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CHAPTER ONE

Phenomenology in 
Japan: Its Inception and 

Blossoming
KEIICHI NOE

1.  THE FIRST GENERATION: THE INTRODUCTION  
OF PHENOMENOLOGY TO JAPAN

It is not overstating the case to say that the phenomenological studies began at 
the Imperial University of Tōhoku in Sendai. Husserlian phenomenology was for-
mally introduced to the Japanese philosophical circle by Takahashi Satomi, who 
studied with Husserl in Germany.1 Miyake Gōichi, his junior colleague, also went 
to Germany and studied with Husserl. Miyake formulated his philosophy of 
human existence based on the phenomenological method, while he also introduced 
Heidegger’s philosophy to the Japanese students. Both Takahashi and Miyake taught 
for decades at Tohoku University,2 and trained their students, who became the lead-
ers of the postwar Japan’s phenomenological studies, to bring about the “renais-
sance of phenomenology.”

In stating this, certainly I am not neglecting the philosophers of the Kyoto School, 
for instance, who sustained the dawning period of Japanese academic philosophi-
cal studies, including such important thinkers as Nishida Kitarō, Tanabe Hajime, 
and Kuki Shūzō. Incidentally, they also studied phenomenology according to the 
dictates of their philosophical interests, and as such phenomenology can be said to 
have played an important formative role in their thinking. When we speak about 
the tradition of phenomenology in Japan that has survived into the post–​Second 
World War period, however, we need to credit the thinkers in Sendai, rather than 
those in Kyoto or Tokyo. Based on this assessment of mine, I shall begin my essay 
by focusing on Takahashi and Miyake as the first generation of phenomenological 
studies in Japan.

1.1  Takahashi Satomi (1886–​1964) and the introduction of Husserl

Takahashi Satomi 高橋里美 was born in 1886 (the nineteenth year of Meiji) in 
Yamagata Prefecture and studied philosophy at the Imperial University of Tokyo. 
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Soon after his graduation, he wrote an extensive review article, critiquing Nishida 
Kitarō’s Zen no kenkyū (An Inquiry into the Good). Takahashi’s essay, entitled 
“Facts and Meanings of the Phenomena of Consciousness” (Ishiki genshō no 
jijitsu to sono imi) was published in May and June 1912 issues of Tetsugaku 
Zasshi (Journal of Philosophy).3 His bold challenge of Nishida’s first book marked 
his debut in the world of academic philosophy. In meeting his astute criticism 
squarely, Nishida wrote his response entitled “My Response to Takahashi Satomi’s 
Criticism of My Book, An Inquiry into the Good” (Takahashi (Satomi) Bungakushi 
no seccho Zen no kenkyū ni taisuru hihyō ni kotau). It was published in the 
October 1912 issue of Tetsugaku Zasshi. The philosophical exchanges that took 
place between the two stands out as the first full-​fledged philosophical debate 
that took place in modern Japan. Takahashi was twenty-​six years old then, and 
Nishida forty-​three.

In 1915 Takahashi got a teaching position as a German-​language teacher at 
the Sixth Higher School in Okayama, and it so happened that Miyake Gōichi was 
among his students there. In 1921 (the tenth year of Taishō), now thirty-​five years 
old, he moved to Sendai, upon the invitation of the Faculty of Natural Sciences 
of the Imperial University of Tōhoku to join its faculty as an associate professor. 
From 1925 onward, for two years, he was granted a scholarship to study abroad in 
Europe under the auspices of the Ministry of Education. He went to the University 
of Freiburg to study with Husserl, which set the course of his subsequent philosophi-
cal career to specialize in phenomenology.

Takahashi took Husserl’s seminar for two semesters, from fall 1926 through sum-
mer 1927. He attended the Winter Lecture on the “Introduction to Phenomenology” 
(Einführung in die Phänomenologie) and the Summer Lecture on “Nature and Mind” 
(Natur und Geist).4 He also came to be intimately exposed to Husserl’s phenomeno-
logical thinking through his seminars and private conversations. We may note here, 
however, that Husserl’s lectures were far from riveting. Takahashi recalls in a matter 
of a fact fashion:

One could more or less imagine from his writings that his lectures would not be 
lively or exciting. In fact, they were repetitive beyond one’s imagination. It eas-
ily far surpassed the point of being boring. It was like an empty wheel rolling in 
the air. Day after day, he would repeat the same thing over and over again. Who 
could have foreseen that lectures that met four hours a week barely covered the 
topic of “phenomenological reduction” by the end of the semester? . . . The class-
room, which was reasonably packed in the beginning of the semester, began to 
show deserted empty spots here and there, and these lonely holes became more 
and more conspicuous as the semester progressed. But nothing seemed to have 
bothered the professor. He simply continued the rotation of this empty wheel in 
the air without moving very much ahead.5

Indeed, we could sense how Husserl’s belabored complex sentences must have been 
transposed to the lecture podium. Husserl by this time had already published his 
Logical Investigations (Logische Untersuchungen, 1900–​1901) and the Ideas (Ideen 
zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie, vol. 1, 1913), 
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secured his solid position within the German academic philosophical world, and 
was the torchbearer of phenomenology as a viable school of thought over against 
the neo-​Kantian schools. But after his appointment at the University of Freiburg as 
full professor in 1916, he had published only several articles and no major book. 
He was going through an extended period of silence. Obviously, it was not that he 
had stopped thinking. Rather, as it became apparent from the posthumous publica-
tions of his work after the Second World War, he was groping as to how to make 
the transition from “constitutive phenomenology” to “generative phenomenology,” 
and producing several pieces of writings, which gave rise to the “renaissance of 
phenomenology.”

