality of experience constitutes an essential trait of pure experience. Nishida
stresses that the focus of pure experience is the present, and argues that, although the present can
appear as a complex construction interwoven with mnestic elements, such elements from the past
are always synthetized in one unitary reality in the experience of the present moment. When there
is no interference by reflective thinking, the synthesis results in the flow of a seamless present,
which constitutes pure experience in the strictest sense of the term, described in Nishida’s famous
examples of people performing engrossing activities. Reflective thinking, by producing the opposi-
tion of subject and object, breaks the primal continuity of the flow of time, objectifying and separat-

ing single present contents of consciousness as perceptions, memories, and anticipations.
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Pure experience flows as a continuous stream of present consciousness, and this implies time
as one of its dimensions. What is, then, the interpretation of the nature of time within the conceptual
framework that Nishida develops on the foundation of pure experience? Such interpretation should
be able to account for the fact that reflection is able to tell past, present, and future apart, in spite of
their all being experienced as present contents of consciousness. Nishida accepts, without further
investigation, the answer provided by post-Kantian idealistic thought: Time and space are just forms
according to which the content of experience is synthetized. [ 22 & WA & H D 9205 %
WOV TZEH—T 5 —20BRIGBELVDTH 5, | (1,27) Experience itself, consequently,
is not thought to be in time, as the unifying act that synthetizes its content in time and space must in
itself be prior to time and space. As Nishida famously wrote, the fact that experience knows time
and space (and the individual humans that we always are) means that experience is beyond time
and space. [FEBRIZIRER, 220, MAZMZH5UCKER, 220, MALLETHS.] (1, 28) Our
experience appears to be divided into multiple individual acts of consciousness, separated by space
and time, but the ultimate reality of experience is for early Nishida that of a unitary absolute activity
that synthesizes all contents of experience in one single act. Nishida calls it “one great intellectual
intuition” (—KAMYES) Y, and ascribes it to God as the ultimate foundation of reality that
transcends both its content and the forms a priori according to which it synthetizes its content. [ ff
20 5 FIRIZR TR ORI NG 2 — KRAWEB L A5 2 23 TE, NFEH 2 T 5 Mk
RO —H L AT LW TE S, ] (1, 186) Nishida metaphorically interprets such act, quoting
Jacob Bohme, as God reflecting on itself by making itself a mirror, and thus creating the world by
giving birth to the separation of subject (the reflecting God as activity of consciousness), and object
(the reflected God as content of consciousness). (I, 191) As I have argued elsewhere, according to
this metaphor, time and space can be considered as the basic dimensions of the mirror, which

determine the structure of the projected world, but not the structure of the projecting conscious-
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ness itself'”.

For God as cosmic consciousness everything is present in an “eternal “now” (7K A®%), and
there is no past or future. This begs the questions: What is the relationship between present as
eternal now, present as the temporal reality of our concrete experience, and present as a moment in
time separate from past and future? What is the difference between past and future that character-
izes time as irreversible, in contrast with the symmetry of spatial directions? Nishida states that
time originates from the eternally present act of consciousness, which he qualifies as simultane-
ously static and dynamic, but his argument does not go much further than the intuitions of the
western mystics and theologians he quotes in this respect. (I, 184)"

In IRSC, Nishida elaborates on the nature of time and space, answering to some of the
questions left open in the system of pure experience. The starting point of the analysis is the same
as in IG: time and space are the transcendental forms of the synthesis of the world of experience.
(AR &2, FEMFH L 20) 2 i, B, ZREVSMEERIZ LT, Kr Ok
Raffi— L7 RICENEDL L DTIE AR5 9 H] (1, 25) Nishida states, as he had already done
in IG, that the synthesis is rooted in the primordial act of self-awareness. Following Fichte, he
regards self-awareness as the act of self-creation by absolute consciousness, and ascribes to it the
form of the logical self-identity “A is A” ([FiZF T4 % )", in which the predicate A (A as appre-
hended by itself) is dialectically opposed to the subject A (A as apprehending itself) as non-A (JE
H1). (II, 69) The distinction between A and non-A, from a formal point of view, is the distinction
between mere quantitative units, and the recursive nature of self-awareness — whereby A as subject
becomes object of a new act of self-reflection — generates a series of discrete units that constitutes
the series of numbers, which is interpreted, in Kantian terms, as the temporal succession. The
succession is unified and apprehended as simultaneous (as a geometric line) within the arena of
the spatial continuum, which is identified as the condition of possibility of the whole process'®.

This analysis not only clarifies the transcendental structure of time that was left unexamined in
the system of pure experience, but it also interprets time and space as deeper realities than simple
forms of the objectified world. They constitute the transcendental form of the act of consciousness
itself, the basic relationship - to elaborate again on Bohme’s metaphor — between the God that
reflects itself and its image reflected in the mirror, rather than just the internal relationships of the
image reflected in the mirror. However, the relationship between the eternal nature of the absolute
and the temporality of its manifestation remains problematic. Though Nishida does not explicitly
state the eternally present nature of the absolute at this stage, nothing suggests that his position
has changed since IG. Dealing with space, which he now sees as more primordial than time,
Nishida makes clear the simultaneous existence of the elements of the act of self-reflection that

originates the temporal series: [ I MW E DI LR FE L VWA 21X, HEMEROK
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BT A5DTH b, (11, 191) Nishida cautions that such simultaneity is not the same as temporal
simultaneity, as it simply refers to the symmetrical relationship between A as subject and A as object
in self-awareness. However, this only begs the question of the nature of the relationship between
this relational simultaneity and temporal simultaneity — between the reversibility of spatial relation-
ships and the irreversibility of temporal relationships — made more urgent by the fact that the
Japanese word here translated as “simultaneous” ([fi]l¥) includes the Chinese character for “time”
(H§).

