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Abstract In Nishitani’s The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism, Nishitani explores,
among other related topics, the history of the problem of Nihilism in the West.
Conspicuously absent from Nishitani’s historical analysis is the thought of
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, who famously raised the charge of Nihilism against
Fichte’s philosophy in 1799. As is evident from a variety of Hegel’s texts, Hegel
explicitly responds to Jacobi’s charge against Speculative Idealism and designs his
philosophy in part as a response to Jacobi’s charge of Nihilism. On the one hand,
Nishitani fails to appreciate Hegel’s philosophy as a response to the problem of
Nihilism because he has an incomplete possession of the history of the problem.
On the other hand, Nishitani’s critique of Hegel begs the question. Nishitani’s
dogmatic rejection of Hegel appears to be grounded in his methodological
approach to the philosophy of history, which assumes the falsehood of Hegel’s
account. Jacobi’s charge against Speculative Idealism consists in the Idealist’s
failure to account for the very existence of the world. On his view, philosophy is
Nihilism because the world disappears completely from philosophical speculation.
Hegel attempts to overcome this charge of Nihilism by re-thinking the structure
and content of reason.
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Jacobi, who famously raised the charge of Nihilism against Fichte’s philosophy in
1799. As is evident from a variety of Hegel’s texts, Hegel explicitly responds to

! The translator (Graham Parkes) took liberties with the original Japanese, which simply reads
Nihilism.
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Jacobi’s charge against Speculative Idealism and designs his philosophy in part as
a response to Jacobi’s charge of Nihilism. On the one hand, Nishitani fails to
appreciate Hegel’s philosophy as a response to the problem of Nihilism because he
has an incomplete possession of the history of the problem. On the other hand,
Nishitani’s critique of Hegel begs the question. Nishitani’s dogmatic rejection of
Hegel appears to be grounded in his methodological approach to the philosophy of
history, which assumes the falsehood of Hegel’s account. Jacobi’s charge against
Speculative Idealism consists in the Idealist’s failure to account for the very
existence of the world. On his view, philosophy is Nihilism because the world
disappears completely from philosophical speculation. Hegel attempts to
overcome this charge of Nihilism by re-thinking the structure and content of
reason.

1 Nishitani and the Existential Encounter with Nihility

Nishitani develops an account of the problem of Nihilism that is metaphysical in
nature.” He writes:

In fact, however, from the ground of this rationalized human life, life
itself—in the sense of something altogether preceding rationalization—has
gradually come to appear as resting on a nihility that looks to be altogether
inaccessible to reason. (Nishitani 1983, 86)

On the field of nihility, everything is turned into a question (Nishitani 1990, 6).
Accordingly, one way to enter into the spirit of the problem is to turn reason itself
into a question. We can turn reason itself into a question in two different ways: we
can either interrogate the rational activity of subjectivity whereby it thinks the
object, or we can interrogate the object that reason comprehends. Whether we
inquire into the subject or the object of rational comprehension, we find the
problem of Nihilism lurking beneath.

When one attempts to ground reason rationally, the field of reason or the
rational self does not appear to ground itself. One cannot discover a reason by
which to ground the space of reasons. If one could justify the space of reasons by
appealing to some reason, one would not have abandoned the space of reason.
Instead, one would be attempting to ground it from within the domain of reason,

2 Of course, the problem of nihilism concerns much more than issues in metaphysics, and
ultimately connects back with issues that are deeply personal in nature. For the connection
between such philosophical themes and the personal background of the main figures of the
Kyoto School, see Hiroshi Asami 2003. Regarding the intersection between the Kyoto School,
nihilism, and politics, see Ryosuke Ohashi 2004.
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and would thereby fail to ground the space of reason. Indeed, the field of reason as
a whole appears to be un-grounded. The field of reason as a whole appears only
from within a field that transcends reason. Or what is the same, from a rational
point of view reason cannot be seen except as something rationally groundless.
Reason or the rational self'is not grounded by any reason: it is grounded in what is
not-rational. When the self puts its own reason in question, it finds a nullity at the
bottom of itself which it cannot comprehend. When reason becomes a guestion for
itself, the rational self encounters the problem of Nihilism.

Just as much as the problem of Nihilism arises for rational subjectivity, so it also
arises for the objects that rational subjectivity attempts to conceptualize. If we
claim that there is some determinate being that grounds beings, then we have not
abandoned the field of determinate beings. Accordingly, there cannot be any being
at the ground of beings. Nihility lies at the ground of beings. For Nishitani, the
problem of Nihilism can only arise once we have recognized that there is no
reason, no being lying at the ground of beings (Nishitani 1983, 101). Whether we
view the problem from the side of the subject or the object we encounter the same
abyss (Nishitani 1983, 112).

In Religion and Nothingness, Nishitani is very careful to emphasize that one
cannot posit the nothing as a distinct ground of being without reifying it and
treating it as something. The non-knowing that constitutes the ground of knowing
cannot be known by subjectivity through a reflective act of representation; if it
were, then it would fail to be the ground of representation, and one would remain
on the field of reason.

To illuminate the problem of Nihilism, we turn now to the Diamond Sutra,
where we find the paradoxical sentence: “this is not fire, therefore it is fire”
(Nishitani 1983, 118). Nishitani unpacks the meaning of this paradox by analyzing
the form of a variety of ancient proverbs such as “fire does not burn fire,” “water
does not wash water,” “the eye does not see the eye,” and “the sword does not cut
the sword.” Throughout Religion and Nothingness, Nishitani returns again and
again to reflect on these proverbs; they are by no means incidental to his
argument.’ Despite the fundamental difference between a priori categories and
the empirical kinds enumerated in the previous examples, they both have one
common feature: the absence of self-reference.® By reflecting on these examples,

3 Such sayings may also remind us of Wittgenstein’s question in his Philosophical
Investigations about whether the standard that determines the length of a meter is itself a meter
long. “There is one thing of which one can state neither that it is 1 metre long, nor that it is not 1
metre long, and that is the standard metre in Paris” (Wittgenstein 2009, 29¢, #50).

* If some find the term “self-reference” here misleading, one might instead adopt the term
“reflexivity.” Although “reflexivity” would be a preferable term at least in respect to
non-conceptual entities, since the discussion at this juncture pertains to categories,
self-reference is the more appropriate term.
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Nishitani demonstrates that Sunyata, or absolute nothingness, lies at the ground of
subjectivity.

Fire, as the activity of burning, is an act of combustion. When we reflect on fire
as a substance, we identify it with the act of burning. Because it is the act of
burning, we usually exclude non-burning or non-combustion from its identity.
Further, Nishitani makes the apparently innocuous claim that fire does not burn
itself. What is burned in the fire is the wood or some other material. Indeed, fire
can only do the work of combustion if it does not consume itself in the act of
combustion, i.e. if it does not burn itself. Thus, without non-combustion,
combustion would be impossible (Nishitani 1983, 117). To illuminate how these
reflections apply to rational subjectivity, Nishitani applies his reflections to the
case of Kant’s concept of transcendental subjectivity. It is obvious from Kant’s text
that “thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind”
(Kant 1998, B75, 193). Categories are synthetic activities by which
representations are brought under a common one (Kant 1998, B93, 205). As any
good reader of Kant knows, categories do not contain their own intuitions. As
principles of synthesis of the manifold of intuition, categories synthesize a
manifold outside of themselves (Kant 1998, B146-47, 254). Categories do not
synthesize themselves. Just as in the case of fire, categories of the Understanding
do not apply to themselves. Categories can only synthesize the manifold if they do
not synthesize themselves. Without the non-categorial, non-synthetic activity of the
categories, categories would be impossible. Thus, just as in the case of fire,
without non-synthesis synthesis would be impossible. To clarify this further,
consider the example “the eye does not see the eye.” In this case, if the eye were to
see itself, it would not see anything else. It is because of non-seeing that seeing is
possible (Nishitani 1983, 152). If categories were to synthesize themselves, there
would be no necessity to posit a source of intuition outside the categories. Indeed,
the kind of Understanding that intuits what it thinks is intellectual intuition; if
categories were to synthesize themselves, it would be impossible to conceive of
them as what they are, namely as discursive categories. If we translate the
language of seeing into that of knowing, we can extrapolate the more general
proposition that non-knowing makes knowing possible.

Given the inability of Kant to account for the status of transcendental
consciousness, we can pose a new question: what is the condition for the
possibility of transcendental subjectivity?® Nishitani’s answer is that
“non-subjectivity,” “trans-consciousness,”® or “non-knowing” are the conditions
for the possibility of transcendental subjectivity. The knowing of this condition

> Nishitani would agree with Mure that Kant did not sufficiently question whether and how the
critical philosophy itself was possible (see Mure 1974, 1). For More on Nishitani’s critique of
Kant, see Moss 2018.

® “Trans-consciousness” is preferred over “unconscious” because the latter implies that one is
still working on the field of consciousness.