As a matter of fact, Husserl, after this period of silence, began to publish his 
work one after another, including the Lectures on the Phenomenology of Inner Time-​
Consciousness (Vorlesungen zur Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewußtseins, 1928), 
the Formal and Transcendental Logic (Formale und transzendentale Logik, 1929), 
and the Cartesian Meditations (Méditations cartésiennes, Introduction à la phénomé-
nologie, 1931), signaling the opening of the curtain to the act two of his thinking, the 
so-​called later Husserlian phenomenology. In this context, the year Takahashi studied 
at Freiburg falls right on the eve of Husserl’s breaking his silence, and it was fortunate 
for Takahashi to have witnessed Husserl, who was at the very point of breaking the 
cocoon to fly out, the cocoon which he had been spinning until then.

Takahashi returned to Japan in February of 1928, and immediately in May of 
that year he gave a series of lectures on phenomenology upon the request of the 
Association of Educators of the city of Nagano. The content of the lectures were 
later published as an article in the journal Risō, in the October 1929 issue. This 
marked the beginning of Takahashi’s introduction of phenomenology to Japan.6 
Takahashi’s article drew on Husserl’s lectures and seminars that he had personally 
attended in Freiburg, and as such it is an invaluable account of Husserl during this 
period of silence. To cite a few example, such key concepts as “passivity,” “associ-
ation,” “body,” “kinesthesis,” “intersubjective reduction,” “empathy,” “appraesen-
tation,” and “monad”—​the ideas that came to constitute the later Husserlian 
phenomenology—​are already frequently mentioned in this article by Takahashi, 
bearing witness to the fact that generative phenomenology was already ripening in 
Husserl’s mind.

What Husserl was grappling with by using these key concepts was the question of 
how to recognize the “other ego” (alter ego). Takahashi deftly summarizes what was 
behind this question as the task of “phenomenologically restoring the objectivity of 
nature that had been discarded by the theory of ego (Egologie), as well as to reduce 
(i.e. rehabilitate) social, historical and cultural world, which the theory of ego over-
looked, and give such a world a phenomenological foundation.”7 This is actually 
the leitmotif of what Husserl was to study in a detailed analysis in his Cartesian 
Meditations, especially in the “Fifth Meditation.”

We must remember, here, that Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations in French was not 
yet published until 1931, and its German translation did not appear until after the 
Second World War in 1950. Therefore, Takahashi, at the time of penning this art-
icle, had no notion of what Husserl was to unfold in his forthcoming publications. 
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Interestingly, his work on Husserl’s phenomenology entitled “Intersubjective 
Phenomenological Reduction” (which constitutes chapter  5 of his book) actually 
reads as an elegant summary of Husserl’s “Fifth Meditation.” This indicates how 
accurate Takahashi’s grasp of Husserl’s phenomenology was, to which he was 
exposed through the master’s lectures at Freiburg. Takahashi also mentions that 
“Husserl considers the monad to have the body which acts as a window, through 
which it enters into reciprocal relationship with other monads,” and he even infers 
the possibility of the establishment of the phenomenology of the body, anticipating 
later Husserl.8

It is remarkable that in 1929, when Takahashi published his work, his was the 
only academic paper in the world that described Husserl’s theories of recognition of 
alter ego and intersubjectivity and even mentioned the body as a phenomenological 
problem. How remarkable this was becomes apparent when we read his German col-
leagues’ works. For instance, Oskar Becker makes a brief mention of “intersubjective 
reduction” in his work “Edmund Husserl’s Philosophy” (1930), but he never touched 
on the questions of the “body” or “empathy” (Einfühlung). Again, Husserl’s beloved 
disciple Eugen Fink’s well-​known work, “Edmund Husserl’s Phenomenological 
Philosophy and the Contemporary Critique” (1933), contains only several lines of 
reference to the description of “monad” in view of later Husserlian phenomenology. 
That Takahashi was able to introduce to the Japanese academic philosophers the 
later development of Husserl’s phenomenology, even before it happened in Europe, 
is something I would like to underscore, when we speak about how phenomenology 
was introduced to Japan.

1.2  Miyake Gōichi (1895–​1982) and the introduction of  
Heidegger and Merleau-​Ponty

Miyake Gōichi 三宅剛一, who had the privilege of tutelage by Takahashi Satomi, 
became the bridge to the next generation of phenomenologists in Japan. Born in 
1895 in Okayama Prefecture, he studied German under Takahashi at the Sixth 
Higher School, as mentioned above. After that, Miyake entered the Kyoto Imperial 
University and studied philosophy under Nishida Kitarō. In 1924, when he was 
twenty-​nine years old, he was offered associate professorship in the Faculty of 
Natural Science at Tōhoku Imperial University. He, too, had the opportunity to 
study in Europe, 1930–​32, under the auspices of the Ministry of Education, and 
naturally chose the University of Freiburg where Husserl was. He participated in 
Husserl’s seminars held at the professor’s home, and studied the phenomenological 
method. He was also closely acquainted with Eugen Fink and Martin Heidegger, and 
Oskar Becker was his private tutor with whom he went over Heidegger’s Sein und 
Zeit (Being and Time, 1927).