The final chapters of IRSC mark a significant step forward in Nishida’s conception of time and
its relationship to eternity. Unable to explain the metaphysical contingency of experience within the
logical framework of his idea of self-awareness, Nishida famously resorted to a notion of absolute
free will inspired by Christian mysticism. He interpreted the act of self-projection by which God
creates the world as an act of absolute free will, not bound by any logical or transcendental formal
structure. The act is not a single event in which the beginning of time is created, so that the world
then develops deterministically from its initial temporal state to successive temporal states (from
the instant of creation #o to successive instants ¢ ... ¢ n+m ... t n+m+p ...). As the free activity that
opens up time, the absolute is an eternal now that transcends time (7k/A®%), whose center is
always the concrete present expressed by the demonstrative “this”: [ I 75 O WO AT T b BAE
THoT, [H] wEWSFEZLITHIZENS ] (11, 331) This means that every instant of experi-
ence (every tn) is an expression of God’s freedom, and every single act of will of a finite individual
is free, as concrete expression of God’s free will'®. In IG, the fact that God sees the world as
eternally present seems to imply that time is ultimately an illusion, and the universe as seen by God
seems to be a block-universe, similar to the universe imagined by cosmological theories of eternal-
ism. God as absolute free will, however, sees the world not as a unitary, ever unchanging block, but
rather as the result of countless instants of free creation, interrelated but independent of each other.
Each instant in time is an independent focus of the creating activity of God, and the temporal
relations that make the future appear to be asymmetrically (irreversibly) determined by the past are
a secondary feature of reality, as time is, from the standpoint of the absolute that opens it,

reversible.
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2651.)

Reversibility in this context does not imply determinism, as it tends to do in physical eternalism
- and in the eternalism of IG, in which determinism is explicitly affirmed, (I, 184 f.) and free will
explicitly denied. (I, 111 ff.) It rather seems to imply that, from the standpoint of the absolute, the
network of temporal (and spatial and causal) relations is freely interwoven starting from each
individual knot, i.e., from every individuated act of will, rather than from one single starting knot or
all at once from outside the network. The image on the mirror in which God sees itself is not a
monolith projected in an unmoving instant, but is rather shaped by infinite acts of reflections that

freely relate to each other as originating in the same absolute will.
The eternal now in Nishida’s later philosophy

Nishida - a non-theistic thinker with a strong need to provide a comprehensive rational expla-
nation of reality =" could not be satisfied with resorting to a mysterious will of God to justify the
apparent irrationality of concrete experience. Moreover, with regard to the concept of time, the
questions left open in the metaphysics of pure experience had remained largely unanswered. The
fact that absolute will freely creates all present moments as mutually related but independent events
can, to some degree, explain the relationship between eternal now and concrete, transitory present:
Our perception of the uniqueness of each moment depends on the fact that each moment is an origi-
nal expression of the freedom of absolute will. However, it does not explain why we actually
perceive concrete present moments not only as individualized, but also as transient in a temporal
sense. It does not explain why, in other words, we experience the unicity of the present moment as
its passing away and never coming back. The reversibility of time from the standpoint of the
absolute, which seems to imply the absolute symmetry and simultaneity of all moments of reality,
relegates the asymmetry between past and future that we experience as one of the most dramatic, if
not tragic, features of our lives to the subaltern role of just one among the many secondary relation-
ships that absolute will establishes among the contents of its activity.

With the introduction of the concept of locus (3;/7), Nishida gained a firm foundation on
which to build the further developments of his thought. By interpreting the ultimate foundation of
reality as locus of absolute nothingness, he became able to provide some rational explanation to
those features of reality, such as the contingency of experience and its fragmentation in individual
selves, that he had previously only been able to justify as the result of a principle beyond rational
understanding. In the first stages of development of the logic of locus, the notions of time and space
were not explicitly thematized, and were still relegated to a largely secondary ontological role, as

mere formal categories for the synthesis of experience'® . However, Nishida soon focused his atten-
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tion on the nature of time, formulating his original theory of time as fundamental form of reality"® in
the essays included in the volume SADN.

In the framework of the logic of locus, concrete reality is not considered the result of an act of
self-projection by some absolute lying behind the world of appearance, such as the God of IG or
IRSC. Concrete experiential reality originates itself in an act of self-aware self-determination, which
is a self-referential movement whose only elements are the manifested elements of experience itself,
with no room for any transcendent metaphysical or mystical principle. The essence of the
movement is the self-contradictory relation (F @ % J&) between subject and object — between noesis
and noema, interiority and exteriority — which co-determine each other in a dialectical interplay of
mutual negation gua mutual affirmation. The self-aware self-determination of nothingness is the act
by which reality simultaneously creates and sees itself, as consciousness relating to itself in the
form of a content that is apprehended at the same time as external, as the seen must logically and
phenomenologically differ from the seer, and as internal, as the seen is nothing but the seer itself.
Not only is such dialectical self-aware actualization not a process taking place in time, as was already
the case with the self-projection of God in early Nishida’s thought, but its logical structure is also
not describable in any temporal terms, even if metaphorical. The seer is not something logically and
ontologically prior to the seen, as some Godhead prior to creation, which in a successive phase
projects itself within itself. The seer and the seen, the act of consciousness and its content, God and
the world are the two mutually determining elements in a relationship of absolute logico-ontological
simultaneity. This is the ontological meaning of nothingness as the “subject” of self-determination:
There is nothing prior to determination that determines itself in the act of determination, nothing to
which self-determination can be attributed as predicate of a substratum.

