
Front. Philos. China 2021, 16(1): 161–165 
DOI 10.3868/s030-010-021-0010-8 
 
  BOOK REVIEW 

 
Rainer Schulzer. Inoue Enryō: A Philosophical Portrait. Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 2019, 430pp. ISBN: 9781438471877. 
 
In his timely book Inoue Enryō: A Philosophical Portrait, Rainer Schulzer 
offers a detailed study of the life and works of Inoue Enryō (1858–1919), a 
philosopher active during the Meiji period (1868–1912) who was one of the 
driving forces behind the modernization of Japanese Buddhism. Although 
often neglected, those with an interest in Japanese philosophy should not 
overlook the Meiji period, since later developments in Japanese philosophy, 
such as the emergence of the Kyoto School, can only be understood in 
reference to it. As Robert Wargo has argued, we need to study the works of 
the Meiji philosophers, and consider Nishida Kitarō’s (1870–1945) 
indebtedness to them, if we are to gain insight into what drives Nishida’s 
philosophical project.1 Study of the Meiji philosophers is hampered, however, 
by the evaluation of Nishida’s 1911 maiden work An Inquiry into the Good 
(Zen no Kenkyū 善の研究) as the first original piece of modern Japanese 
philosophy. This evaluation implies that the Japanese philosophers active 
prior to Nishida are not original thinkers and as such little more than 
historical curiosities.  

 I take Schulzer to make it clear immediately to the reader that he wishes to 
treat Enryō not as a historical curiosity but as a philosopher in his own right 
when he writes in the introduction that an assessment of Enryō “… is only 
possible if the validity of Enryō’s views is taken into account”; the book is thus 
a philosophical portrait rather than a biography, that is, “… not only about a 
philosopher but […] itself philosophical” (xii). It consists of four parts and 
three interludes. The first three parts proceed in a chronological manner and 
reconstruct Enryō’s philosophical and educational endeavors at different 
stages of his life. The fourth and last part presents an outline of Enryō’s 
Buddhist philosophy. In the three interludes (on Occidentalism, Enlightenment, 
and Progress) Schulzer defends his own standpoint, on the basis of which he 
actively engages Enryō’s arguments. His method is to “… examine what the 
                                                               
1 Robert J. J. Wargo, The Logic of Nothingness: A Study of Nishida Kitarō, 5–6 (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2005).  
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[…] historical person had to say. We follow their logic immanently as far as 
possible. If a point is reached at which their reasoning is implausible to us, we 
argue against it” (42). Although it may appear as if Schulzer is arbitrarily 
imposing his own standards on Enryō, their standards are largely congruent 
since both are vocal proponents of enlightenment and progress. 

After setting the stage by sketching the societal changes that Japanese 
intellectuals saw themselves confronted with during the early Meiji period 
(when Enryō grew up) in part one, Schulzer goes on to discuss Enryō’s 
encounter with Western philosophy at Tokyo University, and his development 
into a public intellectual, in part two. It is his encounter with philosophy that 
awakens in Enryō a love of truth. Enryō fully commits himself to the positivist 
conception of truth, and to the method associated with it. Schulzer cites Enryō 
as writing in the Prolegomena to a Living Discourse on Buddhism (1887): “I 
would never be so blind and ignorant to believe a teaching because of its origin 
or tradition. I only will believe it if it is consistent with today’s philosophical 
reasoning [哲理], and I will reject it, if it is not” (93). Since Enryō is so strongly 
motivated by the idea of uncovering the truth, Schulzer thinks that we cannot 
do him justice if we subject his thought to postmodern analysis, which “… 
detects behind [a] statement either a hidden motive related to power or to 
identity”; a weakness of the postmodern historian is thus that he or she ignores 
the possibility that “… propositions are […] motivated by the truth” (40).  

Although I do not share Schulzer’s many misgivings about what he calls 
postmodern analysis, I do think his polemics against it address an important 
issue in current scholarship on the Meiji period. This period is generally 
regarded as a time when the Japanese passively absorbed a wide range of 
Western ideas and ideals in a bid to modernize the country and join the 
civilized nations. Any agency on the part of the Japanese is in the context of 
this scholarly discourse almost by default construed as reactionary. 2  By 
explicitly rejecting this discourse, Schulzer clears room for assigning to Enryō 
the kind of active agency that is befitting of a philosopher. Schulzer sees Enryō 
as more than an Occidentalist who had to passively wait around for ideas from 
                                                               
2 For example, Josephson speaks of the “tactical agency” the Japanese deployed in their 
construction of the concept of religion: “… the definition of what legally counted as a 
‘religion’ was tactically selected to appease Western powers at the same time that it was 
strategically imposed on Japanese subjects” (Jason Ānanda Josephson, The Invention of 
Religion in Japan, 195 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012]). 
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the West, such as the positivist conception of truth, to be transmitted to Japan. 
In the interlude on enlightenment between parts two and three, Schulzer 
defends the idea of enlightenment as a universal phenomenon of which we 
should not too hastily consider the seventeenth-century European 
Enlightenment the prototype: “[a]t its core, the term enlightenment simply 
refers to the discovery of valid ideas in history” (115). Thus conceived, not 
only can we consider innovations in Buddhist logic in the 6th century (Dignāga) 
an instance of enlightenment, we can also see why Schulzer would claim that 
“[Enryō] discovered the same idea of enlightenment in classical Chinese 
sources, particularly in Xúnzǐ, about whom he wrote his graduation thesis” 
(166).  