Annihilating the Nothing: Hegel and Nishitani on The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism 589

may be expressed as “the knowing of non-knowing” (Nishitani 1983, 110, 154). In
more traditional Buddhist language, the ground of the selfis the non-self. Put more
formally, if the absence of self-reference is taken to be constitutive of the form of
objectivity, it is “the negation of x” that makes “x” possible. At this stage of the
inquiry, “the negation of x,” appears as the distinct ground of “x.” The “negation of
x” is the absence of x: “non seeing” is the absence of seeing. In its most abstract
expression, “Being” is only possible because of its negation, “Nothingness.”
Nishitani calls this perspective “nihilism,” for what there is appears to be grounded
on its own nothingness. Applied again in the case of the categories, they are
grounded on their own negation, on their own nothingness: non-synthesis and
non-activity. From within the perspective of nihilism, nothingness is still a relative
nothingness or relative absence (Nishitani 1983, 123), rather than an absolute
nothingness, for it is in relation to some being: non-seeing is in relation to seeing,
“non-combustion” in relation to combustion, “non-synthesis” in relation to
synthesis. This absence of being that lies at the ground of being is emptiness. The
stage of “nihilism” is one in which nothingness is a relative nothing that stands in
relation to what it negates as its ground.

That subjectivity is grounded on the negation of subjectivity means that it is
grounded on its very absence. Insofar as the absence is not some being, but the
non-presence of some being, subjectivity is groundless, or without a ground. For
example, “non-synthesis” is the absence that lies at the ground of “synthesis.” If
the ground of something must be, and non-synthesis is the absence or non-being of
synthesis, positing non-synthesis as the ground of synthesis posits what cannot be
a ground as a ground. Nihility is the un-grund Grund. For this reason, Nishitani
states that nihility is a contradiction (Nishitani 1983, 137). As Nishitani puts it,
once one has discovered the absence that lies at the ground of being, everything
becomes “a single question mark” (Nishitani 1983, 17, 112). The “why” of
subjectivity appears to be no “why” at all. Accordingly, even the “why” itself
becomes a question mark.

As long as negation or absence is represented as a distinct ground of being,
nothingness is represented as some distinct being. In nihilism the ground of being
is represented as the groundlessness of existence that lies absolutely separate from
and outside of what it grounds. As long as the absence or the emptiness of being is
only a relative nothingness, it is not true nothingness or emptiness, for it is
conceived as a being that exists separately from the being to which it is relative
(Nishitani 1983, 96). Insofar as it is represented as a being that grounds
subjectivity, nothingness is not yet absolutely nothing. Rather, nothingness is still
a determinate something that is present on its own. The contradiction explicated
above can be re-formulated another way: the nothing represented as that which lies
at the ground of being is represented as a nothingness that is nof nothing. In other
words, nothingness too lacks self-reference: “nothingness itself is not nothing.” In
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the case of the categories, we may conceive of the synthetic activity of the
categories as an act distinct from the non-synthetic ground of the categories. But
true nothingness is not a separate thing: The absence of being itself is not a being.
To conceive of nothingness or emptiness as a thing is to remain in the tangles of
onto-theology.

The contradiction at the heart of nihilism is a result of the attempt to represent
nothingness as the ground of representation or logical space in general. By
grounding representation in nothingness, one posits nothingness as a condition for
the possibility of representation. In doing so, one makes that which transcends
representation into a representation once again. In other words, by giving a reason
for logical space, one integrates that which transcends logical space into an
element of logical space itself, the result of which is contradiction. This is what
Nishitani calls the “paradox of representation.” Accordingly, true nothingness, as
the ground of logical space, cannot be present to conceptual thinking at all except
as a contradiction and paradox. Nonetheless, for Nishitani, since the absence that
lies at the ground of subjectivity is necessary, it is an unavoidable contradiction.
Nihilism raises the demand for a radical existential conversion of the subjectivity
out of itself: a demand for self-transcendence or ek-stasis. Rather than something
thought, the nothing at the ground of subjectivity must be something lived
(Nishitani 1983, 70). The conversion must be out of a person centered person to a
non-person centered person or to an approach that is impersonally personal
(Nishitani 1983, 70). The non-knowing that constitutes the ground of knowing
cannot be known by subjectivity through a reflective act of representation; if it
were, then it would fail to be the ground of representation, and one would remain
on the field of consciousness. In other words, every representation of what
transcends representation would fail as the ground of representation, and would
entail an infinite regress.

As Graham Parkes points out, for Nishitani there are three fundamental fields of
negation on which things may appear: the field of consciousness, the field of
nihility, and the field of sunyata, or absolute nothingness, where things exist and
appear as they are in themselves (Parkes 2015, 2-3). On the field of nihility, we
continue to reify nothingness as a ground of reason, and have not yet abandoned
the conceptual relationship to the nothing. On the field of emptiness, or absolute
nothingness, we cease to conceptualize the nothing, and cease to treat it as a
separate ground of that which it negates.

On the field of emptiness, nothingness is not a separate thing: the absence of
being itself is not a being. Accordingly, true nothingness is not a thing that is
relative to something else: “in absolute nothingness even the ‘is’ is negated”
(Nishitani 1983, 70). In virtue of removing all independent being from
nothingness, nothingness corresponds with itself as purely nothing at all. Since
nothingness is not anything at all, the nothingness that lies at the ground of being
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cannot be a being that is distinct from being (Nishitani 1983, 123). In this way,
absolute nothingness is self-emptying (Nishitani 1983, 96-97). Following
Nagarjuna, even emptiness itself (the absence of independent being) is itself empty
of independent being.” Given that in absolute nothingness there is nothing there
which could in principle stand apart from all things, absolute negation is absolute
affirmation, and nothingness is indistinguishable from all things.® Having emptied
nothingness of all representations of nothingness, there is a genuine self-identity of
the self-identity of being and its absolute negation.

To return to our example of fire, the expression “fire does not burn fire” does not
just express that non-combustion makes combustion possible. Since the absence of
combustion is not itself a separate act of combustion, the non-combustive aspect of
the fire is not an activity that is separate from the combustive act. Rather, “fire
does not burn fire” means that fire is non-combustive in the very act of combustion
(Nishitani 1983, 117, italics are mine). It is the action of non-action (Nishitani
1983, 115). Likewise, the non-synthesis of the category is not a separate act
performed by the category. As an absence it does not have any separable being.
Instead, it only is insofar as it is inseparable from the synthetic activity of the
category. Hence, the “non-synthesis” or “non-category” is not a separate condition
for the possibility of the act of synthesis and the category. Instead, it would be
more accurate to say that the category is non-synthetic in its very act of synthesis.
For this reason, “the negation of X is not just a condition for the identity of x but is
integral to the very identify of x itself. The lack of self-reference indicates that
synthesis is itself empty of synthesis; combustion is itself empty of combustion.
Simply paraphrased: “It is not this or that, thus it is this or that” (Nishitani 1983,
124). Or as the Diamond Sutra has it: “this is not fire therefore it is fire.” Applied
to transcendental subjectivity, it would read, “this is not subjectivity, therefore it is
subjectivity.”® Absolute nothingness, the field of sunyata, is the emptiness of
nihility. “Non-synthesis,” like “non-combustion,” is without independent being, or

7 Nagarajua famously states that “there is not the slightest difference between cyclic existence
and nirvana [...]” (Nagarjuna, 1995, 75). Like Nagarjuna before him, realizing emptiness in
Nirvana entails a negation of the separation between enlightenment and the world. For both,
enlightenment cannot have independent being. For more on how this identity works in Nishitani,
see my forthcoming contribution (Springer) to the Companion to Ueda Shizuteru: “An Ontology
of Non-Discriminatory Love.”

8 From Nishitani’s perspective it is perhaps the Christian mystic Meister Eckhart who most
closely approximates his concept of absolute nothingness, for Eckhart identifies the Godhead,
namely the God beyond God as absolutely nothing. The Godhead, in virtue of its absolute
transcendence is also absolutely immanent in all things (Nishitani 1983, 118). Although the
concept of absolute nothingness brings Nishitani into close proximity with Hegel’s thought, he
does not seem to recognize this or dwell on this connection at any length.

° Following Wittgenstein, any attempt to set limits to reason results in senselessness
(Wittgenstein 2007, proposition 6.54, 108).
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what is the same, it is “empty,” and thereby indistinguishable from its negation.
If one considers the example we have been employing above, this becomes
evident: in synthesis there is a synthesis of synthesis and non-synthesis, or what is
the same: in identity there is an identity of identity and non-identity. Whatever is
not a “synthesis” falls into the class of “non-synthesis.” Or what is the same:
between a term and its negation there is no middle. Since the conjunction of the
term and its negation excludes nothing at all, the identity of identity and
non-identity is the gathering of all things together into one absolute self-identity.
The nothing at the stage of emptiness is absolute, because it excludes nothing: it is
not relative to something outside itself. Thus, in Samadhi-being all things are
concentrated in one thing. Only in the excluded middle, where there is absolutely
nothing, does the totality appear; only in the middle do things exist as they are. For
this reason, Nishitani adopts the traditional description of the field of absolute
nothingness as the middle way (Nishitani 1983, 129). Absolute nothingness is the
absolute middle where form meets non-form. Samadhi goes beyond all logos:

The point of absolute nonobjectifiability—where the eye does not see the eye,
fire does not burn fire, and water does not wash water, where the willows are not
green and the flowers are not red, and yet, for this very reason, where the eye
sees things, the fire burns things, willows are green and flowers are red—is a
point that withdraws beyond all reason and logos and can open up in the
Existenz of the dropping off of body-and-mind. Where fire, as something that
does not burn itself, is fire (or is in the mode of being of fire), where the green of
the willows is green (or is in the mode of being of green) is not being green, is
what I have called “Samadhi being” or “position.” This is the nonobjectifiabile
mode of being of a thing as it is in itself. Samadhi-being is, after all, nothing
other than the appearance of King Samadhi, and therefore, as such is the
realization of the Existenz of body-and-mind dropping off [...]. (Nishitani 1983,
143)

Given the concentration of all things into one in Samadhi-being, it becomes clearer
why this realization of Samadhi-being is not just a non-representational
understanding. It is also the act by which the subject becomes what it realizes.
Since in Samadhi-being the subject is the non-subject, the subject realizes the
non-subject in the sense that the subject becomes the non-subject. Here, as the old
proverb has it, “In the Great Death heaven and earth become new” (Nishitani 1983,
21). The Buddha, upon achieving enlightenment, states that “all things awaken
with me.” From the position of reason on the field of consciousness this probably
appears to be utter nonsense. But on the field of absolute emptiness, everything
other to the subject, the non-subject, is gathered into the subject. On the field of
emptiness, the subject encounters absolute nothingness existentially, rather than
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conceptually, and thereby becomes indistinguishable from what it encounters. As
Vroom puts it, “the Buddhist philosopher can apparently agree with Kant in saying
that man himself constitutes knowledge—in an even far more radical sense than
Kant has in mind” (Vroom 1989, 178). For this reason, the awakening of the
Buddha is also the awakening of all things.

Insofar as the subject has become nothing, the realization of nothingness by
subjectivity is nothing other than the self-realization of the nothing. Accordingly,
Nishitani defines religion as “the self-awareness of reality.” Reality itself becomes
aware of itself in Samadhi and thereby becomes real: religion is the “real
self-awareness of reality” (Nishitani 1983, 5). By becoming nothing, negation is
no longer relative, for the non-being of the subject is no longer external to the
subject itself. Thus, by realizing (becoming) nothingness, subjectivity negates the
relative nothing (the opposition of non-self to self) and empties the nothing into
absolute nothingness. Finally, the negation of the relative nothing also entails a
negation of the difference between the relative and the absolute nothing. For were
the absolute nothing separate from relative nothingness or nihility, then absolute
nothing would not be absolutely nothing. Thus, the self-realization of nothingness
is nothing less than the self-overcoming of the nothing, namely by means of and
through the nothing that lies at the ground of things—it is the self-overcoming of
nihilism.

By ceasing to conceptualize the nothing, namely in virtue of our existential
relationship to it, the nothing ceases to be a relative nothing in relation to
something, and the stage of nihilism is overcome. In and through our existential
relation to nothingness, nothingness becomes truly nothing, and is revealed as
absolute. Nihilism can only be overcome through the negation of nihility in an
existential (rather than conceptual) mode of relationship to it. The self-awareness
of reality on the field of emptiness is the self-negation of the relative nothing—the
self-overcoming of nihilism.

By stepping onto the field of nihility, the philosopher ought to realize the need
for a conversion into religion (and thereby a need to realize emptiness) through
which reality can know itself. The author of Questions and Answers in a Dream
expresses it well:

Hills and rivers, the earth, plants and trees, tiles and stones, all of these are the
self’s own original part. (Nishitani 1983, 108)

Or, as Dogen puts it:
To practice and confirm all things by conveying oneself to them is illusion: for

all things to advance forward and confirm the self is enlightenment. (Nishitani
1983, 107)
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Ek-stasis or ecstasy is the mode of being wherein the self is in itself at the point
where it has overstepped itself (Nishitani 1983, 68). As is well known, this concept
has played a fundamental role in Western existentialism (Heidegger 2008, 377). In
the conversion out of philosophy and into the religious mode of life, the self steps
out of itself into its negation, the non-self. Through ek-stasis, through the stepping
out of self, it also steps back into what is authentically its own, namely “the self’s
own original part.”

Sunyata is also a field of force or physis (Nishitani 1983, 150). Each thing is a
force by which all things are concentrated into one center. In this sense, sunyata is
a force of attraction: all things are gathered into one by the force of absolute
nothingness. In another sense, absolute nothingness is a force of repelling and
dispersal. Given that each thing is in its negation, as the self has its being in the
non-self, the thing in itself is repelled out of itself and dispersed into all things."
Thus, on the field of absolute nothingness all things are concentrated into one, and
dispersed into many. It is for this reason that “the emptiness of emptiness” is
neither an abstract unity devoid of plurality nor a plurality that is utterly devoid of

19 Jan van Bragt, in his translation of Religion and Nothingness or more literally, What is
Religion? (Shitkyo to wa Nanika) notes in passing that Nishitani’s term for “field” is “ba” and
has connotations of place that is reminiscent of Nishida’s description of absolute nothingness as
a place, “basho.” Nishida himself refers to Aristotle’s underlying thing, namely the
Orokeipevov, which he further reads in terms of a “field of force” in the sense of modern physics
(see Nishitani 1983, xxx—xxxi). Nishitani follows Nishida by connecting this “field” of absolute
nothingness with the “force” of repelling and attracting. For Nishitani, this field of absolute
nothingness is not a thing, nor is it a mere absence. As absolute, it is not in a position vis-a-vis
another being. It is non-positional. Qua non-positional, it is not positioned as that which is
non-positional; it is not positioned as that which is opposed to the positional. Were the
non-positional opposed to the positional, it would become positional again. Rather, the
non-positional dimension of absolute nothingness negates itself as having the position
“non-positional.” Hence, the non-positional cannot be separated from all positions: it is the
position that runs through all positions. In other words, it is only here in absolute nothingness,
namely in the non-positionality of all positions where every position exists in an Absolute
way—namely everywhere and nowhere. Thus, the non-positional structure of absolute
nothingness entails that it is the place that unsettles all places, or the position that unsettles all
positions. Indeed, it is the activity of unsettling: that which is a “self” is unsettled from its
selfhood into its negation: “non-selthood,” while the latter is just as much unsettled from its
selfhood into the former. Accordingly, absolute nothingness is a field of force that consists in the
active unsettling of positions from their one-sidedness or positionality. The “place of all places”
is not just a place: it is the field that unsettles every place from its relative one-sidedness and
settles it in an identity of being and nothing or “being-sive-nothing.” The term “sive” is a
translation of “soku.” “Soku” is that point or place at which the opposites are realized in their
unity and display their true reality. Soku is “identity through negation” (Nishitani 1983, xxx). By
unsettling all positions, absolute nothingness also unsettles all views, all positional
understandings of the dharma. As Nagarjuna states: “I prostrate to Gautama, who thought
compassion, taught the true doctrine, which leads to the relinquishing of all views” (Nagarjuna
1995, 352, 27:30).
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unity. Instead, it is a conception of the Absolute wherein multiplicity and
difference are radicalized (Nishitani 1983, 164).11

In order to illuminate the circuminsessional relationship on the field of Sunyata,
Nishitani evokes the Heideggerian phrase of the “worlding of the world”
(Nishitani 1983, 150, 164)."* The world is outside itself insofar as it disperses
itself into its non-being: the non-world. Yet, world is not lost in its self-dispersal,
for the non-world into which it disperses itself is itself the world. Through its
self-dispersal the world itself is gathered into a whole. The world cannot be the
world if it excludes its non-being. The world is the world only insofar as it the
gathers itself together out of its self-dispersal. Indeed, this is entailed in the dictum
of “the emptiness of emptiness”: through the emptying of emptiness, that is, in
virtue of its self-dispersal or self-repelling, it is truly empty. Without the element
of self-dispersal or self-negation, emptiness would not be empty, it would not be
what it is in itself. The activity by which the world is a world is what Nishitani calls
“worlding.” The process by which the world preserves itself and its self-identity
through its self-dispersal is “worlding.” The world worlds. We could also just as
well adopt the Heideggerian phrase “das Nichts nichtet” (Nishitani 1983, 109).
That “all dharma gates are open” means that wherever the thing is, there is the
“worlding of the world.” The act of worlding is the force of emptiness, of absolute
nothingness."

Knowing things as they are in themselves, following Nishida and Nishitani, is
constituted by an immediate experience of the Thing in Itself (Nishitani 1983, 129).
The immediate experience of the Thing in Itself is what Nishida calls pure
experience, in which there is “not yet a subject or an object, and the knowing and
its object are completely unified” (D61l 2011, 125 1G 3-4).

The Kantian categories lack self-reference. Nishitani appears to see the absence

' Indeed, if on the field of sunyata each thing is both the whole and an element of the whole,
there is an explicit contradiction: each thing, as an element of the whole, is not the whole, since
an element of the whole is incomplete. Yet as the whole, it cannot be an element of the whole, for
the whole is complete. But what is absurd for reason that is closed up within itself is revealed as
the truth in the throes of Samadhi-being. Indeed, on the field of absolute nothingness, the whole
itself cannot be an exception to the unity of opposition: the whole must itself be the non-whole
and the non-whole the whole. Since the principles of logic are not absolute, but only have their
application on the field of reason, one cannot object that on Nishitani’s philosophy, “all
theorems are true.” For there are no contradictions per se on the field where reason and
conceptual determination is transcended. It is only because one assumes that reason has no limits
that one raises such an objection.

