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Eric S. Nelson, Chinese and Buddhist Philosophy in Early Twentieth-Century
German Thought. London and Oxford: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017, 344pp.,
ISBN: 9781350002555.

In this fine work, Eric Nelson pleasantly engages in a series of intercultural
dialogues between Western philosophy and Eastern philosophy, particularly
focusing on early twentieth century German philosophical understandings and
interpretations of both Chinese philosophy and Buddhist philosophy. Nelson
delves into this rich and fascinating subject to help solve the issues and problems
of intercultural communication and understanding through concrete intertextual
case studies. His brief historical review of the primary ideas from each field is
helpful, too.

With his background in phenomenology and existentialism as well as in
Chinese philosophical traditions, Nelson is particularly qualified to treat this
important subject in depth, and for the most part he brilliantly succeeds in
achieving his goal. Along the way, he also exposes many of the stumbling blocks
to intercultural dialogue, which he regards as founded on a universal and
monolithic conception of reason in the Western world, with its associated
privileging of European ethical life (Sitt/ichkeit) or the modern Western lifeworld
(Lebenswelt) (258). In pursuit of his project, Nelson recognizes four different
kinds of Western philosophers.

(1) There are those who are not sympathetic to Eastern traditions at all. This
would include Voltaire, Kant, Hegel, Rosenzweig, (and by implication) most
logical positivists, as well as most Analytic philosophers inter alia. The view
of these philosophers is then criticized and rejected for being provincialized
and localized.

(2) Then there are those who are sympathetic but still retain the “despotic”
view of philosophy and reason. Nelson’s mitigated criticism of Heidegger is a
case in point. For Heidegger, the intercultural is only futural (when in fact it
has already begun). Intercultural integration and confluence, for him, can be
left to an anticipated future (256). Heidegger’s univocal globalized culture
would also imply that intercultural integration is impossible. In this context
Nelson not only warns against the premature assumption of already
understanding others and the premature synthesis of Eastern and Western
philosophies, but also against the flattening of their differences into a common
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uniform identity (256). With Heidegger and, following him in this respect,
Levinas, Derrida, and others, the Occident and the Orient are still opposed.
Husserl, Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, etc. are no exceptions.

(3) There are those who are sympathetic to other traditions and venture to
integrate intercultural frameworks in some way or other. These philosophers
incorporate elements of different philosophical traditions without basing their
edifice on the slim but firm foundation of the intercultural premises. Dilthey,
Eucken, Misch, and Driesch are among these.

(4) Finally, there are those who not only actively acknowledge the insights of
the Eastern traditions, but also make intercultural frameworks into
cornerstones of their respective systems, e.g., Schopenhauer and, interestingly,
Makkreel.

For Nelson, groups (3) and (4) demonstrate a preferable way of doing philosophy
in the twenty-first century, even though much work remains in this regard.
Nelson’s attention is predominantly given to groups (1) and (2). He tries to
decolonize and de-provincialize their Eurocentric tendencies (257) with specific
reference to the notion of the lifeworld. This also includes Hegel’s well-known
dialectical attempt at an indirect unity of world philosophies by way of synthesis
through accessing a single system or perspective, one which could incorporate,
preserve, and integrate all other moments of thoughts (253).

Chapter 1, “A Peculiar Journey: Confucian Philosophy in German Thought,”
reviews the history of the reception of Confucian philosophy in Germany. In
connection with this, Nelson discusses the views of Buber, Misch, and
Rosenzweig. He introduces Misch’s contribution to intercultural philosophy by
discussing his notion of “breakthrough” (Durchbruch). Chapter 2, “The Problem
of Life in China and Europe: Zhang Junmai, Eucken and Driesch,” compares the
two German philosophers with Zhang Junmai (1886—-1969), who developed a
strand of Confucian philosophy along the lines of an existentialist position.
Chapter 3, “Resentment and Ressentiment. Nietzsche, Scheler, and Confucian
Ethics,” deals with the topic of resentment originally made prominent by
Nietzsche and attempts to show how a Confucian perspective can shed new light
on the topic. Chapter 4 deals with “Technology and the Way: Daoism in Buber
and Heidegger,” and here Nelson moves from Confucianism to Daoism; he
provides a historical review of how Daoist thoughts were received by Heidegger
and Buber.

