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ABSTRACT

The Ethical Background for the Critique of
“Philosophy” in Modern Japan

Tomomi Asakura

There is a kind of antagonism or confrontation between “ethics” (rinri or
rinrigaku) and “philosophy” (tetsugaku) in modern Japan. The former is the
word that has often been used by modern Japanese intellectuals to criticize
the latter: it is under the name of rinrigaku instead of tetsugaku that Watsuji
Tetsurd (1889-1960) pursues the study of human existence because it has a
certain connection to the Japanese intellectual tradition, especially to the
Confucian one; the inappropriateness of Japanese fetsugaku is further
denounced by Maruyama Masao (1914-1996), who finds the peculiar
development of Neo-Confucianism in the Edo period as the key to
understand the structural problems of the contemporary intellectual milieu.
These thinkers are critical of the Japanese assimilation of Western
philosophy, finding the Confucian thought or rinri as the basis to analyze the
human condition and to comprehend human existence. In contrast,
tetsugaku is defined as amoral or trans-moral by Nishida Kitard
(1870-1945) as well as by the subsequent Kyoto School philosophers—
although the reconstruction of moral education in postwar Japan owes much
to them. This paper shows, by examining the contrast between the rinrigaku
as a critique of philosophy on the one hand and the trans-moral or religious
tetsugaku on the other, how this apparent antagonism has roots in the

historical confrontation between Confucianism and Buddhism.
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