As in his previous works, Nishida stresses the concrete immediacy of present as the fundamen-
tal dimension of the self-determination of reality. In the context of the logic of locus, however, he
gives a new ontological meaning to present. As there is nothing behind self-determining factual
reality, and factual reality is always actualizing itself as self-determining present, the present
moment () is the ultimate substratum of reality, the true hypokeimenon. This new conception of
present constitutes thus the culmination of Nishida’s effort to ground his description of reality in
the actuality of concrete experience. Such effort had taken a detour in the metaphysical systems of
IG and IRSC, in which there was a tendency to hypostatize an absolute subject as the wellspring of
reality, and it is only within the framework of the logic of locus as self-determination of absolute
nothingness that Nishida can find a way to reconcile his need to adhere to concrete experience with
his need to provide a theoretical explanation of reality. However, even in his most “mystical”
moment — the metaphysics of absolute free will — Nishida had never given up on his drive to put the

immediacy of present experience at the center of his system. Indeed, the way in which Nishida
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qualifies the present moment in the essay My Notion of Self-Aware Determination of Nothingness
(R DR ED E IR E & V.5 D @) is reminiscent of the final chapters of IRSC: in both texts
the concreteness of the present is expressed by the term “this” (although signified by different
Chinese characters, [7& | and [t ], respectively). The difference between the two positions is
explicit in the fact that in his earlier work, Nishida opposes the concrete “this” to a logically prior
absolute, of which the concrete present is the actualization, whereas in his more mature work, he
opposes it to a complementary “I”, which he conceives as the noetic side of the self-actualization of

reality, of which the “this” constitute the dialectically complementary noematic side.
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This self-determining, self-conscious present takes center stage at this stage in the develop-
ment of Nishida’s philosophy, and is qualified, once again, as eternal now (Fki@®%). As the
meaning of “now” has changed, though, so the meaning of “eternal” is not the same as in earlier
works. Since behind concrete phenomena there is no atemporal absolute seeing the temporal world
as a simultaneously present totality — be it as the unchanging nunc stans of eternalism, or as the
dynamic network of acts of free will of the standpoint of God’s absolute free will — the meaning of
eternal cannot be simultaneity sub specie aeternitatis. The eternity of the now lies in the fact that it
contains within itself the interplay of past and future, thus transcending mere temporality under-
stood as being a single instant of time only extrinsically related to other instants of time. [ F%E ) H
EAGZRETHEVLILIIRET SO LTHEHSZRET S LA e TRITHIE
%56, ZHUTEIRZBLIIEONETRITIER S, — 4 RMAERO B EAR R 2 T b
T2 3% 55, (VI 52)

The eternal character of the present thus expresses the fact that our actual experience of time
extends to past and future. Albeit phenomenologically obvious, this temporal feature of experience
has not been adequately thematized until the XX century. The prima facie interpretation of
memories and expectations as present representations, reproducing past perceptions or simulating

future ones, cannot adequately account for the awareness of past and future as such. My present
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recollection of yesterday’s dinner undoubtedly takes the form of a present image I am experiencing
right now, and not in the past; however, the mere presence of the image cannot explain its mnestic
nature. When I am aware now of yesterday’s dinner, I am aware of it as something that happened in
the past, whereas when I am aware now of tomorrow’s breakfast, I am aware of it as something that
may happen in the future, in spite of their both being present contents of consciousness. Through
present recollections or anticipations, we relate to the past as past and to the future as future, and
our ability to be aware of moments in time that do not exist anymore, or do not yet exist, attests to
the fact that our consciousness, although always in the present, is not confined to the single instant
of time in which its material content — in the sense of Husser!’s /yle — happens to exist, but extends

to the time span of its intentional content.
The eternal now and time

The coexistence of past and future in the present moment is not only recognized in Nishida’s
concept of eternal present, but is also dialectically explained. Nishida’s drive to provide explanations
prompts him to look for the origin of past and future in the dialectical structure of the self-determi-
nation of the present. Self-determination has the dialectical nature of self-negation qua self-affirma-
tion, which Nishida would in later essays define as absolute contradictory self-identity (X} )& 19
H C.[f]—). The self-actualization of reality as self-aware takes the form of the identity qua contradic-
tion of simultaneous moments that constitute each other, actualized as the opposing elements of
concrete experience. Self-determination thus implies the two co-essential moments of the deter-
miner and the determined, which Nishida had already made explicit in his earlier works as the
complementarity of subject and object, act of consciousness and content of consciousness, or A and
non-A — although in his earlier works he was still espousing a processual form of dialectic GHFEMY
Fpik#:), in which the determiner tended to be seen as prior, more fundamental than the
determined.

As the determined, noematic element, the self-aware self-determination of nothingness is the
world we experience as given, the object of apprehension whose reality cannot be changed insofar
as it has already been determined. In this respect, our relationship as subjects of experience to the
noematic element of self-awareness has the character that Heidegger describes as facticity
(Faktizitdt) and throweness (Geworfenheit): We cannot change the situation in which we already
are, insofar as we cannot not be where we are and what we are right now. However, as the determin-
ing, noetic element, the self-aware self-determination of nothingness is the very activity that shapes
the world and acts upon it, constantly changing it insofar as the determined nature of the object can
never exhaust the determining nature of the subject. From the point of view of Nishida’s dialectical