Following his return to Japan in 1932, Miyake wanted to introduce Heidegger’s 
philosophy to the Japanese academic philosophers. His article “Heidegger’s 
Philosophical Position” (Haideggā tetsugaku no tachiba) was published in the 1934 
issue of the journal Bunka (Culture), published by the Association of Humanities, a 
group that existed at Tōhoku University. This is one of the earliest academic works 
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on Heidegger in Japan, and it bears a unique stamp as it contains the exchanges of 
ideas he personally had with Husserl, Heidegger, Fink, and Becker back in Freiburg.

Miyake considers “reflection” (hansei 反省) as the essence of philosophy, and at 
the same time asserts that any reflection cannot be free of historicity, and, therefore, 
even the method of phenomenological reduction cannot be absolutized. According 
to Miyake, Heidegger recognized innate historicity and the finitude of human-
ity, and he discovered a possibility of actively accepting the social milieu (jidaiteki 
keikō) of contemporary Europe in the phenomenological method. At that time, the 
structure of reflection (of consciousness) and the role of phenomenological reduc-
tion were the issues of the ultimate importance for phenomenology, which were 
hotly debated and being worked out by Husserl and Fink and were later coherently 
presented by Fink in his Sixth Meditation (1988). Here, again, one notices that 
Miyake’s understanding of Heidegger came from the cutting-​edge discussions held 
in common among his German colleagues concerning the promises and potentials 
of phenomenology.

The astute questioning Miyake pursued was crystalized in his book On Human 
Existence (Ningen sonzairon) (1966). In the preface, Miyake states that “what is 
fundamental in philosophy is to have an overarching perspective on human real-
ity, without excluding any sort of possibilities.”9 In order to carry out this task, he 
adopts the phenomenological method, which he considers “open and a method-​
at-​work.”10 However, this does not mean that Miyake simply adopts Husserl’s or 
Heidegger’s method as his own. Rather his attempt is to start out with the critical 
reflection on their methods. What he says about this point is rife with suggestions. 
Miyake writes, for instance:

In Husserl’s phenomenology, the actual existence of human beings is ultimately 
viewed from the perspective of the inner reflection of the subjective (conscious) 
life. In his philosophy of life, he does talk about “constitution” (Konstitution) or 
the “intentional work (Leistung),” but the aspects of the impotent, the deficient, 
the falsehood—​which are also all uniquely present in human existence—​are 
overlooked.11

And further,

In Heidegger the actual existence (Dasein) is given the ontological significance 
in terms of the “understanding of existence.” This is the characteristic feature of 
Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein, but because his style of inquiry rests on “either 
this or that” as the guiding principle, his phenomenological investigation into 
human existence naturally tends lopsided. The question of the body drops out of 
the treatment of beings-​in-​the-​world, and in his discussion of history, his view-
point of “intrinsic (eigentlich) or not” ends up simplifying the historical reality.12

I submit that these are the kinds of criticisms that can be raised only by those who 
were intimately acquainted with Husserl and Heidegger, and had grasped the 
essence of phenomenology. Miyake himself proceeds to describe nature and his-
tory and how we are related to them not from the perspective of ontology in gen-
eral but from the perspective of “human existence.” In this undertaking, Miyake 
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considers the body to be an important philosophical issue, and draws the atten-
tion of the Japanese academic philosophers to the ideas developed by Maurice 
Merleau-​Ponty and Claude Lévi-​Strauss quite early on. Miyake approaches the 
“self ” (jiko), which forms the basis of the body and behavior, in its concrete real-
ity, as he writes: “The human self is a corporeal subjectivity; there is no self that is 
devoid of the drive to fulfill desire. Fulfillment of desire is a given as the right to 
life, for the sake of self-​preservation.”13 Miyake’s philosophy of human existence 
(Ningen sonzairon) can be seen as the culminating point of the first generation of 
Japanese phenomenologists. The second generation of Japanese phenomenolo-
gists, nurtured by Miyake, flew out of the nest to make a big stir in the Japanese 
philosophical world.

2.  THE SECOND GENERATION: THE BURGEONING  
OF PHENOMENOLOGY IN JAPAN

Being solicited by the Philosophy Department at Kyoto University, Miyake Gōichi 
left Tōhoku University in 1954, but until then he dedicatedly trained many able 
younger philosophers. Notable among them are Takiura Shizuo 滝浦静雄 (1927–​
2011), Kida Gen 木田元 (1928–​2014), and Nitta Yoshihiro 新田義弘 (b. 1929)—​all 
of them were students of Miyake, inherited the academic tradition of Takahashi and 
Miyake, and greatly contributed to generating the movement, which came to be 
known as the “renaissance of phenomenology” in Japan.

2.1  Human existence as corporeal and the discovery of Merleau-​Ponty

In postwar Japan, Jean Paul Sartre held the position of the hero-​philosopher as the 
flag-​bearer of existentialism. Takiura and Kida, however, discovered Merleau-​Ponty, 
who had been overshadowed by Sartre, and identified him as the real successor of 
the spirit of later Husserlian phenomenology. Thus, they began translating Merleau-​
Ponty’s works into highly readable plain Japanese one after the other, starting with The 
Structure of Behavior (Kōdō no kōzō, La Structure du comportment, 1942), followed 
by Eye and Mind (Me to seishin, L’Œil et l’esprit, 1961). Obviously, one sees Miyake’s 
influence in the background. In fact, Takiura and Kida paid the following tribute in the 
“Translator’s postscript” of their translation of The Structure of Behavior:

We thought about translating this book to express our deeply felt gratitude for 
Professor Miyake Gōichi, on the occasion of the upcoming celebration of his 70th 
birthday next spring. Professor Miyake, not only during his tenure at Tōhoku 
University but also after he left, continues to encourage us warmly.14

It has already been mentioned above that Miyake paid close attention to the 
importance of the body from early on; Takiura and Kida picked up this thread, and 
aside from translating the works of Merleau-​Ponty, they developed on the concept 
of the body in their own philosophies. Two notable books on this topic by them 
are: Takiura’s Language and the Body (Gengo to shintai, 1978), and Kida’s Merleau-​
Ponty’s Philosophy (Merurō-​Pontī no shisō, 1984).
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I hope it is now clear to the reader that seeds of the renaissance of phenom-
enology that blossomed in the 1960s and 1970s Japan were sown by Miyake. 
These seeds matured into such works as Nitta Yoshihiro’s What Is Phenomenology? 
(Genshōgaku to wa nani ka, 1968) and Phenomenology (Genshōgaku, 1978); Kida 
Gen’s Contemporary Philosophy (Gendai tetsugaku, 1969)  and Phenomenology 
(Genshōgaku, 1970); and Takiura Shizuo’s Phenomenology of Imagination (Sōzō no 
genshōgaku, 1972) and Time (Jikan, 1976).

2.2  Kida Gen: The radical spirit of social and philosophical critique

Among these excellent works, some technical and others more popular, Kida 
Gen’s Phenomenology stands out to merit a special mention. Being published as 
a pocketbook-​sized edition, easily obtainable and affordably priced, it was read 
widely by university students who were living the heydays of “student power,” and 
who quickened the intellectual movement that led to the “phenomenology boom.” 
Myself included, the university students of those days found many passages of Kida 
extremely provocative, and they felt they came upon a new kind of philosophy, going 
beyond the traditional old-​fashioned discipline of “philosophy.” To quote a passage 
from Kida, where he refers to Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-​Ponty:

The efforts of these philosophers should be viewed to summarize and highlight 
the methodological innovations taking place in the various fields of humanistic 
sciences [such as the academic discipline of psychology, sociology, history, and 
linguistics] to overcome the method that were mechanistic and based on frag-
mented elements, the method which has dominated the fields up until now. In 
turn, the critical methodological reflections highlighted by these thinkers impart 
direct or indirect influence on the various fields of humanistic disciplines that rel-
atively lagged behind. Thus, the phenomenological movement is not just a trend 
in philosophy, but more aptly it should be viewed as an encompassing larger 
movement that covers multiple fields of scholarly disciplines of this century, espe-
cially of humanities.15

Kida’s statement such as this helped delineate the contribution of phenomenology 
as a philosophy that critiques modern natural sciences and modern rationalism. In 
short, my generation of university students understood phenomenology to stand 
for a new scientific methodology that would break new ground for the academic 
studies that had fallen into a state of impasse. It also accorded with the spirit 
of the day, in which the young generation was rebelling against the oppressive 
“regimented society” governed by technocrats. Kida emphasized that Husserl “saw 
the crisis of academic studies as the fundamental crisis of the life of European 
humanity—​as the overall expression of the ontological crisis—​and attempted to 
formulate his transcendental phenomenology as the very means to overcome this 
crisis.”16 Moreover, according to Kida, Husserl criticized the contemporary schol-
arly trend of entrusting its fundamental principle to other disciplines—​such as was 
taking place in naturalism, psychologism, and historicism—​to be irresponsible, 
looked for the foundation of their own scholarly disciplines in other academic 
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fields; while likening the phenomenological reduction to Descartes’s methodo-
logical doubt, he characterized the spirit of phenomenology as “a radical move,” 
which assumes its own scholarly responsibility.”17 In this way, Husserl’s scholarly 
radicalism and the radicalism of the spirit of that specific point in time in Japan 
coincided and resonated together.

Husserl wrote in his last book, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental 
Phenomenology (Die Krisis der Europäishen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale 
Phänomenologie, 1936), the modern crisis of academic scholarship to have origi-
nated in the excess of positivistic science:

The exclusiveness with which the total world-​view of modern man, in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, let itself be determined by the positive sciences and 
be blinded by the “prosperity” they produced, meant an indifferent turning-​away 
from the question which are decisive for a genuine humanity. Merely fact-​minded 
sciences make merely fact-​minded people.18

Certainly, positivistic sciences have enriched our lives and accelerated utility and 
efficiency. But positive sciences tell us nothing about what meaning scholarly learn-
ing may have for human existence. That is, we have forgotten to ask “questions of 
the meaning or meaninglessness of the whole of this human existence.”19

Husserl thus inquires into the origin of this forgetfulness, traces it back in the 
stream of modern sciences, and arrives at the figure of Galileo Galilei, who was “at 
once a discovering and a concealing genius.”20 What Galileo concealed was the “life-
world” (Lebenswelt). He put a veil over this lifeworld with mathematical formulae 
and philosophical ideals, thus concealing the fact that this lifeworld is the founda-
tion of meaning underlying natural sciences.