12- Also see Ueda 1965, 148 where Ueda uses the phrase to describe the painting of a man cutting
Bamboo by Von Ryoka (13" century). For more on Heidegger’s relationship to Nishitani, see
Dallmayr 1992.

13 Again, the connections to German Idealism and Hegel are profound, though Nishitani does
not develop them at any length.
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of self-reference as indicative of the fields of subjectivity and nihility. As long as
we operate on these fields and do not penetrate into absolute nothingness, we do
not discover things as they are “in themselves.” In this way, we could schematize
Nisthiani’s various fields of negation by their relation to self-reference. As long as
one tarries on the field of transcendental subjectivity, the self-reference necessary
to fulfill the critique of pure reason remains elusive. Indeed, since categories are
not self-referential, and self-reference is necessary in order to complete the
critique of pure reason, one cannot complete the critique of pure reason through
any philosophical means. Instead, the critique of pure reason can only be
completed by transcending the field of conceptual determination. In other words,
the one thing necessary is the conversion into religion and out of philosophy. For
Nishitani, achieving the self-reference necessary for completing the critique of
pure reason requires entering onto the field of absolute nothingness wherein
self-reference is realized. Here, by encountering things in their Samadhi-being,
nihilism can be overcome and the critique of pure reason can be fulfilled. The
progress achieved in the West by raising the problem of the critique of pure reason
has its fulfillment in the way of the Buddha."

Since there is nothing at the ground of being, reason can neither discover any
rational ground for its own existence or for the existence of anything else.
Therefore, to encounter the groundlessness of one’s own existence, one must
abandon reason (Nishitani 1983, 118). The relation to the object that is
constitutive of reason treats the object as distinct from the subject that conceives it.
In a more technical language, reason relates to the object in a mediated way in
which the questioner and the questioned, subject and object, must be distinguished
from one another. In this scenario, the self that thinks and the self thought about
cannot be identified without a contradiction. Nishitani is clear that Nihilism is a
problem not only of the self, but also for the self (Nishitani 1990, 1). This means
that the self does not stand in relation to the problem of Nihilism as though the
problem could be treated objectively, in which one relates to the issue in a mode of
indifference. Rather, the inquiring self, whose very existence is an issue for it, in
which it has a real interest, cannot help but throw off any pretense of relating to the
problem in a merely disinterested way (Nishitani 1990, 2).

Given that the nihility at the bottom of the self cannot be comprehended by
means of reason, Nishitani makes it clear that its reality can only be known
immediately. In this immediate relation to the nothing at the ground of reason and
being, the self that thinks and the self that is thought can no longer be distinguished

4 This in-depth discussion of Nishitani’s philosophy can also be found in my discussion of
Ueda’s concept of compassion in “An Ontology of Non-Discriminatory Love” (Forthcoming,
3-13, Springer) where I apply Nishitani’s overcoming of nihilism to the question of compassion.
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(Nishitani 1990, 2). On the field of sunyata or absolute nothingness, everything is
experienced as inherently empty. Nishitani informs us that he has “come to
understand things from the Buddhist way of thinking” (Nishitani 1990, xviii). The
gathering of the mind on a central point, or the non-dual self, is Samadhi (Nishitani
1983, 128). The religious experience and practice of samadhi offers a method by
which the self can “carry out an experiment within the self.” The encounter with
self and entities is an encounter with their “samadhi being” in an immediate
experience (Nishitani 1983, 129). By comprehending the nothing immediately, the
nihility disappears and absolute nothingness arises in its stead. In sunyata the
emptiness of emptiness is revealed.

In the immediate experience of samadhi in which questioner is no longer
distinguished from what is questioned, the self forgets the ego, and the I or “the
self vanishes into an unknown X.” Here where the self disappears as a distinct and
separable being, one experiences the actual existence of the ego as something
whose being is engulfed by nothingness, as non-ego. Here the self experiences the
ecstasy of existential insight. In samadhi-being the self encounters the existence of
the self existentially, namely from within the absolute nothingness on the field of
sunyata.

Once one has transcended the field of nihility on which one first encounters the
problem of Nihilism, and has arrived on the field of absolute nothingness in which
things are encountered in their samadhi-being, the finitude of our being is revealed
to be infinite (Nishitani 1983, 170). Nishitani is blunt that it is an error to say that
the finite is finite (Nishitani 1983, 171). “Finitude is finite” is a proposition that is
only true on the field of contemplative or representational thinking (Nishitani 1983,
170).

For Nishitani it is evident that reason and conceptual content is finite. Each
concept is self-identical and excludes its negation. From the side of conceptual
thinking, “finitude is finite” is a tautology, a self-evident, though trivial truth. But
on the field of absolute nothingness or emptiness ($iinyata or kil in Japanese), the
finitude of reason is not finite, for there is nothing that limits the reason or the
space of determinate being. To the contrary, reason and determinate existence are
grounded on nothing at all. In this sense, the finitude of rational categories entails
that they are infinite, for there is no reason limiting them; they are without limit. If
we take up the position of samadhi, we are able to immediately confront the
nothingness of reason, the infinitude of the finite, without reifying the nothing. As
Nishitani writes, it is only from the existential point of view from which the
infinitude of the finite can be recognized. Since finite reason (as a whole) is
non-finite, the experience of reason on the field of emptiness can only be
expressed as a coincidence of opposition from the side of reason, as an “infinite
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finitude.”" In Nishitani’s language, reason is “empty.” The emptiness of reason is
both the emptiness of reason within reason itself, and reason’s lack of autonomy. In
sum, reason is not only grounded in the non-rational, but is non-rational in its
samadhi being.

Since the relation to the nihility is an immediate relation, the nihility lying at the
ground of the self cannot be distinguished from the nihility at the ground of being.
Accordingly, the problem of nihilism cannot just be a problem of the self, but of
the very possibility of the existence of the world:

[...] now existence is deprived of such meaning; it stands before nihility as
having been stripped naked, a question mark for itself. And this in turn
transforms the world itself into a question. (Nishitani 1990, 4)

Having recognized the need for a conversion into religious experience, one’s mode
of inquiry ought to be reformulated in way that is informed by that experience.
Nishitani points out that inquiry into the history of philosophy'® has historically
been conducted from within the standpoint of reflective observation in which the
one who observes and the one observed are separated (Nishitani 1990, 5).
Nishitani demands that “there must be a new way of inquiring into history that is
fundamentally different from the way the philosophy of history has been
conducted up until now” (Nishitani 1990, 5). Because the problem of Nihilism is a
question not only by the self, but also for the self, the historical problems in the
history of philosophy “need to become a problem of the self” (Nishitani 1990, 5).
Rather than inquire in a disinterested fashion, the history of philosophy ought to
proceed “with passion” (Nishitani 1990, 5). The historical question becomes an
intimate question concerning the ground of my own existence, and is inseparable
from my own existential quandary (Nishitani 1990, 5). To put it another way, for
Nishitani, as for Heidegger, the problems of the philosophy of history, as well as of
the history of philosophy, must become historical where they have traditionally
been treated trans-historically; they must be asked from within the historical and
temporal horizon of the questioner himself. For these reasons, Nishitani’s
engagement with Hegel in The Self~-Overcoming of Nihilism always already
proceeds from within the framework of a self whose fundamental project is

' Nishitani’s “infinite finitude” is quite similar to Hegel’s true infinite, which he describes as an
“infinitized finitude.” Unlike Nishitani for Hegel the infinite finitude is inherently conceptual
(Hegel 1969, 145).

' On the one hand, the problem of Nihilism is not historically situated, because it is rooted in
the “essence of the human being.” On the other hand, the problem of Nihilism is a historical
phenomenon. Nishitani traces the origin of Nihilism as an outcome of the development of
modern science and technology (Nishitani 1983, 77-100).
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existentially confronting the nothingness at his own ground.'’

2 Nishitani’s Critique of Hegel18

Having explicated the existential standpoint from which Nishitani’s criticism
proceeds, we are in a position to reconstruct his criticism of Hegel. Most of
Nishitani’s comments and critiques of Hegel are presented in chapter two of the
Self-Overcoming of Nihilism. Feuerbach famously said that Hegel’s philosophy
was the “last rational supporting pillar of theology.” Nishitani agrees that “the
philosophy of Hegel represented the highest achievement of metaphysics up until
then” (Nishitani 1990, 13). In Hegel’s thought, nature, reason, and the Idea are
concretely realized in history, and this connection between metaphysics and
historical consciousness “reached its consummate expression in Hegel” (6).
Indeed, Nishitani adopts a conventional reading of the German Idealist tradition in
which Hegel occupies the “culminating position of German Idealism” in which the
traditions is read as an attempt to step beyond the Thing-in-Itself to a standpoint of
metaphysical reason (133).

'7 Certainly there are other sides to the problem of Nihilism, especially ethical and political
dimensions, on which I will not focus in this analysis, but which are ultimately inseparable from
the ontological analysis. Of course, the metaphysical problem that we cannot find a reason for
why there is anything at all is intimately connected with the ethical and political dimensions of
Nihilism. Nihilism is usually associated with Atheism and Meaninglessness. Of course, if there
is nothing lying at the ground of the self and existence, there cannot be any final and absolute
telos guiding human life. In addition, if there cannot be a being that is the source of all things,
there cannot be a separate God who creates the world, and Nihilism engenders Atheism. Insofar
as meaning is understood as purpose, the nothingness at the ground of things reveals a
fundamental meaninglessness to all existence.