logic, the projected self, as the world, cannot be given all at once, like the block-universe of eternal-
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ism, because such projected object would not only dialectically negate the projecting self, but rather
completely eliminate it from the equation of reality, by denying its active nature: A as subject would
disappear from the identity “A is A”, as it would be completely transformed into A as predicate,
leaving only a single, lifeless, non-contradictory A. In other words, the symmetric nature of the
relationship of absolute contradictory self-identity implies that, as the determined is produced by
the determiner, so the determiner is produced by the determined, in a dialectical relationship that
Nishida would later express as dialectic between the individual and the environment. In this
respect, our relationship to the noematic element has the character that Heidegger qualifies as
project (Entwurf): Although we cannot not be where and what we are right now, we can act upon
our situation in order to change it, inasmuch it is not yet completely determined® . The self-aware
self-determination of reality thus unfolds dialectically as past, in the form of the noematic moment of
reality, and as future, in the form of its noetic moment, opening up the temporalization of time?"’.
Nishida’s explanation of the nature of time makes it possible to give an answer to the problems
left open in his previous attempts. The difference between noesis and noema, created and creating
— their asymmetry with regard to their dialectical function, which does not imply a hierarchical
asymmetry in their logico-ontological relationship — accounts for the difference between past and
future, and hence for the irreversibility of time, which Nishida now stresses as one of its essential
features. The relationship of dialectical negation between noesis and noema, moreover, allows
Nishida to stress the dramatic character of the flow of time as experienced in our daily lives. The
created is denied by the creating, and this means that the already-determined present moment,
substituted by a new present moment, vanishes into the past never to be directly experienced

2 As for the problem of the difference between eternal now and the transitory present

again
moment, Nishida’s foregoing of any absolute point of view in his later thought changes the nature of
the question itself. The problem now collapses into that of the relationship between the eternal now,
as enfolding (‘2%r) past and future, and the now perceived as a transient instant in time that is
distinguished from the moments that precede or follow it, and its solution too is contained in the
dialectical structure of the self-actualization of reality. The present as transient instant in time, the
nunc fluens, is the present projected as noema, the content of consciousness that we experience as a
single snapshot of reality. In this respect, the meaning of presence can be understood as somewhat
similar to Heidegger’s interpretation of presence as Vorhandensein and Zuhandensein: What is
present is what lies in front of us, either as mere object of apprehension, or as environment to act
upon. As such, the moment becomes the determined that is negated by the noetic side of reality,
being obliterated by a newly created instant in time.

The self-determining present as eternal now, on the other hand, is not one element of time

diachronically opposed to other elements within the temporal flow of reality. It is the act itself of
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self-aware self-determination of nothingness, the fundamental act of projection of itself within itself
that creates reality as flowing in time. [7KEDGAHCHH OHF BT R ED G DL E N EHET LS
T&bo KEDGEENLNDL DD > 2ERICRTHZ LR ZEREHITLb0] TH L,

(VI, 368) It is therefore the dialectical act of temporalization itself in which time is opened up, and it
possess the paradoxical, self-contradictory character of being present moment that does not belong

to time, movement that becomes stillness, stillness that becomes movement.

ZIUIEEN S OREITKT L TD, KEHSHOMREITK LT IFBBHNZDDOTRITFNI R
Loy, MOREEZBZ 72D D TRITNELE SRV, ZIITTT b U2V A ZF AT,
B L L OMICAIL, 226 EIAFIEICEL, FIESEHIIET D LEAT, K
BB OBRSI T UELE S v, TERZELREOSOHTHREL LT, HO
HEEZRET ALK THERET S LEANLNS LOTRIFNIER Hd, (VI 376)

) can be conceived as the arena in

The eternal now, having the nature of enfolding locus
which time unfolds and moves. [ EAZHiRf DML ENSNDE B DL, 22> HEEOREDAIZDL D
THRITFNER S8, FRIKREOSGOHFIZHEET LD TH S| (VI, 377) In this respect, although

2 he nevertheless often

Nishida still writes about space as a derived dimension on a par with time
uses the term “spatial” (Z2f11Y) in a seemingly more fundamental sense, to denote the character of
openness of the self-determining present, explicitly qualifying the eternal now as “something
spatial.” [H;Z @A Z PICRET 2KRDOSOHCHEE (HHE) HBZob oz RET 522N
%% % D, (VI, 400)* Such spatial character is related to the social dimension of the self-determi-
nation of the eternal now: The self-determining present is not a private reality confined to a single
individual, being rather the mutually determining interaction of countless humans (##? A), and
the interaction between humans — between I and you (#A & %) — has a spatial nature. Inspired by
Pascal’s metaphoric description of God, Nishida describes it as an infinite circle with no circumfer-
ence, whose center is everywhere; that is to say, an infinite openness that determines itself in count-
less temporally simultaneous, but spatially separated (as constituting different individual humans)
individual acts of consciousness it enfolds. [ #ix} D H R RE & WADIIHL % { LTE LT
b & R IR KRDOM EEZENDL T ENTE S,] (V] 188) Heidegger’s terminology might help us
once again in understanding the meaning of Nishida’s concepts, in spite of the many differences
between the two philosophers’ positions. The self-determination of the eternal now appears to be
the same fundamental act that Heidegger was trying to describe as the event (Ereignis) that creates
reality as the mirror-play (Spiegel-Spiel) of elements that are what they are only in relation to each
other. As enfolding locus — openness that enfolds what it creates, allowing it to be — it has the nature

of space open for the play of time (Zeit-Spiel-Raum)®, the spatial arena described by Heidegger in
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Contributions to Philosophy as the opening whose movement consists of the temporalization of

time””.
Eternal now and abstract interpretations of time

Nishida’s eternal now is thus not a nunc stans that constitutes a timeless eternity. The
well-known statement about the relationship between the transitory now and the permanent now —
nunc fluens facit tempus, nunc stans facit aeternitatem, the now that passes produces time, the now
that remains produces eternity — could be rephrased by Nishida as nunc aeternum facit tempus et
nunc fluens, the eternal now produces time and the now that passes™. As time is generated in the
dynamic of self-determination of the present, all modes of time should be describable in terms of
the elements of self-determination. Having explained the concrete modes of past and future as the
noematic and noetic side of self-determination, Nishida proceeds to explain the abstract modes of
time — that is to say, the conceptual interpretations of reality based on abstractions from the
concrete reality of the self-determining present.