Chapter 5, “Heidegger, Misch and the ‘Origins’ of Philosophy,” argues with
Misch for the multiple origins of philosophy and against Heidegger’s valiant
effort to show otherwise. Chapter 6, “Phenomenology, Eurocentrism and Asia:
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Husserl and Heidegger,” deals with Husserl’s and Heidegger’s criticism of
technological modernity while discussing the limits of their efforts. Finally,
Chapters 7, “Encounter, Dialogue, and Learning: Martin Buber and Zen
Buddhism,” and 8, “Nothingness, Language and Emptiness: Heidegger and Chan
Buddhism,” focus on the German interaction with Chinese and Japanese
Buddhist philosophy.

From its origins, Buddhism has pursued extensive phenomenological
investigations, and the tradition possesses many Buddhist counterparts and
parallels to modern Western phenomenological philosophy, including notions
about the operations of consciousness, epoché, the phenomenological attitude,
the intersubjective nature of being, the universal horizon, and co-constitution
inter alia. In this, we can note a delicate difference between nothingness and
emptiness. Chan and Zen Buddhism emphasize the notion of emptiness (Siinyata)
and holds that everything is empty (Siinya), in the sense that everything is devoid
of self-nature due to the interdependent character of causation. Therefore, if
nothingness carries any sense of underlying entity or substance (as suggested by
the Heideggerian “das Nichts”), then it should be differentiated from the
Buddhist notion of emptiness.

Although sensitivity to the facts of multicultural givens might pave way for
particularism and relativism, Dilthey notes that historicism and relativism (the
embrace of the local and particular without the recognition of the common,
general, and universal) would leave interpreters unable to judge, evaluate,
diagnose and criticize (254). How do we resolve this impasse between totalizing
universalism and narrow particularism? Nelson suggests communicative
encounters and engagement with others by interpreting their expressions as well
as practicing a form of self-reflection. Instead of subsuming the particular under
the ostensive universal, and the non-identical under the identical, by way of
reflection we can proceed from the particular and to the universal in order to
formulate new, more appropriate interpretations and concepts adequate to the
rich textures of any particular situation. This move, by the way, clearly
presupposes a Kantian theory of reflective judgment invoked to account for
purposiveness in our scheme of the world (as opposed to a determinative
judgment, which simply subsumes an instance under a pre-given universal.)

Nelson is strongly inclined to sympathize with the ideas of Makkreel’s
hermeneutical multiculturalism, because we have to embrace some multicultural
stance given our current multicultural interpretive situation (255). Nelson
suggests that going beyond Dilthey’s view of the multiplicity of worldviews
(Philosophie der Weltanschauung) will quickly lead to an articulation of the
multicultural character of each form of historical life (255). This, then, in the face
of the obvious phenomenon of multicultural events, provides an important
alternative to any kind of Hegelian dialectical synthesis, an idealized Gadamerian
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dialogical fusion, or even a new consensus as pronounced by Habermas. A
different hermeneutical point of departure that is able to negotiate the intersection
of multiple spheres of life is well worth the wait (255).

In this sophisticated and highly recommended book, Nelson thus shows the
importance of stepping outside of the familiar framework of Western philosophy
to take a synoptic vision of the entirety of life and the world. This is a welcome
addition to other recent literature that attempts to reclaim the value of a global
perspective in philosophy or intercultural philosophy (see, e.g., Bryan Van
Norden’s recent Taking Back Philosophy in connection with this).

We can note that, while Western philosophy is typically viewed as conceptual,
discursive, argumentative and speculative, Eastern philosophy is seen as intuitive,
mystical, and direct. Since these are clearly generalizations, I want to point out
that it would be closer to the truth to suggest that Western philosophy has been
largely preoccupied with “being” whereas Eastern philosophy has been
preoccupied with “emptiness,” or “nothingness (mu).” This ranges from Wabi
Sabi to “the art of blank space” that features in much East Asian painting and art,
which often embraces silence over speech. In this vein, Nelson introduces the
notion of iki (“simple spontaneous elegance”) when he discusses Kiku Shuzo,
even though he does not explicitly explaining it in detail, but a page later he
ranks it together with Dao and logos as a primary philosophical concept (196-97).
The reader can only vaguely guess its rough meaning from the context, but it is
generally left in the dark as to its exact meaning. Neither does Nelson discuss the
status of the internal critique of East Asian philosophy within its own traditions.