'8 Indeed, even Nishitani’s characterization of absolute nothingness shares some surprising
structural similarities with Hegel’s description of the absolute concept. For example, Nishitani
describes absolute nothingness as “circuminsessional,” meaning that the whole is in each
element of the whole, a description which Hegel employs to define the concept in his account of
universality in the Science of Logic. Likewise, absolute nothingness entails a process of
self-negation that is inherently contradictory, in which mutually exclusive differences fall into
identity with each other. Unlike Hegel though, Nishitani does not identify absolute nothingness
as thoroughly conceptual. Rather, it transcends (and permeates) the conceptual as that which can
only appear as a paradox to reason. Although Tanabe, it is true, possesses the most serious
reading of Hegel, I focus on Nishitani’s critique in this section in order to better illuminate the
problem of nihilism, which was Nishitani’s main preoccupation, and the presence of that
problem in Hegel’s philosophy. Indeed, since my aim here is not to compare Hegel and
Nishitani’s philosophy as a whole, such a comparison must be bracketed for a future
investigation. For more on Tanabe see his Metanoetics. For more on the Kyoto School’s general
reception of Hegel, which includes a discussion of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani on Hegel, see
Suares (2010).
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This praise is a not so veiled reproach, however, for the approach to history in
Hegel and the tradition he represents is not yet properly “historical.” In Hegel’s
thought, metaphysical principles are still considered trans-historical. “Beneath it
lay the old metaphysics handed down from the Greeks” (6). Nishitani is not
completely off base to point out Hegel’s commitment to the trans-historical
character of logic that realizes itself in history. In Hegel the historical is
“eternalized” and the eternal is “historicized” (10). This is evident in Hegel’s logic,
wherein the historical epochs and individual philosophies in the history of Western
thought acquire ideal form.

Nishitani is right to point out that the Idea is inseparable from existence:

The Idea is the “synthesis of the concept and existence. (Nishitani 1990, 10)

Nishitani further points out that in the dialectical movement the “trans-temporal is
realized as actual things and events and from within real Being it becomes aware
of Idealitdt [ideality] as its essence” (10). Nishitani recognizes that one of the
distinguishing features of Hegel’s philosophy is that the concept “makes itself
concrete” in temporal and historical reality. Indeed, the dialectical movement of
Hegel’s concept is that by which the concept gives itself its own existence. In
formal logic, concepts do not imply their own existence. Whether a concept exists
or has instances, cannot be determined a priori. Rather, the existence must be
determined independently of the fact of the concept alone. For this reason,
Nishitani is talking sensibly when he describes the idea as the “synthesis” of the
concept and existence. This synthesis of concept and existence in Vernunft is a
negation of the abstract concept of reason, namely Verstand, in which the concept
is not sufficient to determine its own existence. Of course, although existence can
refer to both historical and trans-historical modes, Nishitani in his discussion of
Hegel tends to identify “existence” with historical and temporal being (10-11).

According to Nishitani, given that Hegel does not transcend the standpoint of
reason, Hegel fails to recognize the non-rational nihility that lies at the ground of
reason. Hegel’s account of nihility remains “immanent to reason itself” (Nishitani
1983, 171) and fails to achieve the necessary conversion from a conceptual
recognition of nihility fo an existential recognition of emptiness. Put tersely, Hegel
fails to perform the ecstatic self-transcendence that is characteristic of the
existential encounter with emptiness (Nishitani 1983, 172).

Although in Hegel the human being may be that being through whom God
knows himself, and in whom a profound continuity between God and the human
being has opened up, the phenomena of nihility is only taken up as an element of
rational activity. Nothingness, as is well known, appears at the outset of Hegel’s
Logic, as the second category of the Logic of Being. Hegel himself speaks of “the
power of the negative” as the power by which reason develops itself. If reason
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transcends itself in any way, any #7ue moment of the non-rational can only appear
as the self-suspension or self-alienation of reason, such that what transcends
reason must nonetheless remain immanent to reason. Since reason always “reverts
back to itself” out of its self-negation, or out of its own rihility, Hegel’s thought is
never able to transcend reason altogether. Reason as Ideality always cancels and
preserves the other within itself: It cannot tolerate any phenomenon that remains
absolutely external to the rational order."

Since the essence of the finite, namely the infinite finite, can only be revealed in
a way that is “entirely different from the conceptual dimension” and “can only be
investigated existentially” (Nishitani 1983, 171), and Hegel’s Speculative Idealism
fundamentally omits this immediate, non-conceptual, and existential dimension of
experience that underlies reason and all of existence, it cannot thereby achieve
cognition of the nothingness at the ground of reason (Nishitani 1983, 170).

Although Hegel’s concept of the true infinite is an infinitized finite, Hegel fails
to face up to the infinized finitude existentially.”® In sum, Nishitani’s argument
against Hegel begins from the assumptions that reason is finite, absolute
nothingness lies at the ground of all things (including reason), and this nothingness
can only be known existentially, not speculatively. These assumptions are built
into Nishitani’s method of inquiry into the philosophy of history. It is obvious that
if these are the assumptions from which one attempts to develop a living
philosophy of history, Hegel’s philosophy is dead upon arrival.

Since Hegel’s philosophy never sets its gaze beyond the horizon of reason, and
mistakenly believes reason to be self-grounding, Hegel has not recognized the
“groundless ground” that lies at the bottom of all things, and therefore cannot
come to the aid of philosophy in its attempts to overcome this nihilism.
Accordingly, Nishitani argues that it is only with the “collapse of metaphysics and
moralities” such as Hegel’s, which are founded on God or a “world of ‘true
being’,” that the problem of Nihilism arises in which “everything is turned into a
question” (Nishitani 1990, 6). According to Nishitani, it is “the collapse of Hegel’s
philosophy” that “signaled the encroachment of nihilation into the European spirit,
a portent of things to come.” For Nishitani, Hegel is not responding to the problem
of Nihilism. Instead, he belongs to the pre-history of Nihilism.'

19 “Ideality” is a term in Hegel’s philosophy which signifies the overcoming of otherness or
difference.

0 “Ip contrast, the shapes of things that appear on the fields of sensation and reason are nothing
more than the simple negative of the things themselves. [...] This is what the later Schelling had
in mind in characterizing all the philosophy of reason up to Hegel as negative philosophy”
(Nishitani 1983, 130).

21 As Gillespie points out, Jacobi is not the first person in the West to employ the term
“Nihilism.” F.L. Goetzius employed the term in 1733 and D. Jenisch employs the term in 1796
(Gillespie 1995, 65).
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3 Jacobi’s Charge of Nihilism

Because Nishitani’s critique of Hegel relegates Hegel’s thought to the pre-history
of Nihilism, in order to evaluate the success of Nishitani’s critique, it becomes
necessary to conduct an historical investigation into the historical background of
Hegel’s thought.** Earlier we analyzed the problem of Nihilism as an inquiry into
the very possibility of the world itself. It is the Absolute which disappears in the
attempt to think the nihility. It is exactly this sense of the term that Jacobi employs
when he critiques Fichte. Earlier Jacobi had charged Spinoza’s philosophy, and his
followers, with Atheism and Fatalism. Jacobi levelled his criticism beyond
Spinoza and extended them to philosophy itself. As Giovanni has pointed out,
although Fichte himself attempts to develop a philosophy of freedom in order to
respond to Jacobi’s charge against philosophy, Fichte himself incurred the ire of
Jacobi.” Jacobi’s accusation that Fichte’s philosophy leads to Nihilism draws
upon the primarily ontological sense of the term:

[...] Yet, as I explore the mechanism of the nature of the I as well as of the not-I,
I attain only to the nothing in-itself; [...]I have nothing confronting me, after all,
except nothingness; and even chimeras are a good match for that. [...] Truly, my
dear Fichte, I would not be vexed if you, or anyone else, were to call Chimerism
the view I oppose to the Idealism that I chide for Nihilism.**

22 Given that we are not investigating a Hegelian critique of the Kyoto School, it would be an
unnecessary foray (despite its importance) into the history of philosophy to conduct an in-depth
investigation into the historical background of Nishitani’s thought. Rather, the utility of the
historical background of Hegel’s thought lies merely in the extent to which it can help us shed
light on the success or failure of Nishitani’s critique. Indeed, it is enough to point out that
Nishitani demands an existential approach to the problem, and that he does not address or
appreciate Hegel’s solution to the problem of nihilism because he does not see Hegel’s
philosophy as a response to the problem of nihilism in the first place. Accordingly, the historical
investigation into Hegel’s position is employed to show that there is a Hegelian alternative to the
problem of Nihilism that Nishitani does not address in his existential response to problem.

2 As is well known, Jacobi also had a very public falling out with Schelling. For a discussion of
this conflict, see Lewis S. Ford’s “The Controversy between Schelling and Jacobi.” See the
Schrift Gegen Jacobi for Schelling’s perspective on this very public dispute. Because my aim is
not a thorough historical reconstruction of the interaction between various participants in the
tradition of German Idealism and Jacobi, I intentionally set this debate to the side. Rather, my
sole intention is to draw out how Hegel’s philosophy can be read as a response to the problem of
Nihilism posed by Jacobi, and for this reason I restrict my focus to the relation between Jacobi
and Hegel as concerns the issue of Nihilism.