2.3  Nitta Yoshihiro and Kida Gen: Philosophies of rudimentary nature

It was Nitta Yoshihiro’s detailed and rigorous textual reading of Husserl’s writings 
in his What Is Phenomenology? (Genshōgaku towa nani ka, 1968) that introduced 
Husserl’s later thought focused on the lifeworld. Taking advantage of new materials 
that became available with the publication of the Husserliana series, Nitta was able to 
draw from many hitherto unknown texts of Husserl and brought to light the under-
appreciated dimensions of his phenomenological thinking. Nitta especially paid 
attention to the notion of “living present” (“ikeru genzai,” lebendige Gegenwart) or 
“streaming (or flowing) present” (“nagareru genzai,” strömende Gegenwart), which 
Husserl saw to constitute the steady feature of the function of ego-​consciousness. 
Nitta recaptures this concept as the “force that works teleologically,” and calls it 
“rudimentary” or “original nature” (kongenteki shizen 根源的自然). Nitta writes:

This force that works teleologically reveals itself within my freedom, which allows 
me to feel that “I can”—​a sense of kinesthesia—​and constitutes our essence when 
we are moving towards a goal (telos). This force that comes to us, flows away, 
and urges us to make it firmly positioned (in our body) is the ultimate mat-
ter (shitsuryō); it is rudimentary nature in the fundamental sense . . . That we 
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accept this rudimentary nature is something that we are demanded by rudimen-
tary nature itself. In the movement of rudimentary nature, it sends itself into [our 
bodies] and thereby hides itself.21

Nitta, by taking this rudimentary nature as the basis of his philosophical thinking, 
moves closer to the “phenomenology of life.” The key concept here is “mediality” 
(baitaisei 媒体性, Medialität). In terms of the relationship of the world and human 
beings, it is not that the world appears to the human beings, but rather, human 
beings are the negative medials (baitai) of the world for the world to manifest itself. 
Keeping this in mind, Nitta constructs his “phenomenology of transcendental medi-
ality” based on the conscious apprehension of life as the goal of phenomenological 
knowledge.

Interestingly, Kida Gen, too, finds the breakthrough of phenomenology in the 
concept of rudimentary nature. (Kida, together with Nitta, led the post–​Second 
World War studies on phenomenology; moreover both of them were disciples of 
Miyake as mentioned above.) In his 1980 article “World and Nature” (“Sekai to 
shizen”), while referring to Husserl and Heidegger’s notions of “earth” (Erde) and 
Merleau-​Ponty’s idea of the “untamed wild existence” (l’être sauvage), Kida asks the 
following question:

This kind of notion of rudimentary nature originated most likely outside the field 
of phenomenology, and to recognize the existence of such a notion may risk the 
bankruptcy of phenomenology itself. Then, why did all these thinkers end up 
arriving at this kind of nature? . . . It might be the unavoidable fate of western 
philosophy, or perhaps when we shift our focus and think from the perspective 
of radical nature, the essence of Western knowledge, which has been called phil-
osophy, may become clearer.22

This kind of self-​questioning prompts Kida to take a big stride beyond the pale of 
traditional phenomenology. He now turns to the inquiry into the tradition of “anti-​” 
or “counter” philosophy (han-​tetsugaku 反哲学). He sees this countermovement in 
the efforts made by Nietzsche and Heidegger, for instance, who attempted to “over-
come the mainstream notion of what philosophy is,” including the notion of exist-
ence in terms of “being made” that become prevalent after Plato, or the materialistic 
view of nature since Descartes with its presupposition of homo-​centrism. Noting 
that the basis Nietzsche and Heidegger resorted to in order to criticize “Western 
philosophy” is the view of nature held by the pre-​Socratic thinkers, Kida layers in 
his philosophical vista this pre-​Socratic view of nature and the originally Japanese 
ancient view of rudimentary nature that permeates, for instance, The Records of 
Ancient Matters (Kojiki).

Granted, while they take “rudimentary nature” as the key concept, what Nitta 
attempts to do with it in his “phenomenology of mediality” and Kida in his “counter-​
philosophy” are greatly different in terms of goal and approach. There would be no 
opposition, however, to consider the achievements of these thinkers as the culminat-
ing points of the second generation of Japanese phenomenological studies.
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2.4  Tatematsu Hirotaka: Translations of Husserl’s writings

Not to be forgotten here concerning the momentous achievements the second 
generation of Japanese phenomenologists made are twofold: the establishment of 
the Phenomenological Association of Japan, and the publication of the Lectures 
on Phenomenology (Kōza genshōgaku) in four volumes, published by Kōbundō in 
Tokyo. Here, in this context, I must introduce one more figure, Tatematsu Hirotaka  
立松弘孝 (1931–​2016), besides the three disciples of Miyake, Takiura, Kida, and 
Nitta. The foremost contribution of Tatematsu’s is his extensive translation of 
Husserl’s writings into precise and accurate Japanese. The list of translated works 
(some are co-​translated) includes: Genshōgaku no rinen (Die Idee der Phänomenologie, 
1965); Naiteki jikan ishiki no genshōgaku (“Zur Phaenomenologie des inneren 
Zeitbewusstseins,” 1967)23; Ronrigaku kenkyū (Logische Untersuchungen) in four 
volumes (1968–​76); Idēn II (Ideen zu reinen Phänomenologie und phänome-
nologischen Philosophie: Zweites Buch, Phänomenologische Untersuchungen 
zur Konstitution) in two volumes (2001 and 2009); and Keishiki ronrigaku to 
chōetsuronteki ronrigaku (Formale und. Transzendentale Logik, Versuch einer Kritik 
der logischen Vernunft, 2015). Without these ambitious and painstaking undertak-
ing, the handing-​down of the baton to the third generation of Japanese students of 
phenomenology would have been greatly delayed, if not at least by a decade.