For example, during the Meiji period (1868-1912), when the Japanese
reception of European thought raised the question about the place of Chinese
thought, especially Confucianism, Nakae Chomin (1847-1901), nicknamed “the
Rousseau of Japan,” remarkably claimed that “in Japan since ancient times there
has never been a philosophy” (4 Year and a Half [Ichinen yuhan]). In fact, Nakae
and his contemporaries had lively discussions about the possibility of philosophy
understood in the European sense of “a pursuit of wisdom” in Japan (and by
implication in greater East Asia). But it is hard to say Nakae’s conception of
philosophy expressed, for this reason, a racist, dogmatist, or despotic
universalism of reason. In general, how does one understand the criticism of one
tradition from the other within the boundaries of East Asian philosophy? For
example, how does one understand the very nature of the criticism of Buddhism
by the Korean Neo-Confucian Jeong Dojeon (1342-98), or for that matter, the
Korean Zen monk Seongcheol’s (1912-93) subitist criticisms of the gradualism
of the medieval Zen monk Jinul (1158—1210)? Does this show the same universal
and monolithic conception of truth on the part of the critics together with an
analogous imposition of it upon that of the other?

Nelson points out that the conception of philosophy that Heidegger offers,
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despite the latest controversy about his Black Notebooks, provides a genuine
point of departure for a dialogue and a more adequate intercultural thinking
contesting and freely wandering beyond the self-imposed borders and great walls
of modern Western philosophy. One may wonder, however, if this is
contradictory or at least dissonant, in view of his alleged anti-Semitism. If he
cannot embrace a tradition of thought that has been familiar to Europeans for the
past three thousand years and that also is integral to Western civilization, how
can he set the stage for building a constructive bridge between his own culture
and one that is foreign to him, a culture that is even more distanced from his own
than that of Judaism?

Since the age of scientific revolution, the third-person perspective has
dominated the modern world of science and technology. Kant’s contribution was
to show that this cognition could be expressed in the first-person perspective.
Heidegger pushes this line further and comes up with the second-person
perspective when he invokes “care” (Sorge) as an attitude expressive of all
beings. This transformation of the disenchanted third-person scientific
framework to the second-person perspective is what gives hope to humanity for
saving value and purpose in life and the universe. It then appears quite
unintelligible why Heidegger could not have turned the table vis-a-vis other
philosophical traditions and raised the same possibility of the second-person
perspective with regards to them. Or has he perhaps demanded a supra-personal
perspective that would simply transcend the first-, second- and third-person
perspectives for meaningful interactions between his own conceptual tradition
and all other traditions? Is it the impossibility of this supra-personal perspective,
a kind of synoptic, transcendent perspective that he considered when he
suggested that this interaction cannot be available now but can only be futural?
But perhaps we should ask: In order to integrate insights from different traditions,
do we really need such an ultimate perspective, a point of view from “nowhere,”
if indeed this is what he has in mind?

Finally, it would be more helpful for the general reader, if Nelson would have
provided more historical background to the events in East Asia that led to the
reception of the Western philosophy as well as the Western reception of Eastern
philosophy. We simply do not adequately understand what exactly happened
around the turn of the 20th century in China (and by extension in Japan and
Korea) concerning such events as the May Fourth Movement, the Boxer
Rebellion, the Manchu background to the Qing China, Republican China, etc. It
is very difficult for us also to understand the tremendous and excruciating
frustration of the Chinese, who were shamed and disgraced by both Western and
Japanese imperialistic powers and aggressions. These are the circumstances out
of which twentieth century Chinese philosophy arose in this historical milieu.
Note also that the Eastern terms for philosophy, tetsugaku in Japanese, zhexue in
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Chinese, and cheolhak in Korean, were not the result of translations (or
inventions) from English or German or French, but from the Dutch Wijsbegeerte,
and this was because of the interest in Dutch studies popular up to the
mid-nineteenth century on the part of the Japanese scholars whose translation of
the term went on to become standard.

Halla Kim (X))
Sogang University /University of Nebraska
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