The transient now, as noematic element of reality, disappears into past as it is substituted by a
new now that, as noetic element, was future before becoming present. However, since the opposi-
tion of past and future is a dialectical relationship of contradictory self-identity — since they are, in a
fundamental sense, one and the same thing, the dialectically self-determining eternal now — past
and future coexist in the eternal now. Therefore, by removing the noetic element from concrete,
experienced reality, it is possible to consider abstractly the totality of the transient nows as simulta-
neous totality of juxtaposed instants in time. By virtue of its changing into future now the present,
already-determined now, the noetic element is what constitutes the flowing character of time, and
its subtraction from the image of time produces the abstract image of a timeless (JEIRF[#] 1), spatial-
ized continuum. Its spatial character derives from the fact that time as diachronic succession is
projected onto the spatial dimension of simultaneity of the eternal now. This is the origin, in
Nishida’s view, of the physical eternalism espoused, more or less explicitly, by many modern scien-
tific theories. Noematic eternalism is a legitimate way to see the world and to deal with it mathemat-
ically, insofar as it is based in an abstract, but real aspect of time. However, it is a theoretical mistake
to elevate an abstract view of time to the status of privileged expression of the fundamental nature of
concrete time, as is the case with many reductionist forms of physicalism. As abstractly considered
noema is pure being free of becoming and non-being, abstraction from the noetic element is also
the origin of ideas of absolute being, including mystical ideas of the world such as the idea of
fullness of time (Vollendung der Zeit) expressed by Meister Eckhart™. [ 7k 0> — i 12 13 I % bk
LIGEZRE LBERP R IUE R SR, ENWFNEE [ROFTE] LE~NLNLLDOTHY, £
MK DED DB EENDZENTE D, Mo ) THHRISHR CENOH RS L D



42 Time and Eternal Now in the Philosophy of Nishida Kitaro

Td» 5] (VI, 141) Although Nishida does not explicitly refer to his own earlier works, it is clear
the abstraction from the noetic element is at the origin of the eternalism espoused in IG, where, as
mentioned above, the world is conceived as the eternal, unchanging object of God’s cosmic intellec-
tual intuition™ .

On the opposite end of abstraction, lies the view of time that abstracts from the noematic
element of reality. When reality is seen as pure noema, the world appears as a block-universe, and
temporal relations vanish, or are reduced to the deterministic causal relations of the physical word,
in which the future (noesis) is completely absorbed by the past (noema), insofar as it is fully deter-
mined by it. On the contrary, when the noematic element is absorbed in the noetic element, the
world appears as ever changing environment determined by the future: It is the world of conscious-
ness, individual self, freedom and teleology interpreted by the human sciences as sciences of spirit
(Geisteswissenschaften) . When the absorption of the noema into the noesis is carried to the extreme,
the individual consciousness rises above itself and becomes God (fi& 72 % ; X, 228), as Nishida
explicitly states in the later essay Artistic Creation as Historical Formative Activity ([ ST RAE
& LToZEMRAIED) . This is the origin of notions of reality as grounded in a transcendent
subject that unilaterally creates and enfolds the world as object, including mystical ideas of Godhead
as consciousness beyond consciousness, intellection beyond intellection (hypernoesis). The concept
of absolute free will in IRSC as well may be said to derive from the abstraction toward the noetic
pole of subjectivity and freedom, whereas the concept of God abstract from the world in IG may be
said to derive from a similar abstraction that disregards freedom.

As is the case with the abstraction toward the noematic pole, the abstraction towards the noetic
pole is a legitimate way of describing reality only insofar as it does not claim to be complete and
exclusive. Reality is always constituted by the dialectical interaction of the two identical but contra-
dictory poles, and any worldview that relies only on one of them is inevitably incomplete and unilat-
eral’”. In the earlier essays of SADN, Nishida still tends to see the noetic, subjective pole of deter-
mination as somewhat more relevant than the noematic, objective pole — in keeping with his
idealistic tendency to interpret reality as phenomena of consciousness — and, consequently, to see
future as the dominant temporal mode®, in line with the existentialist tradition from Kierkegaard to
Heidegger. However, he is already aware of the fundamental symmetry between the two dialectical
elements of awareness and temporality, which he would later on stress with increasing emphasis™ .

Between the opposite worldviews of physicalistic objectivism and idealistic subjectivism, lies
the historical worldview, which Nishida sees as closer to the concrete, social reality of the self-aware
self-determining present. (VI, 146) Nishida states that the historical worldview is still an abstraction
on the noetic side of reality, as historical time is determined by the future, having the form of a

circular movement (FJZRMAYEH)) in which the future acts back onto the past changing it, as
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opposed to the linear movement of time determined only by the past of the natural sciences. (VI,
240 ff.) However, it is less abstract than mere subjectivistic views based solely on the noetic pole,
being rather the result of the consideration of the noema as enfolded in the noesis, i.e., of the objec-
tive world as acted upon by subjects. In layman terms, the world of history is the world of the inter-
action between humans and their environment, in which the future is the main mode of time, insofar
as human actions teleologically determine the present, but in which the past as factually given
environment is nevertheless still seen as influencing the present. The historical world is thus quali-
fied by Nishida as the world of the mutual determination and interaction between subject and
object, born out of the concrete social world of the eternal now, and opposed to the abstract worlds

born out of the separation of the two dialectical poles.