% By “Nihilism” here he seems to mean that in Fichte’s philosophy only the “nothing in itself”
is known. Fichte’s Idealism is a “philosophy of the nothing,” meaning that it only has
nothingness as its object. For Jacobi, if we were to take up the project of speculative Idealism,
we would lose the world entirely, and in its place we find, at worst, mere nothingness, and at best,
a mere chimera (Jacobi 2016, 519).



Annihilating the Nothing: Hegel and Nishitani on The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism 603

Hegel responds to Jacobi’s charges in various places. In his Encyclopedia, Hegel
addresses Jacobi in the section entitled Third Approach to Objectivity (Hegel 1975,
96-109). In his earlier Faith and Knowledge from 1802, he analyzes and critiques
Jacobi in much detail. In his discussion of Fichte, Hegel explicitly discusses
Jacobi’s charge of Nihilism. Hegel sometimes puts it quite poetically:

Jacobi, who focused his reflection on the one side of the antithesis, on infinity,
on formal identity, felt that this nihilism of the transcendental philosophy would
tear the heart out of his breast. (Hegel 1977, 170)

In his prefatory note to the first edition of David Hume on Faith, Jacobi lays down
his assumptions about the structure of reason.”> Jacobi’s accusation that Fichte’s
philosophy leads to Nihilism is grounded on important classical assumptions about
reason. If we abstract from all contents thought by reason, the content of reason
understood by itself that remains is the self-identity of what is thought. The
principle of identity, A=A is traditionally interchangeable with the principle of
non-contradiction. If A is necessarily self-identical, it cannot be not-A4. According
to the principle of non-contradiction it is impossible for contradictions to be true.
Reason by itself can judge whether the content that is thought is consistent with the
principle of identity and non-contradiction by comparing it to the a priori form of
self-identity. From these assumptions, Jacobi is right that reason alone is a power
of “formulating the principle of identity” and “judging in accordance with it.”
What cannot be known with any certainty is the content of A itself. Any assertion
about the thing beyond the self-identity of the form of reason, namely what A is,
cannot be established by reason alone, since it only contains the form of thinking.
According to this inference, Jacobi is correct to claim that “only the assertion of
identical propositions is apodeictic.”

Moreover, insofar as the formal laws of identity and non-contradiction are laws
of representation in general, from the form of representation I could never infer the
existence of things outside of me, or indeed of any content of representation
whatsoever. From the formal principle of reason which governs all of my
subjective thinking of an object, one can only discover what is universally held in
common amongst all of my representations, namely that they are all self-identical.
Since one can only know the common abstract form of representation, one cannot
know the principle in virtue of which the various representations are differentiated,
namely what differentiates A from some other content, B. Another way to put it

2 «[My philosophy] restricts reason, considered by itself, to the mere faculty of perceiving

relations clearly, i.e. to the power of formulating the principle of identity and judging in
conformity with it [...]” (Jacobi 2016, 255-56).

% Schelling discusses a similar argument which he calls an “argument against a first principle in
philosophy” (Schelling 2001, 20).



604 Gregory S. Moss

is this: the particular instances of the universal form of self-identity remain
unknown. Thus, all knowledge of all finite and differentiated contents, or of all
finite particulars must be given independently of reason. In order to discover these
contents, the philosopher must appeal to the Given in some form or another. If faith
is the acceptance of a truth that is not inferred from rational principles (Jacobi
2016, 80), or if “every cognition that does not originate in rational sources is faith”
(Jacobi 2016, 255) then the fact that there are particulars or that there is a content
for reason to know must be given by faith. For Jacobi, the existence of finite
entities upon which we reflect depends upon faith.”’

Jacobi argues that the self-identical form of reason is an abstraction from given
content (Jacobi 2016, 509). We only arrive at science by means of abstracting
away content from what is given. Accordingly, the bare self-identity of reflection
by which it judges contents given to it from the outside is not one of two principles,
but it is wholly derivative. Since the contents given to reflection and abstraction
are only given in faith, the whole of philosophy is contingent upon faith. Jacobi
writes:

For man knows only in that he comprehends, only in that, by changing the real
thing into mere shape, he turns the shape into the thing, and the thing into
nothing. (Jacobi 2016, 507-08)

For Jacobi, not only the finite, but also the infinite, disappears upon the approach
of reason. By applying the finite category onto the infinite the infinite fails to
appear as infinite. Instead, the infinite appears as that which is opposed to the finite.
Accordingly, the infinite itself becomes finite, for when it is treated as a finite
conceptual form, it functions as the mere negation of finitude, and thereby
excludes finitude from itself, rendering it finite. Jacobi applies such reasoning to
nature as a whole (Jacobi 2016, 376).

For Jacobi, the rationalist confuses the conditions of explanation for the
conditions of existence. Here Jacobi tends to view nature as the totality of all
conditions. The totality of all conditions cannot itself be conditioned, yet if the
conditions of explanation are the conditions of existence, then it must have some
particular condition, and the whole complex of nature would thereby ‘disappear.’
The only cognition that reason can have is of some element of the whole. Jacobi is
insistent that the fact of nature’s existence must be taken on faith, and all acts of
reasoning about nature must take nature, as the unconditioned, as an assumption.
The wunconditioned conditioned cannot be established naturally; it must be
established super-naturally (Jacobi 2016, 376).

7 Since the a priori form of reason is never sufficient to derive the content of reason, the content
of reason must be arrived at aposteriori.
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Insofar as the totality of conditions is infinite, Jacobi’s complaint is not merely
that reason fails to know the finite, but that it also fails to know the infinite.
Philosophy becomes nihilistic when it projects its own form onto the form of all
things. The world itself, as an infinite totality, disappears into nothingness when
reason applies its finite categories.

Jacobi levels the charge of Nihilism against the Speculative Idealism of Fichte
because Fichte, according to Jacobi, posits the I as the first principle of philosophy.
Fichte postulates that the I is the principle from which all content of experience
and existence for us must be derived. The thinking subjectivity must abstract away
from all content of what is thought, and deduce experience and existence for us
from the empty knowing of the 1. According to Fichte:

The question proposed, namely: How is an existent possible for us? [...] It
inquires as to the ground of the predicate of existence in general [...] The
answer, if it is to be an answer to this question [...] must similarly abstract from
all existence. (Fichte 1982, 32, my emphasis)

Fichte begins from a proposition that “everyone will grant without dispute” from
which the principle of the science of knowledge will be demonstrated. As Fichte
writes,

So soon this proposition is conceded, we must simultaneously grant, as an Act,
what we seek to set at the basis of the whole Science of Knowledge. And
reflection must confirm that this Act is granted as such along with the
proposition. (Fichte 1982, 94)

Fichte himself explicitly posits A=A, the principle of identity, as the abstract form
of the first principle, I=I, from which his deduction of experience proceeds in his
early presentation of his system:

The Proposition A is A (or A=A, [...]) is accepted by everyone and that without
a moments thought: it is admitted to be perfectly certain and established. (Fichte
1982, 94)

The self-positing of the I, the Ego=FEgo, is the self-identical “Act,” the abstract
expression of which is the apodictic law of identity. For Jacobi, since one cannot
deduce the existence of any determinate being from pure identity as such, Fichte’s
philosophy is Nihilism, a philosophy of nothing in which the world disappears.
Given that I = I only expresses pure identity, and thereby fails to contain any
difference, neither any differentiated nor determinate being could be deduced from
the self-identity of the I = I. Indeed, for Jacobi nothing is thought in the
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self-identity of the formal structure except nothingness—the very absence of any
differentiated or determinate content.® After having abstracted all existence away,
one cannot regain existence again out of the identity of thinking. Jacobi endorses
Realism as a way to avoid Nihilism. Here I do not mean to either fully reconstruct
Fichte’s early deduction® or defend Jacobi. Rather, I mean only to show how
Jacobi intimately ties the formal principles of reflection together with his concern
about Nihilism in philosophy.

4 Hegel's Response to Jacobi

Hegel responds to the charge of Nihilism by Jacobi by pointing out that both
Jacobi and Fichte absolutize finitude.”” Where Jacobi begins with a content that
transcends reason, and attempts to derive the form of reason therefrom, Fichte
begins from the other side, attempting to derive content from an empty reason. But
each of them presuppose an absolute division between form and content.

Hegel claims that Fichte actually takes nihilism as a goal to be accomplished:”'

We have already shown why Jacobi so violently abhors the nihilism he finds in
Fichte’s philosophy. As far as Fichte is concerned, nihilism is certainly implicit
in pure thought as a task [to be accomplished.] (Hegel 1977, 168)

According to Hegel, while Jacobi aims to preserve the finite against Idealism,
Fichte’s philosophy takes the nullification of the finite as a goal to be achieved,

8 Fichte’s philosophy begins from the self-intuiting of the I, and this requires abstracting away
all other contents of the mind. Fichte himself claims that the original principle concerns the form
of thinking, not its content (Fichte 1982, 94-95/1, 93). Schelling himself, in speaking about the
methodological work of Transcendental Idealism, claims that philosophy makes the real world
disappear (Schelling 2001, 14).

% 1 note in passing that Fichte does in fact recognize the need for building difference into the
first principle in section 5 of the Grundlage.