Concerning the establishment of the Phenomenological Association of Japan, it 
traces its inception to March 1979, when a call for a conference was circulated, 
tentatively titled “A Conference on Phenomenological Studies in Japan.” The meet-
ing was held in May 1979 at Sophia University in Tokyo, where Noe Keiichi and 
Washida Kiyokazu presented their papers on the conference theme of “Behavior 
and Communication,” which were followed by lively debates among the confer-
ence participants. This conference led to the establishment of the Phenomenological 
Association of Japan. A year later, in 1980, on the occasion of the second meeting 
held at Nanzan University in Nagoya, the name of the group was officially declared 
as Phenomenological Association of Japan, and the bylaws were drawn up, with the 
association’s office being set up at Nanzan University with Tatematsu Hirotaka as 
its director. The formation of this academic association laid the firm foundation for 
the third generation of Japanese phenomenologists to carry out their academic and 
philosophical activities.

3.  THE THIRD GENERATION: THE  
TRANSFORMATION OF PHENOMENOLOGY

In discussing the third generation of phenomenological studies in Japan, I  must 
emphasize the indispensable role played by the “Study Group on Phenomenology 
and Hermeneutics,” which Nitta Yoshihiro personally organized and led. This study 
group crossed the boundaries of universities and localities, encouraged the exchange 
of views among younger academics, and reached outside academic philosophy into 
the fields of psychiatry, social sciences, and so forth, augmenting the interdisciplin-
ary discussions. The three figures who represent the third generation of Japanese 

 

 

 

 

 



PHENOMENOLOGY IN JAPAN	 33

33

phenomenologists—​Washida Kiyokazu 鷲田清一, Murata Jun’ichi 村田純一, and 
Noe Keiichi 野家啓一—​all took part in this study group and expanded their realm 
of research. The third generation of thinkers was basically nurtured under the influ-
ence of the second generation of phenomenologists mentioned above. That when 
Kida Gen was asked to compile an Encyclopedia of Phenomenology (Genshōgaku 
jiten, published 1994),24 he appointed Washida, Murata, and Noe, the younger aca-
demics, instead of scholars of his own generation, is a good illustration of how the 
generational change took place smoothly. This Encyclopedia of Phenomenology has 
been translated into Korean, and considered by those in the field as an indispensable 
research tool, it has been contributing greatly to the advancement of the study of 
phenomenology among Asian academics.

3.1  Washida Kiyokazu’s phenomenology of care and Murata  
Jun’ichi’s phenomenology of technology

In contrast to the second generation of Japanese phenomenologists, those who 
belong to the third generation are almost all born after the Second World War, 
and their philosophical interests are accordingly more widespread than those of 
the former generations. On the one hand, detailed analysis and reading of the ori-
ginal texts of Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-​Ponty, and so on continue, while on the 
other hand various original works have been produced, ever widening the scope of 
phenomenology.

Washida Kiyokazu (born in 1949) started out with the study of Merleau-​Ponty, 
and cleared a new ground on the theory of corporeity; he later advocated “clinical 
philosophy” (rinshō tetsugaku) and opened up the academic study of philosophy to 
society at large. In concrete terms, he engaged in dialogue with those who actually 
face the daily challenges at their work—​nurses, teachers, caregivers, and so on. His 
attempt has created a new field, which may be called a “phenomenology of nursing 
and caregiving,” or a “phenomenology of care.”25

Murata Jun’ichi (born in 1948), known for his careful reading of texts by Husserl 
and Brentano, has turned to his own phenomenological analyses, and contributed 
in the area of phenomenology of technology (gijutsu), and technological ethics.26 At 
present, he is working to bridge ecological psychology and phenomenology by tak-
ing the concept of “affordance” as the common ground.

3.2  Noe Keiichi’s phenomenology of history as narration

In response to the request of the volume editor of this present book, in the remainder 
of this essay, allow me to sketch out my current interest in a “history as narration” 
(or a theory of “history as narration”). What initially got me interested in phenom-
enology was Kida Gen’s book Phenomenology, mentioned above. Accordingly, at 
first I understood phenomenology as a kind of scientific methodology, and I was 
especially influenced by Husserl’s discussion of the criticism of modern natural sci-
ences, which he carried out in his aforementioned Crisis of European Sciences and 
Transcendental Phenomenology. At graduate school I majored in the philosophy of 
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science, and this led me to ask myself whether or not I might bring together the phe-
nomenological method and analytical philosophy in the analysis of language.

Phenomenology and analytic philosophy in those days were considered some-
thing like water and oil repelling each other, and thus my audacious attempt was 
met, as expected, with many harsh criticisms, but what gave me a glimpse of the 
possibility of success was the essay written by Nitta Yoshihiro, “Concerning the 
Narrative Act in the Study of History” (“Rekishi kagaku ni okeru monogatari kōi 
ni tsuite”) that appeared in the October 1983 issue of Shisō. Therein Nitta took up 
the debates on “explanation and understanding” that was taking place between the 
British and North American analytic philosophers and the German-​language based 
group of hermeneutical philosophers, and moreover, treated A. Danto’s Analytical 
Philosophy of History and J. G. Droysen’s Logic of History on an equal footing. This 
fact greatly encouraged me when I was groping to bridge, in terms of methodology, 
phenomenology and analytic philosophy.