KEDGDOHTCRE L LTEBALEALND DD, HdED ) TWREOHNE L LT
HEMWEREAOLENONLKE, ZTINUIKELRDZEFOMEENONDL, T ITELOH
REVAMEDDOPEANLN, B> ZHFUTR TV EEMALL, ZIZRTHLH DI
fLETH EEZMEA LA > THLEDTH S, LFRIINT AT AN —BF N TEE DR ALY
EANb, ZIZRTHEHDOFEEN - FHWCHCHSZRET LD TH 5D, fFLATLE
TH GO i & ZNSNLFS, VT2 EZOMBALVSME D DPEND
NBDTHb, (VI,2541)

Conclusion

The notion of eternal now that Nishida developed in SADN is a powerful conceptual tool that
allows for an elaborate philosophy of time, and provides an answer to the problems raised by his
previous, less elaborated views of time, while justifying the validity of such problematic views within
given limits. Nishida is thus able to build an adequate theoretical foundation for our concrete
experience of time, while at the same time safeguarding the validity of more abstract approaches to
the phenomenon. Albeit influenced by the developments of the concept of time in western philoso-
phy, Nishida’s achievement is made possible by the internal development of his own philosophical
views, and it is a testimony to the refinement and depth of his philosophical endeavor.

An evaluation of Nishida’s theory of time, however, would not be complete without pointing out
some of its limitations and unsolved problems. I will mention three problems that I believe are
particularly significant for an evaluation of Nishida’s ideas. First, Nishida’s theory is predicated on
the postulation of free will. Freedom is one of the key features of the idea of self-determination of
the eternal now — as causal determinism would reduce the determination of the present to passive
determination by the past — and as such it is an essential element in the distinction between past

and future, natural sciences and humanities. In spite of having expunged the idea of free will in IG
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(I, 111 ff.), Nishida reintroduced it at the end of IRSC as a sort of deus ex machina, an otherwise
unjustified solution to the problem of the contingency of concrete experience. Since then, Nishida
simply assumed freedom as an experiential datum, without arguing about its validity. However,
although the acceptance of the data of immediate experience is a defensible philosophical position,

it is not unassailable®

, and given that the denial of free will is a widely held position in many fields
of human knowledge, (like, for instance, neurophysiology), the simple postulation of the validity of
the direct experience of free will seems to be a rather shaky foundation for a solid philosophical
system.

Furthermore, there is one important feature of time that Nishida’s theory seems to be unable
to explain. Time as a linear flow is not perceived as a single unitary process, in which any event at a
given instant can be equally related to any event at a successive or previous instant. As physicists
use the concept of “world lines” — specific sequences of events causally interrelated in a linear
temporal progression, and as such referred to the same object — in our concrete experience we
perceive our past as radically different from other people’s past. The train of events that made us
what we are now (our world-line) is different from the train of events that made other people what
they are now, as the train of events that made the Earth what it is now is different from the train of
events that made some extra-solar planet what it is now. Such difference is not accounted for in
Nishida’s analysis of time. On the contrary, he stresses that the relationship between the I of today
and the I of yesterday is the same relationship of “I and you” that defines interpersonal relations,
and possesses the same character of discontinuous continuity (JEHE i H%E) . [4 H OFIINVEH O
RERERLZLIZE->T, HHORRGHORZLRERLZ LIZL->T, ROBMANHCOH
HEVSEDLOWRILT LD THS, FHlfodEfs LTELDBAWELE V5D DD T 5
DTH 5. (VI, 413) Accordingly, there seems to be nothing in his theory of time that makes it
possible to distinguish between individuals in the ordinary sense of the word, as temporal entities
whose continuity is stronger than the continuity between different humans®.

Finally, the usage of the term “eternal” by Nishida can be questioned. The eternity of the
self-determining present lies in the fact that it does not belong to time, since it opens and enfolds
within itself potentially infinite past and future, as attested by their present accessibility to memory
and anticipation®™ . In this respect, “eternity” only expresses the difference between the temporal
locality of the projected moment (the fact that it is perceived as one single instant in time, separated
from other instants) and the temporal non-locality of the self-determining now (the fact that it
enfolds time, rather than being contained in it). Indeed, Nishida makes clear that such eternity is
not the eternity of God conceived by mystical thinkers, which he now sees as a mere abstraction.] 7k
D4 nunc aeternum 7% &AL, F SR L EANLNL DAL ALY, MEFEEIZZENC
EoT [kEz2b0] MIbMzEE~T, B LADKEDOGDORE L WSADIINE, BAESEIEH
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GeWETLI L E2EERTLDOTH S, (VI 138; see 148) However, mystical thinkers may have
conceived an eternal God by abstracting from the concreteness of the present, but mysticism is first
and foremost a concrete experience, and only derivatively an abstract viewpoint. Nishida does seem
to attribute to the self-determination of the present some deeper spiritual, even mystical (VI, 40)
meaning. God as “true time, absolute time” is not just an abstracted thought, but something we can
touch in the present moment, a transcendence we can see in the depth of ourselves. [ 4 1Z (7
W) B ORUGIC THORRZMN D L EAND I EDTE S, LM T L EENLT L
WTEL, FADEIHIINTHICHETLE WA LN TES ], (VI, 190) [#fudfMts cdbkA
DEPLML D TRIFNE R SR\, () Fx 3L DRICEBEZRL20THL.] (V]
425) However, it is difficult to see how the experiential content of such contact with the absolute
can be conceived in the context of Nishida’s thought. In particular, it is difficult to see how it can be
conceived the temporal (or atemporal) quality of such a contact with the eternal. Since Nishida
describes God as the self-determination of nothingness in the eternal present itself””, there seems
to be no place in his system for any transcendence we can touch, and it is hard to see what it could
experientially mean to touch the self-determination of nothingness. If to touch God and eternity just
means to be aware of the self-determination of nothingness as coexistence of past and future in the