30 «What this formality comes down to basically is that either the pure concept, the empty
thought, supervenes incomprehensively upon a content, a determination of the concept, or vice
versa: the determination supervenes incomprehensively upon the indeterminateness (of the pure
concept.) In Jacobi’s dogmatism the objective, the given, is called the first upon which the
concept supervenes later. Fichte, on the contrary, makes the empty knowing, the Ego, into the
first, which is essentially one and the same as the empty intellect of the analyzing philosophy;
[...] But this contrast between Jacobi and Fichte makes not the slightest difference to the matter
at issue” (Hegel 1977, 156).

3! Hegel, following Fichte, also takes the annihilation of the finite as a goal, which he believes to
have achieved. As Zizek notes, Hegel’s nihilism consists in the fact that “all finite determinate
forms of life reach their ‘truth’ in their ‘self-overcoming’ where [...] negativity is limited to the
obliteration of all finite/immediate determinations.” [...] According to Zizek, “what is missing
here, from a Nietzchean standpoint, is the affirmative no [...]” (Zizek 2012, 199).
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which it cannot accomplish. Nihilism in this sense is the annihilation of finitude
and the resurrection of the infinite. Since for Hegel both thinkers posit an absolute
difference between form and content, Jacobi and Fichte continue to think of the
infinite under the guise of finitude (Hegel 1977, 190).

Hegel’s responds to the ontological problem of nihilism by radically re-thinking
the structure of reason. Jacobi’s charge of nihilism is grounded on the assumption
that rational thinking must suppose an absolute difference between form and
content. This absolute difference is also the ground upon which Jacobi appeals to
faith as that means by which the very existence of the world can be granted to us.
In order to both (i) dispel Jacobi’s charge that philosophy leads to nihilism, and (ii)
undermine the appeal to faith as that means by which the existence of the world is
secured, Hegel attempts to show (a) that reason cannot be structured as an
absolutely finite and formal system, and (b) that reason has the power by which to
demonstrate the existence not only of its own logical contents a priori, but also its
real instantiations in nature and spirit. By showing (a) and (b) Hegel thinks that he
can overcome Jacobi’s charge of Nihilism against Idealism and avoid Jacobi’s
appeal to faith.

Hegel demonstrates (a) in many different ways throughout the Science of Logic.
In the Logic of Being, something is finite if it has its limit within itself. Finitude is
that which comes to an end, or ceases to be. Because it contains its limit within
itself, or has its own ceasing to be within itself, it contains its own negation within
itself. When Finitude is posited as Absolute, it is no longer in a relationship of
limitation but is without limit. Insofar as it is without limit, that which ceases to be
does not cease to be. When finitude no longer ceases to be, it can no longer be
finite. Instead, finitude itself becomes infinite. Hegel develops this dialectic
further to show how the bad infinite and the true infinite develop therefrom.** The
true infinite is not opposed to an external finitude, but cancels and preserves
finitude as a moment within itself.

For Hegel, philosophy as a whole has to do with the concept and “with nothing
else.” Each development is a development of its “concrete unity” (Hegel 1971,
paragraphs 573, 311). In The Concept33 of Hegel’s Science of Logic, Hegel
develops an alternative to the formal view of reason and thereby shows (b). For
Hegel, concepts are self-differentiating:

It [the true, infinite universal] determines itself freely [...] it is creative power as

32 For the full transition, see Hegel 1969, 136-37. In the Logic of Essence, Hegel shows that in
respect to absolute difference, there is nothing else from which it could it principle be
differentiated. Hence, difference itself is not different. In absolute difference that is an identity of
identity and difference (Hegel 1969, 417-27).

33 See Hegel 1969, 600-22, or for the original German, see Hegel 1986, 273-301.
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the absolute negativity which relates itself to its own self. As such, it
differentiates itself internally, and this is a determining, because the
differentiation is one with the universality. (Hegel 1969, 605)

What is self-differentiating must be both the principle of its unity and the principle
of'its difference. Hence, self-differentiation does not presume the separation of the
principles of form and content. Because it differentiates itself, there is no
non-conceptual content or given to which the concept must appeal in
differentiating its various aspects.

The self-differentiating universal only stays itself in virtue of differentiating
itself into various contents distinct from it, but which it nonetheless contains
within itself. To be a universal is to admit what is other to itself, and to maintain its
identity in lieu of the self-differentiation. Moreover, because the difference is not
external to the universal, there is nothing that limits the universal. Insofar as there
is nothing that limits the universal, the universal is no longer finite. Accordingly, it
is without a limit, or infinite.

As Nishitani points out, on Hegel’s account, “concepts give themselves
existence.” For Hegel, concepts are self-differentiating, and are responsible for
creating their own content. On the traditional model, an appeal to the given seems
necessary since the content of a category is determined by something other than
the category, e.g. an external category, an appeal to a given content in experience,
or to beings. Hegel shows that the very content of the concept, its
self-differentiating character, is inseparable from particularity as such. Hegel
develops this principle by showing that it is in virtue of the universal’s capacity to
refer to itself * and to thereby make itself particular that it is able to create its own
content from nothing but itself. The activity by which the concept gives itself its
own content is an act of self-particularization. Hegel describes this act of
self-particularization as the “creative power” of the concept (Hegel 1969, 695). In
Hegel’s conception of universality, it is in virtue of self-particularization that the
universal establishes for itself what its content is. For this reason,
self-particularization establishes the true content of the universal, or the content to
which the universal corresponds. The concept must, by itself, give itself its own
“truth.” Since Hegel argues that universals must exhibit self-particularization™
and existential implication is that process whereby the universal gives rise to its

3* For further explication of self-reference, see Dieter Henrich’s “Hegels Grundoperation: Eine
Einleitung in die Wissenschaft der Logik” and Anton Koch’s “Die Selbstbeziehung der
Negation in Hegels Logik,” which further develops Henrich’s model.

35 See for example, “diese reine Bezichung des Begriffs auf sich” (pure relation of the Notion to
itself) (Hegel 1969, 601, Hegel 1986, 274), “die einfache Bezichung auf sich selbst” (simply
relation to itself) (Hegel 1969, 602; Hegel 1986, 275), and “self-reference” (Beziehung auf sich)
(Hegel 1969, 619).



Annihilating the Nothing: Hegel and Nishitani on The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism 609

particulars by itself, the concept is existential implicative because it is a process of
self-particularization.>®

In his logic Hegel claims that the concept is responsible for its own logical
being. In the philosophy of nature, philosophy of mind, and the philosophy of
history, Hegel goes further to insist the concept is also the creative power
responsible for the other dimensions of the Absolute which are not reducible to
logic, such as nature, mind, and history.

The presence of the self-realizing and autonomous reason in Hegel’s own words
is present throughout his entire mature corpus. According to Hegel, reason is the
material for its own realization:

[...] Reason is for itself the infinite material of all natural and spiritual life, as
well as the infinite form, and that its actualization of itself is its content. [...]
That this Idea®’ is the True, Eternal, simply the Power—that it reveals itself in
the world, and that nothing else is revealed in the world but the Idea itself [...].
(Hegel 1998, 12-13)

Jacobi charged that the Speculative Idealist destroys the world, including nature,
by requiring it to be deduced from the concept. But given Hegel’s abandonment of
formal logic and his revision of the concept as a creative power, in the Philosophy
of Nature, Hegel insists that nature too is created by reason:

The world is created, is now being created, and has eternally been created’ this
presents itself in the form of the preservation of the world. Creating is the
activity of the absolute Idea [...]. (Hegel 2004, 15)*

Hegel states as much in his Philosophy of Mind in his discussion of revealed
religion:

Under the “moment” of universality—the sphere of pure thought—{...] it is
therefore the absolute spirit [...] (as underlying and essential power under the
reflective category of causality) creator of heaven and earth [...]. (Hegel 1971,
299)

Nature is the manifestation of the concept in a form of otherness or self-alienation,

%6 Since universals posit their own content, foundationalism can be avoided, for there is no need
to look outside of the universals for their content or for the differentiation of the particulars.