What is attractive about Schulzer’s view of enlightenment as a universal 
phenomenon that has the potential to occur in any culture and at any time is 
that it explains how the Japanese were able to assimilate Western knowledge 
so rapidly. Many conceptual achievements of the Western philosophical 
tradition are not as unique as the more eurocentric among philosophers tend to 
presume. Schulzer argues that the Buddhist and Confucian traditions, and the 
Chinese script these rely on (used by the Japanese as well), are taken together 
sufficiently rich to accommodate the flurry of Western ideas that make their 
way to Japan upon the conclusion of the period of seclusion (see especially 
49–56). There is evidently nothing principally untranslatable about the bulk of 
them—plenty of concepts found a reasonably close equivalent in 
Confucianism or Buddhism, and where this was not the readily case the 
richness of the Chinese script, in which these traditions after all had found their 
expression, enabled the coinage of relatively straightforward neologisms. The 
positivist conception of truth Enryō embraced was, so to say, already in the air.  

I do think there are exceptions, though—that is, cases where a certain 
Western concept is completely alien to anything available in Buddhism and 
Confucianism. Since the Western concept of “religion” is present in neither, we 
should not too hastily consider it, as I take Schulzer to tacitly assume, a basic 
universal anthropological category. Schulzer argues that the Japanese had 
religion well before the Meiji period because then too they had temples where 
texts were recited, sculptures worshiped, rituals performed and robes worn 
(35). If it were true that the word “religion” merely describes a particular kind 
of human praxis, however, then the scholarly debate on it would not have 
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occurred. The reason the debate did occur is that the concept is loaded with a 
normative component—a component determined historically by typically 
Christian sensibilities. The primacy accorded to doctrine is one such sensibility, 
faith in exclusively one doctrine another. These sensibilities are alien to Japan. 
Schulzer may retort that “… priority of faith over ritual and ascetic practice 
lies at the very heart of True School doctrine” (34), but by singling out this 
doctrinal trait of the True School (Jōdo Shinshū 浄土真宗) in particular, 
Schulzer is already considering it through precisely the kind of lens that is only 
available in Japan from the Meiji period onward. That normativity is implied 
in Schulzer’s conception of religion is furthermore readily apparent when he 
describes his visit to Enryō’s family temple, where one can pay money to have 
sutras recited effecting the other world, and expresses his disappointment that 
“… reality does not conform with the ideal” (29)—in other words, that the 
practice is not in line with the doctrine, as it should.  

Part three explores Enryō’s later life, when he travelled around Japan and 
Asia as an educator and a promoter of enlightenment. In the chapter on 
education, Schulzer hammers home the important point that the influence of 
Confucianism extended well into the Meiji period—and it is an open question 
whether it ever truly waned. Schulzer notes in this connection that “[a]lthough 
Fukuzawa famously criticized the uselessness of traditional Chinese 
scholarship, the influence of the Confucian tradition in terminology and ideas 
is also apparent in his An Encouragement of Learning (1872–76)” (151). 
Though Enryō was destined to be a priest with the True School “… his school 
education was free of Buddhist content. The curriculum was thoroughly 
Confucian” (8). If the work of the philosophers of the Meiji period set the stage 
for those who followed, then we ought to reconsider the extent to which we 
should understand the Kyoto School as primarily Buddhist in inspiration.  

Schulzer’s own defense of enlightenment and progress (in the second and 
third interludes) fits well with Enryō’s philosophical outlook, and I think he is 
right to fault Enryō for uncritically embracing the nationalist tendencies that 
manifested themselves early during the Meiji period in the form of the 
ideology of the sanctity of the emperor. Enlightenment and jingoistic 
nationalism are incompatible; by basing his ethics “… solely on imperially 
decreed virtues,” Enryō took a position “… that is a long way from liberalism 
and human rights” (163).  
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While it is easy to see that jingoistic nationalism is contrary to 
enlightenment, it is not as easy to establish a clear-cut standard for separating 
social practices that hinder progress from those that promote it. When it comes 
to the topic of superstition, I find that Schulzer too readily follows True School 
doctrine, Enryō, and Kant in considering the eradication of superstition a mark 
of progress. Schulzer, in wondering why postmodern research does not 
positively evaluate Enryō’s crusade against superstition, writes: “[t]he 
rationale behind this evaluation is not easily explained. I assume that the 
respective postmodern scholars would feel decisively uncomfortable if their 
children were given a talisman at school as protection against influenza, 
instead of being taught to wash their hands” (174). The general Japanese 
attitude toward what scholars identify as “superstition,” however, to me seems 
one of both-and, not either-or. Consider the phenomenon of having your car 
blessed for traffic safety (kōtsū anzen 交通安全) at a shrine. Doing so in no 
way replaces the need to drive with caution. You both get your car blessed and 
are careful in traffic. Since Japan is one of the safest countries to drive a car in, 
the apparent “superstition” of getting your car blessed has in no way hampered 
progress. Similarly, you both get the talisman to protect against sickness and 
take care of personal hygiene.  

Schulzer’s engaging work is highly relevant for those working on modern 
Japanese philosophy, and should appeal more broadly to any scholar with an 
interest in the development of the humanities in East Asia. Scholars working 
primarily on Chinese philosophy will undoubtedly take an interest in 
Schulzer’s thesis that Confucianism and the Chinese script played a pivotal 
role in the translation of Western concepts. Since modern Chinese philosophy 
relies heavily on these translated concepts, to them, reading Schulzer’s book in 
order more closely to examine the Meiji period should be of great value as 
well. 

 
Dennis Prooi ( ) 

The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
E-mail: d.prooi@connect.ust.hk 
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