present, one may then wonder what is actually eternal in Nishida’s eternal now™ .
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1) See Greene, Brian The Fabric of the Cosmos: Space, Time, and the Texture of Reality, New York,
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who argues that, “We must forget the notion of time altogether, and build a quantum theory of
gravity where this notion does not appear at all. The notion of time familiar to us may then be
reconstructed in special physical situations, or within an approximation, as in the case for a
number of familiar physical quantities that disappear when moving to a deeper level of descrip-
tion.” Rovelli, Carlo “Forget Time: Essay written for the FQXi contest on the Nature of Time,”
2008, available online at Cornell University Library, https://arxiv.org/pdf/0903.3832v3.pdf, p 1.
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Sciences), Gesammelte Schriften, Bd. 7, Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1914-2006.

See Heidegger, Martin “Zeit und Sein,” in Zur Sache des Denkens, Tiibingen, Max Niemeyer
Verlag, 1969, p. 24: “Der Versuch in ‘Sein und Zeit’ §70, die Riumlichkeit des Daseins auf die
Zeitlichkeit zuriickzufiihren, 148t sich nicht halten.”

Heidegger, Martin Sein und Zeit. 15. Aufl., Tiibingen, Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1979. See Zweiter
Abschnitt, “Dasein und Zeitlichkeit” (Division two, “Being-there and Temporality”), pp. 180 ff.
For the title of the book, I follow the established translation by Valdo H. Viglielmo, Takeuchi
Toshinori, and Joseph S. O’Leary: Nishida, Kitar6 Intuition and Reflection in Self-Consciousness,

Albany, SUNY Press, 1987. However, in the text I will use “self-awareness” to translate jikaku (H
‘H). The latter, widely used translation is more adequate, and “self-consciousness” is more
properly used to translate Nishida’s different term jikoishiki (H C.7i%).

In the references to Nishida’s work, the Latin numerals refer to the volume, the Arabic numerals
to the pages of the first edition of the Complete Works ([THH$Z M44E], Hint, HikHNE,
1947~19534F).

I follow the translation by Masao Abe and Christopher Ives: Kitaro Nishida An Inquiry into the
Good, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1990, p. 164.

Leonardi, Andrea “Locus and Space: The Concepts of Time and Space in the Evolution of
Nishida’s Philosophy,” in [76 5 2245454k, TEHIT%4, 7%, 2010 4, p. 180.

See also Nishida’s “Fragments on Pure Experience” ([#iHsFRERIZ - 5 WriEz]) |, XVI, 388: [t
D—DRBIZRTERIIEETH L, 2% [KADE] LWV, HRGETH S, FEHZEH O
HFEZMEE > TL 5.

Seel, 183: [#o HCF — 0 &k .

See chapter 33 (II, 207 ff.).

[EHRBSL O E 2 2 &L, 20T E2EETHERTIERLLT, KEBTOMY, £
SOHMEFTEETH L (g FroBEoAm e EEoamE IHESET 20T
Fav, FAISHEY AHOREOTIIRTHIN TS 5, T EEMOM 27§ 2 &1
o THICHOHINE 22 2 ENTELZDOTH D, (11, 296)

The need for a comprehensive explanation of reality, famously expressed in the preface to IG (I,
4), is reaffirmed in the preface to IRSC. [ AP HTHE HEMAERDOIERIMK > TFRTCoELAZ %
~(TRIS] L3

[FEGREMNZL 2 OOEHILIZE - T, FIEHMARLTH2DTH S, FEHEZEH E VLD 2
L EHULDOFEIZHE E o] (IV, 230)

[TRTEIEMNE S D DOFIFITRTH L EELN, BRFELEOREABREE~LNL ] (V]
341)

Nishida himself, although critical of what he perceived as a lack of depth in Heidegger’s herme-

neutic phenomenology, acknowledged the affinity of his own position with Heidegger’s existential
analysis in relation to facticity and project: [ 7> > 2RI TIEFK L 1INA Ty =D H W
CATF THIITFONIZDbDLEANLND LI, TBEWEENLNLTH D H.] (VII, 118)
For Nishida’s criticism of Heidegger, see V, 349 f.

Nishida would later describe such movement as the dialectic of the created ({51723 @) and
the creating (f£% & ®). See, for instance, IX, 159 f.

S. Odin’s unsubstantiated remark that the fact that for Nishida the future is already contained in
the present implies symmetry, reversibility, and determinism appears to be mistaken. Odin, Steve

Process Metaphysics and Hua-Yen Buddhism: A Critical Study of Cumulative Penetration Vs.
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Interpenetration, Albany, SUNY Press, 1982, p. 80.