37 Although the Idea is not identical to the concept, the concept is nonetheless a necessary
constituent of the Idea. For Hegel, the Idea is the truth, or the concept insofar as it is true, the
unity of the concept (subjectivity) and its object. The Absolute Idea is the self-knowing truth.
3% In his phenomenology, Hegel claims that eternal spirit creates a world (Hegel 2013, 769).
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out of which mind and Geist arises (Hegel 2004, 14-15). Reason becomes Geist
only by giving rise to nature:

The divine Idea is just this: to disclose itself, to posit this Other outside itself and
to take it back again into itself, in order to be subjectivity and Spirit. (Hegel
2004, 14)

In his discussion of revealed religion, Hegel claims that the absolute spirit is a
“self-determining principle,” an “infinite, self-realizing form” which is
“manifestation out and out” (Hegel 1971, 297-98). Finally, in the philosophy of
history, Hegel is unequivocal about history as the self-realization of the concept:

And the time must finally come when we comprehend the rich product of
creative Reason that is world history. (Hegel 1998, 18)

And again:

The insight to which philosophy ought to lead [...] is that the real world is as it
ought to be, that the truly good the universal divine Reason is also the power
capable of realizing itself. [My emphasis]. (Hegel 1998, 39)

By re-thinking the concept as self-particularizing, Hegel identifies the concept
with God:

The concept of God realizes itself most fully as this universal that determines
and particularizes itself—it is this activity of dividing, of particularizing and
determining itself, or positing a finitude, negating this—its own finitude and
being identical with itself through its negation of this finitude. This is the
concept as such, the concept of God. (Hegel 1984, 324)

Because the concept gives itself existence, Hegel identifies the development from
Concept to Objectivity in the Science of Logic, the process by which the concept
determines itself to be objective, as a revised version of the ontological argument
or “proof from the concept,” wherein the concept of God is sufficient to justify the
existence of God (Hegel 1969, 625-26). In Hegel’s case it is the divine concept
that gives itself existence:

The concept, as absolutely self-identical negativity, is self-determining, it was
noted that the concept [...] already posits itself as something real, an existent
[my emphasis]; this still abstract reality completes itself in objectivity. (Hegel
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1969, 626)*°

On the whole, the concept differentiates itself into three forms: logic, nature, and
spirit, each of which comes to be by the self-creating and self-realizing activity of
the concept. The Absolute, the world, is a unity of all three of these domains. As is
evident, Hegel’s description of the concept as the creative power of the system
explains his identity of the concept with God. What is more, like the Holy Trinity,
each determination of the concept is itself the whole concept. Further, Hegel
correlates each determination of the concept—universality, particularity, and
singularity—with one moment of the holy trinity and one domain of the Absolute:

Gott in seiner Allgemeinheit ist das Logische, Gott in seiner Besonderheit ist die
Natur, Gott in seiner Einzelheit ist der Geist. In dieser Festhaltung, steht der
Begriff. (Hegel 1992, 145-46)

Patricia Marie Calton is quite right when she notes that for Hegel “the world is
God’s concrete articulation” (Calton 2001, 82). The Absolute, or God, is the
self-realizing and self-creating concept by which the differentiations of the world
are created and revealed.

Jacobi’s charge of nihilism against Idealism followed from the apparent
inability of reason to discover the principle of the content within the concept itself,
a necessity apparently demanded by the dogmatic requirement separating
principles of form and content. Indeed, reason cannot account for the existence of
the world if it is formal in structure. Nevertheless, if the concept is the process of
self-particularization, the existence of the particular develops out of of pure reason.
For this reason, Hegel’s principle that concepts are self-particularizing aims to
undermine Jacobi’s claim that Idealism cannot in principle account for the
existence of the world. Speculative Idealism can avoid the annihilation of the
world if it imbues the concept with the power of existential implication. Although
Hegel clearly comes to the rescue of Speculative Idealism, he does so by
fundamentally re-thinking it. For it is not the I which posits the world, but the
concept, of which the I is a realization.

5 The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism in Hegel and Nishitani

Although the Japanese title means Nihilism, the title of the English translation of

% For Hegel, something exists objectively only if it is self-sufficient. The concept becomes
objective through its self-sufficient determination of itself. For Hegel, something exists if it has a
ground, and in this case, the ground of the concept is the concept itself. Accordingly, the concept
is its own ground, and thereby exists because of itself. Because it exists in virtue of itself, it
comes to exist objectively, as a self-sufficient object. For Hegel, objectivity is a more complex
determination of the concept of existence.
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Nishitani’s book is the Self~-Overcoming of Nihilism. The English title is well
chosen, for Nishitani raises Heidegger and Nietzsche above other thinkers because
for them nihility comes to terms with itself existentially. What distinguishes
Nietzsche and Heidegger® is how nihilism overcomes itself in their thinking.*'
“Nihilism” constitutes the stage wherein the human being recognizes that
nothingness lies at its ground. Given that nihility lies at the ground of all things,
there is no thing that remains unaffected by nihility. Accordingly, there is no way
to overcome nihilism by appealing to anything—for everything is affected by
nihility. Thus, there is no way to overcome nihilism from outside of the nothing.*
But since Nihilism constitutes the second stage in which nothingness is viewed as
a ground that is distinct from the beings that it grounds, overcoming nihilism
requires negating the difference between nothingness and what it negates. In other
words, as we have explicated in the first section, one must overcome the
ontological difference between Absolute and relative nothingness. By integrating
the nothingness at the ground of things into things themselves, nihilism is
overcome by the self-annihilation of the separate nothing. In the emptiness of
emptiness, the separate nothing annihilates itself. Nishitani offers another version
of the same self-overcoming of Nihilism as those in the Western tradition (such as
Nietzsche and Heidegger) but from the standpoint of Zen. For Nishitani, on the
field of absolute emptiness, everything other to the subject, the non-subject, is
gathered into the subject. For this reason, the subject realizes the non-subject not
only in the sense that one knows the non-subject, but the subject also becomes the
non-subject. Accordingly, Nishitani defines religion as “the self-awareness of
reality.” Reality itself becomes aware of itself in samadhi and thereby becomes
real: religion is the “real self-awareness of reality” (Nishitani 1983, 5). The real
self-awareness of reality is nothing less than the self-overcoming of nihilism, for it
is only in the non-representational state of samadhi wherein nihilism negates itself.

40 Nishitani conceives of Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Feuerbach and others as precursors to the
philosophers of Nihility (Nishitani 1990, 9).

! For example, in Nietzsche, although the human being is fatally determined, he does not stand
outside of fate. Rather, the human being is “a piece of fate” (Nietzsche 2003, 65). When through
the will to power, the human being affirms fate, this is fate 5 self-affirmation. The world affirms
itself through the human being’s affirmation of fate. The meaninglessness is overcome through
the self-affirmation thereof. Likewise, in Being and Time, Dasein is Being-Towards-Death.
Dasein’s finitude, it’s inherent incompleteness and ceasing to be, is not outside of it, but its
nihility dwells within it. Only by the heeding the call of conscience and standing resolutely
before its own death, Dasein chooses itself. In this moment of authenticity, the nihility that is
Dasein confronts itself existentially. With Nietzsche, the will to power is the self-affirmation of
the ego, and with Heidegger, he still speaks of Dasein as “suspended in the nothing” as though
there were an abyss outside of Dasein in which it could be suspended.

2 As the Dhammapada teaches us, Mara, the God of Death, dwells everywhere (Wallis 2007,
28).
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I would like to suggest that Hegel belongs in the same class as Heidegger,
Nietzsche, and Nishitani in the restricted sense that all three attempt to overcome
nihilism from within itself. For Hegel, the nothingness of finitude is not overcome
from the outside. Rather, finitude is that which contains its own nothingness and
ceases to be in virtue of itself. The self-overcoming of finitude is nothing less than
the self-overcoming of nothingness. Of course Hegel is differentiated from these
other thinkers in the sense that the self-overcoming of nihilism is a conceptual and
rational process; it is not an existential process that transcends reason. The
self-overcoming of nihilism is a moment within the dialectical progression of
speculative reason expressed in Hegel’s famous formula “the negation of
negation.” The question is not whether nihilism ought to be overcome within itself;
the question is zow nihilism ought to be overcome. Since Hegel re-thinks reason as
self-particularizing in order to overcome the problem of nihilism, Nishitani’s
claim that reason is grounded in a trans-rational nihility cannot be successful
unless he critigues Hegel’s philosophy on its own terms.

As is evident, Nishitani does not engage with Hegel on his own terms. Rather,
he assumes that his philosophy is impossible from the very beginning. Nishitani
sees no need to dialectically undermine Hegel’s thought from within since for him
Hegel did not even recognize the problem of Nihilism in the first place.
Irrespective of the success of Hegel’s account, or the coherency of Jacobi’s
objections to Idealism, I think it is indisputable that Hegel’s philosophy is
motivated in part by the problem of Nihilism. By elucidating Jacobi’s critique of
Fichte it becomes evident that a serious engagement with the problem of Nihilism
in the West does not begin with the dissolution of Hegel’s philosophy as Nishitani
suggests, but already takes center stage in the lexicon of problems facing the
tradition of German Idealism. Hegel explicitly mentions the charge of nihilism,
and responds to Jacobi’s charge by developing his logic of self-differentiation.
Since Hegel’s philosophy re-thinks the character of reason in order to overcome
nihilism, Nishitani’s critique of Hegel begs the question. Nishitani begins by
assuming that reason cannot be self-grounding, and for this reason he can claim
that a nihility lies at the ground of reason. Therefrom he infers that since Hegel’s
philosophy does not engage with the nihility existentially, but only rationally, it
must fail. But since Hegel already challenges the assumption that nihility can only
be encountered existentially by re-thinking the form of reason in the first place,
Hegel challenges the assumption that reason is not self-grounding, and he does so
in order to overcome the charge of Nihilism. Thus, Nishitani’s assumption that
“reason is not self-grounding” already assumes that Hegel’s philosophy cannot
successfully overcome Nihilism, but this is exactly what he ought to demonstrate,
rather than just assume. For this reason, we cannot assume that Hegel fails simply
because he does not engage with the nihility existentially. That nihility can only be
recognized existentially must be demonstrated, not assumed, since it is exactly
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what Hegel means to contest by critiquing the assumption that reason is not
self-grounding. In conclusion, in order to become effective, Nishitani’s critique
must be revisited and critically re-thought within the historical horizon of Hegel’s
critique of Nihilism.
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