Another great encouragement that came to me was the essay, “Poiesis of the Past” 
(Kako no seisaku, 1985), written by my research advisor, Ōmori Shōzō 大森荘蔵. 
In this article Ōmori denied the “past-​in-​itself ” which is comparable to a “thing-​
in-​itself,” unfolded his view that there is no independent past without experience 
of recollection, and advocated the “theory of the pastness of recollection” (sōki-​
kakosetsu 想起過去説). This gave me the theoretical backbone of my philosophy of 
narration. In this sense, my philosophy of narration has two main pillars—​Nitta’s 
phenomenology and Ōmori’s analytic philosophy. Actually, there is a third pillar, 
Yanagida Kunio’s theory of oral literature or folklore.27 But here, I shall limit myself 
to the discussion pertaining only to phenomenology

The starting point of my philosophy of history as narration is very simple. That 
is, insofar as history is the description of the events of the past, no one can directly 
perceive these events, and we must resort to the “narratives” (katari 語り) in words 
as the medium (baikai). Now, as a “narrative” (katari) can also degenerate into a 
fraud (katari 騙り), so can words be both actual and non-​actual reality, but it cannot 
be denied that the words point to a certain object when we speak. The fact that in 
Romance languages “history” is etymologically related to “story” seems to me to 
reveal this aspect.

Different from the description of a perception of things in front of one’s very 
eyes, a historical narration cannot directly point out the things and events that are 
its objects. For instance, “ ‘this rose is red’ as a fact” can be demonstrated simply by 
pointing to the rose in question, without having recourse to language. But before the 
withered rose, whose color has turned into brown, how can we describe its past real-
ity of “this rose was red,” except by relying on language? The characteristic of the 
past event is precisely this—​that it has passed, and it is no longer “before our eyes” 
in terms of perception. That is, the prime feature of the past fact lies in its “absence” 
(fuzai 不在) in the present moment. Now, it is the most significant function of the 
language, in which words can freely “point their fingers” to these “absent things” 
and express them.

Moreover, the past may be the events presently absent, but different from dreams 
and fictions; the past events are accompanied by our strong sense (or awareness) 
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of their having been once in existence. This “awareness of (having been in) actual 
existence” (jitsuzai ishiki) permeates not only the past experiences that we have 
actually undergone, but also the entire historical past, which cannot be experienced 
firsthand, even if we want to. What sustains this awareness of actual existence of the 
past is the existence of historical sources, understood broadly, that form a connec-
tion with the presently actually existing human beings. If these historical sources qua 
evidence were to disappear, the past reality would accordingly lose its foothold, and 
its status would degenerate into one that is no different from dreams and fictions. 
This is the reason why historians pour their utmost energy in discovering, collect-
ing, and preserving historical records and sources, and stake their scholarly lives on 
decoding and analyzing them.

Actually, however, only a tiny segment of the vast past events has been left behind 
to us as the historical sources qua evidence, while almost all the other past facts 
have sunk beneath the surface of the ocean into oblivion. Moreover, the historical 
sources as evidence, insofar as they are narrated or written, cannot be a faithful 
recapitulation of past reality. The ideologies of the narrator or writer may have 
distorted the historical records, and the selection process of what is to be included 
and what is to be left out reflects the value system of the narrator. That is to say, 
historical sources (qua evidence) come to us by already having been filtered through 
the process of selection and omission, as they are but the outcome of a certain mode 
of interpretation.

The manner in which historical records and sources exist, as I have described 
above, can be likened to “perspectival aspect”—​the Husserlian term of Abschattung 
(shaei 射映). Husserl states that even God, the perfect cognitive subjectivity, cannot 
escape “this perspectival aspect” in spatial perception. Perspectival aspects of things 
are indeed the essential condition that accompanies the perception of things. For 
instance, we cannot perceive six faces of a die all at once. At best we can only see 
two or three faces from a certain angle. But, this perspectival aspect of things is not 
a mental image or a copy of the thing. In each case of the perspectival aspects what 
shows forth is the real die itself. Therefore, in having multiple perspectival aspects, 
it is impossible to say a certain one is correct and others wrong. The perception of 
spatial things is established by the intentional consciousness that unifies innumerable 
perspectival aspects. Moreover, because it is impossible to assume countless perspec-
tival aspects all at once, our perception must always remain “incomplete” and an 
“undefined area” is left open. This “undefined area that is possible to be defined” is 
called “the horizon” in phenomenology.

This idea of “perspectival aspects” or “shading-​off things” can be applied mutatis 
mutandis to the recollection of past events. Everyone has had the experience of a 
situation in which the contents of the recollection of the multiple individuals who 
underwent the same event differ subtly. The content of the memory of each indi-
vidual corresponds to the “perspectival aspect” in recollection. That is to say, each 
recollection is not a mental image or a copy of the past event, but a manifestation 
of the past event itself. The only way to avoid evoking the ghost of the past-​in-​
itself is to stop considering the past-​in-​itself as existence independent of recollec-
tion, and apprehend the various recollections-​perspectival aspects in the intentional 
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unification. This method can be expanded to treat the historical past. In other words, 
the “intentional unification” of various historical sources is the past event itself.

It is important to note, here, however, that there is a big difference between the 
perceptual perspectival aspects and the “retrieval” perspectival aspects (of recollec-
tion) in terms of how this intentional unification is carried out. That is, the perceptual 
perspectival aspect is the unification by way of consciousness, while the historical past 
events are the unification by way of language. In the case of perception, I can look 
at one and the same object by changing the angle and adopting various perspectives. 
That is, I alone can experience the variety of perspectival aspects. When it comes to 
the perspectival aspects of recollection, however, I cannot recall from the perspective 
of another person, and for this reason the various perspectival aspects of the past 
events must remain the recollections of others persons. And moreover, it is impossible 
for me to experience directly the content of the recollection of others. In order to 
bring these multiple recollections into an intentional unity, we must depend on lin-
guistic means. This is what I meant by my earlier statement that the unification of the 
past events is not by consciousness but by language. Only by rendering the past events 
into propositions by using words can we examine “the truth or falsehood” of the past 
event. For “truth or falsehood” does not belong to the nature of things and events, but 
to the propositions. In this regard, we have much to learn from analytic philosophy.