As Nishida wrote to Mutai Risaku in 1940, the inquiry into the theory of time elucidates the logic
of locus: [HFRDFELZFEM T LI L2 L o> THITOMBIMIC L > TREEBH VT T
(XIX, 141)

[FAO DRSO HCBE D S FrRE R 22 2SRER 5 b DTH 5.1 (VI 168)
[REDEGOHCKEE LT, SOREDKIITZEMN A2 0P HLDTHS.] (VI 331)
[BEAHCHSYOPICACHE ZREIWICBRET 5 L ENDL I ENTE L, Kerubkoz
FIMRRE, REOTMEMBRE & WANTE S ORENEND,] (VI, 403) See VI, 360 f; XI, 225:
[REDOFHICEMA R T IUE A S vy XI, 45 [HREHIZZ OB ORI TR TR ITh
X7 5%\ ;XI, 14 1, et al.

As H. Ruin remarks, “for the important German term Spielraum, literaly “playspace,” there is no
good English translation,” Ruin, Hans “Contributions to Philosophy,” in Dreyfus, Hubert L. and
Wrathall, Mark A., eds. A Companion to Heidegger Oxford, Blackwell Publishing, 2005, p. 368.
Heidegger, Martin Beitrige zur Philosophie. Frankfurt a. M., V. Klostermann, 1989, see pp. 380

ff. Needless to say, there are many differences between the two philosophers’ positions. Leaving
aside more general differences, it can be remarked that Heidegger does not elaborate on the
social, interpersonal dimension of the opening event emphasized by Nishida, neither does he
express his thought in explicit dialectical terms (although I believe that it would not be difficult to
reformulate the dynamic of his Zeit-Spiel-Raum and the mirror-play of the Fourfold, Geviert, as an
explicitly dialectical relationship).

The saying is a paraphrases from Boethius’ De trinitate by Thomas Aquinas, in Summa theologiae,
1a, 10, 2.

Nishida quotes Meister Eckhart’s Von der Vollendung der Zeit at the beginning of The
Self-Determination of the Eternal Now ([ D4 O HEMRE 1), (VI, 181)

It seems plausible that Nishida had originally borrowed the term “eternal now” from Meister
Eckhart, whom he quotes in the section on religion, albeit in different contexts. (I, 185 f.) In The
Self-Determination of the Eternal Now Nishida explicitly refers to Eckhart’s notion of eternal now.
(V1,182)

See VI, 238.

These abstract temporal modes are discussed in The Temporal and the Atemporal ([WiE1 7 %
b DN OIEREHI 22 2 B D 1); for the abstraction from the noetic element see particularly VI.
237 ff.

[BIEPBAEHEZMET 2 E0EHELEIAHIT, FEREPLLREE LN EVAEERIE TN
TIHADTH 5] (VI,243)

On Nishida’s evolving position on the primacy of the future, and his stance towards Kierkegaard
on this topic, see KMMEMME & EW |, [HARDEE], #1275, 548, KR, 2011/124,
pp. 1121, 119.

In the paper quoted in note 2, physicist C. Rovelli argues that, “The notion of time is extremely
natural to us, but only in the same manner in which other intuitive ideas are rooted in our
intuition because they are features of the small garden in which we are accustomed to living (for
instance: absolute simultaneity, absolute velocity, or the idea of a flat Earth and an absolute up
and down). Intuition is not a good guide for understanding natural regimes so distant from our
daily experience.” (p. 9)

Nishida does mention the bond (#%4) between past and present experience as an essential
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feature of the individual self, (VI, 358), but he does not provide any theoretical justification of
such bond (see also VI, 399). The problem of personal identity in Nishida’s philosophy has been
a topic of interest for western interpreters, but the problem of the difference between separate
trains of present moments constituting different personalities seems to have gone unnoticed, as
the difference is generally taken for granted. G. Kopf remarks that “Nishida’s self is a momentary
awareness event which arises in mutual determination--- and mutual correlation:-- with other

individual awareness events.” (Kopf, Gereon Beyond Personal Identity: Dogen, Nishida, and a

Phenomenology of No-Self, Richmond, Curzon Press, 2001, p. 248.) J. Tremblay, as well, deals

extensively with the problem of the unity and continuity of consciousness in Nishida (Tremblay,
Jacynthe Auto-éveil et temporalité: Les défis posés par la philosophie de Nishida, Paris,
L'Harmattan, 2007, pp. 49 ff. and 141 ff.), and underlines the link between self and present.

However, neither of them explains how a particular sequence of present individual awareness

events can be connected diachronically as a single human personality, and how the same relation-
ship of discontinuous continuity can account for both intrapersonal and interpersonal dialectical
unity. S. Odin believes that the difference lies in the fact that, for Nishida, “I and Thou interact
directly but only through communication using the intersubjective medium of language.” (Odin,
Steve The Social Self in Zen and American Pragmatism, Albany, SUNY Press, 1996, p. 89)

However, Nishida stresses the fact that the direct interaction between the I of today and the I of

yesterday too is mediated by linguistic expressions (F), and is a form of dialogue GE L&)
based on a semantic bond (EMRI¥HA). (VI, 399, 343) Linguistic mediation cannot therefore
account for the difference between intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships.

This position remained unchanged in later years. See XI, 379: [FDOBIMIZKEICIHZITL DD
BT, KEIENSE DO, HILEMIZKETH 5. ]

See VI, 350 ff., and 238: [fi& WADIE (HIE) FKADZITK > TR TR T 2 & w
SMIMEDOTRIFINUEER S 7%\, | The latter passage shows some ambiguity in the use of the
term “God,” as it is qualified both as the locus itself, and as noesis enfolding the noematic side of
reality.

I have criticized Nishida’s later position on God and mysticism in Leonardi, Andrea “Mysticism
and the Notion of God in Nishida’s Philosophy of Religion,” in Philosophy East and West, 64: 2,
2014.



