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Spinoza in Japan

Some 140 years have passed since Baruch [Benedictus] de Spinoza (1632~77), a Dutch philosopher, was introduced to Japan. Though he is a
minor thinker in this country, he will attract many adherents and fans hereafter.
This essay is comprised of 5 chapters. (1) The short life of Spinoza (2) The Japanese literature of Spinoza with notes (3) The list of Japanese

literature as cited in this paper (4) Spinoza and Japan (5) Spinoza in Japan (in English)

Lectures on Western philosophy (dogmatic theology) were first taught to the Japanese by Padre Pedro Goméz (1533~1600) at the Jesuit College
in Amakusa (K%), Kyiishu Island, in the 3rd year of the Bunroku (i.e. 1594). The students then were taught Compendia compiled by this Spanish
Jesuit as their textbook. Though Japanese Christians came in touch with Western ideas through Jesuit activities and books on Christianity, the
newly started philosophical education broke down due to the ban of Christianity by the Tokugawa government. During the national islation by the

Tokugawa government in the Edo period, no Japanese knew about Spinoza's philosophy.

The Meiji period (1868~1912).
After the Meiji Restoration, however, some scholars of Western science showed their keen interest in learning Western philosophy. It was Nishi
Amane (P58 J&, 1829 ~1898), a bureaucratic scholar, who first taught Spinoza's brief life and philosophy to his students at his private school in

1873, based upon A Biographical History of Philosophy by G.H.Lewes (1875) and other books.

Nishimura Shigeki (P54 /&, 1828~1902), a bureaucratic scholar, was also a pioneer who referred to Spinoza (£ ##i0) in his short article

titled “Shingakuryakuden” (.0>*¥M&{z, i.e. a brief sketch of metaphysics) published in “Tokyo gakushi Kaiinzasshi” (# 5%+ & Fe#izE, ie. the
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Magazine of University graduate’s Society) in 1883.

Actually both of them did not study Spinoza from the original texts but from the Western history of philosophy. Another bureaucratic scholar
named Kato Hiroyuki (%542, 1836~1916) also knew Spimoza, copying out some lines of natural rights of man by Spinoza from P.M.F.

Brunetiere (1849~1906), s German translation.

In April, 1886, a book entitled “Rigakuenkakushi” (BE“##Rr#551, i.e. A History of Philosophy) was published by the Editorial Office at the Ministry
of Education. This was the Japanese tranalation of “Histoire de la philosophie” written by A.J.E. Fouillée (1872~79). Chapter 4 of this book showed

Spinoza’ s way of argument, an outline of his philosophy, as well as his morals in detail.

In June, 1886, Nakae Chomin (F7LJK[, 1847~1901), an advocate of civil rights, published “Rigakukogen” (32442, a kind of introduction to
philosophy), which contained Spinoza’s pantheism and his views on God and morals. Spinoza’s name and his philosophy was not known well among

the intellectuals then.

But from 1887 to 1906, the philisophical world in Japan developed remarkably thanks to the foundation of the Philosophical Society as well as to
the “Tetsugakukaizasshi” (¥ % &= #E 3£, i.e. the Magazine of Philosophical Society). Spinoza the Man and his philosophy were introduced to the
general public through different magazines and technical books. Those interested in Spinoza were mainly academics, however. Lectures on Spinoza
were conducted at Tokyo Imperial University (i.e. Tokyo University) and at “Tetsugakukan” (¥ % fifi, i.e. the School for Philosophy, nowadays

Toyo University) in Tokyo.

The Taisho Periocl (i.e. 1912~1926).

158 (147)



This period was called “the Century of Philosophy”, which presented a grand view of philosophy in Japan. Not only the new philosophical society
(i.e. Kyoto Tetsugakukai [H{#{#°~£:]) was established but many technical magazines, books, and Japanese translations were published. Our
philosophical circles aligned themselves with the German neo-Kantianism. The traditional way of studying philosophy in Japan was founded on
Western scholars. Instead of following suit, the Japanese scholars began to analyze and expound original texts.

In March 1918, fifty years after Spinoza was introduced to Japan by Nishi Amane, one of Spinoza’s major writings, “Ethica” (Ethics, 1677) was

translated by. Obi Hanji (/NE#i{&, 1885~1964) from the German translation.

The first half year of the Showa period (1926~1945).

The study of classical philosophers like Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel continued as usual though, phenomenology and
Marxism gained ground. As the number of students majoring in philosophy at different universities increased markedly, the study of philosophy in
Japan became active. The Manchurian Incident (1931) and the Sino-Japanese War (1937) caused by the militaristic government plunged Japan into a

national crisis and finally led this country into the Pacific War (1941~1945).

But in the 1930s, some technical books on Spinoza were published and his major works (2 vols) were translated by Saito Sho (7 #&Hi) from 1932

to 1933. While celebrating victories, a kind of inspirational and nationalistic philosophy was dominant.

The second half year of the showa period (1945~1988).
In August 15th, 1945, the Pacific War ended with Japan's unconditional surrender. After the war, out of the ruins, radicalism, Marxism,
utilitarianism, and existentialism increased in power. The study of Spinoza proceeded slowly but steadily, producing lots of papers, technical books

and translations. But such numbers are unremarkable today. What matters most is how far these Japanese studies pass the rest of the world.
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Heisei period (1989~).
In March, 1989, Spinoza Kyokai (Spinoza Society of Japan) was organized to promote and activate the study of Spinoza, and still more to
understand him well across the nation.

Such classical philosophers as Kant, Hegel, Spinoza, and the left-wing thinkers became popular among the young as well as persons of middle or

advanced age.

Thanks are due to the Spinoza House in Rijnsburg, the library of Rijksuniversiteit in Leyden, and the City Archives in Den Haag, Holland.

Sep. 1% 2014

Prof. emeritus Dr. Miyanaga Takashi

Hosei Univ, Tokyo, Japan
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