What I have discussed thus far by the “intentional unification” of the perspec-
tival aspect of recollections signifies, when applied to historical facts, that various 
historical sources, including testimonies and material evidences, are unified coher-
ently without contradictions. Through this operation, the past events gain their 
“actual position” (jitteisei 実定性) as well as “intersubjectivity” (kanshukansei 間
主観性), and become the past that is “publicly acknowledged” by society. In short, 
they become the “actually existing” (jitsuzaisuru 実在する), actually present, past. 
The meaning of the “thing actually existed in the past” is nothing more than this or 
less than this. The past is not something that “exists” anywhere independent of our 
recollection or sources qua evidence, but it is a thing that is “born and grows” by 
going through the socially acknowledged public procedures—​something akin to the 
witness statements and the examinations of evidence in the court of law.

For this reason, if a new witness statement or evidence is discovered, even the 
past that is already “established as a fact” must be submitted to a retrial, just as in the 
legal trial. As already described above, just as perception is undetermined and has 
its horizon, so too the past is “unfinished” and has its horizon, and the confirmation 
and emendation of the past is actually open to a further future experience. In this 
sense, my philosophy of history as narration is an ideal atelier (or workshop) where 
phenomenology and analytic philosophy can work together and collaborate.

BY WAY OF CONCLUSION
In a bold stroke, I have described the reception and development of phenomeno-
logical studies in Japan in terms of three successive generations, but actually the 
time is right to hand over the baton to the fourth generation of thinkers. It is natural 
then that phenomenology must remain open to the influences of new movements 
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of thoughts, such as feminism, postcolonialism, and cognitive science. Regardless 
of whatever transformation phenomenology will undergo in the future, we must 
not relinquish “the radical academic self responsibility” that Husserl upheld. It is 
after all the methodologically radical and thoroughgoing attitude that has drawn the 
young generations of able minds to phenomenology to start with.

NOTES
		  This chapter, originally written in Japanese, was translated by M. Yusa.

	 1.	 Takahashi was appointed as the dean of the Faculty of Law and Literature in 1928, 
following his return to Japan from Germany, and after his mandatory retirement from 
his teaching position, he was elected as the president of Tohoku University, 1949–​57.

	 2.	 Takahashi was at the teaching position for twenty-​seven years, and Miyake 
thirty years.

	 3.	 Cf. M. Yusa, Zen and Philosophy (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002), 129.

	 4.	 S. Takahashi, “Jo” (Introduction) to Husserl’s Phenomenology, in Takahashi 
Satomi: Zentaisei no genshōgaku [Takahashi Satomi: Phenomenology of the whole], 
ed. Noe Keiichi (Kyoto: Tōeisha, 2001), 6.

	 5.	 S. Takahashi, “Fusseru no koto” [About Husserl], in ibid., 82.

	 6.	 Takahashi Satomi, Fusseru no genshōgaku [Husserl’s phenomenology]. This essay 
and other writings of his on Husserl were compiled into a single volume, published 
in 1931 and reprinted in 1946. It is now included in Takahashi Satomi, Zentaisei no 
genshōgaku, 6–​94.

	 7.	 Ibid., 47.

	 8.	 Ibid., 48.

	 9.	 Miyake Gōichi, Ningen sonzairon [On the mode of human existence] 
(Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2008), 3.

	10.	 Ibid.

	11.	 Ibid., 44.

	12.	 Ibid., 46.

	13.	 Ibid., 198.

	14.	 Merleau-​Ponty, La Structure du comportment, Takiura Shizuo and Kida Gen, trans. 
into Japanese, Kōdō no kōzō (Tokyo: Misuzu Shobō, 1964), 368–​369.

	15.	 Kida Gen, Genshōgaku (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1970), 7–​8.

	16.	 Ibid., 58.

	17.	 Ibid., 57.

	18.	 E. Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An 
Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy, trans. David Carr (Evanston, 
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 5–​6.

	19.	 Ibid., 6.

	20.	 Ibid., 52.
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	21.	 Nitta Yoshihiro, Genshōgaku towa nani ka [What is phenomenology?] (Tokyo: 
Kōdansha, 1992 [1968]), 226–​227.

	22.	 Kida Gen, Tetsugaku to hantetsugaku [Philosophy and counter-philosophy] (Tokyo: 
Iwanami Shoten, 1996), 72.

	23.	 It contains Husserl’s 1905 lecture and related papers on “time,” 1905–​10.

	24.	 Kida Gen, editor in chief, Genshōgaku jiten [An encyclopedia of phenomenology] 
(Tokyo: Kōbundō, 1994), 749 pp.; its compact edition was published in 2014.

	25.	 Washida Kiyokazu, Kikukoto no chikara [The power of “listening”] (Tokyo: TBS 
Britannica, 1999).

	26.	 Murata Jun’ichi, Gijutsu no tetsugaku [Philosophy of technology] (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten, 2009).

	27.	 See Noe Keiichi, Monogatari no tetsugaku [Philosophy of narration] (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten, 2005).
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