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Abstract 

The influential 20th century Japanese philosopher Tanabe Hajime (1885–
1962) developed a unique concept of the self that can help us to rethink the 
question "What is the self?" In his view, the self should neither be objectified nor 
thought of as something hidden behind the phenomenal world. It entirely 
manifests itself in our experience, but nevertheless, cannot be observed as a fixed 
object. This is because the self is nothing other than the "mediation" that is 
operating in our experience of all that appears as concrete reality. For example, 
the mediation between the material and the spiritual is naturally accomplished in 
the bodily action that the self performs without making itself appear as an 
objective being. It is neither the case that the visible body is the self, nor that the 
self is completely apart from the body. The self is the most engaged performer in 
this play, but who, for all that, does not appear on the stage. 

Thus, the self as "mediation" should not be regarded as a being, but as 
"nothingness." This does not mean that our self is simply nothing, however. 
Rather, it is only by being aware of the self as nothingness that we can properly 
understand how our self is able to serve as a transcendental condition (or 
mediator) of all those things that appear as beings. 

By this thought, we are not required to willfully abandon the self as a being; 
in a practical action, we are already made to abandon it. This fact shows that the 
thought of the self as nothingness has significant practical implications. Such a 
reinterpretation of the self culminates in a reinterpretation of the mediation 
between God and worldly subjects, which is determined by Love and Great 
Compassion (大悲).  
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摘要 

田邊元（1885-1962）在二十世紀的日本，是一位具有影響力的哲學

家，針對「自我」概念有其獨特的開展。這對我們重新思考「何謂自我」

這個問題時，會有相當的助益。在田邊的想法裡，自我既不能被對象化，

也不是隱藏在現象世界背後的什麼。自我雖然會完全顯現在我們的經驗當

中，但並不能作為一個固定的對象來被觀察。因為自我並非「媒介」以外

的任何一種存在。所謂自我，便是指我們在經驗到作為具體現實而顯現出

來的一切存在時，作用於其中的「媒介」。譬如，物質性的東西與精神性

的東西之媒介，在身體性的行為中，很自然地就能被實現出來。然而當自

我在進行身體性的行為時，自我並不會將自己作為一種客觀存在，來顯現

自身。因為自我既不是可觀看的身體，也不是完全和身體割離的存在。所

謂自我，雖是演劇中最忙、最活躍的角色，卻不曾出現在舞臺上。 

因此我們不能將此種作為「媒介」的自我視為「有」，而應該視為

「無」。雖說如此，我們的自我並非是完全沒有的存在，亦即非單純的

零。應當說，唯有透過自覺作為無的自我才能正確地理解，要怎麼做我們

的自我才能作為以有的姿態出現的一切存在之超越論條件（或是媒介

者），來付諸行動。 

此種思想，並不是要求我們必須意圖性地拋棄作為有的自我。因為在

實踐的行為裡，我們早就被迫捨棄它了。這正表示，作為無的自我之思

想，帶有重要的實踐意涵。而此種自我的重新詮釋，最終將會歸結到，將

神與現世的主體之媒介重新解釋為由愛與大悲所規定的關係當中。 
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I. Introduction 

In today's world, there seem to be more than a few problems that have their 
roots in unreasonable concepts of the self. What is our "self"? How can we 
develop our "self" while at the same time establishing better (trusting, close, 
stable, healthy) relationships with others? Such questions are pressing on more 
and more people in the modern world, in which diverse cultures are crossing 
geographical borders. It is true that concepts of the self that originated in modern 
Western philosophy have a liberating effect in many societies, but they seem 
perplexing at the same time. The encounter between different concepts of the self 
makes it possible to relativize a concept that one naturally took for granted. 
However, this also means that each concept of the self may lose its obviousness, 
which was undoubtedly valid in the culture from which it came. 

The concept of the self in the work of Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) is a 
philosophical response to such a situation as it arose in 20th-century Japan. In an 
effort to explore the essence of the leading Western ideas about the self, Tanabe 
dealt with fundamental challenges in the problem of the self, which demanded 
that he reevaluate the Buddhist tradition, especially that of Japanese Shin-
Buddhism founded by Shinran. Still, he did not simply adopt the Buddhist 
concept of the self but examined it from the perspective of Western philosophy 
until he had developed an original concept of the self that he believed to be the 
ultimate outcome of Western and Buddhist thinking about the self. In the 
following, I briefly outline how the self is reinterpreted in Tanabe's philosophy. It 
will culminate in an understanding of the self as non-being mediator between 
different dimensions of reality, especially the worldly and the divine.  
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II. From "Certainty" to "Mediation" of the Self 

Let me begin by examining the "certainty" of the self. In the important 
tenets of Western philosophy after Descartes, the certainty of the self as ego was 
supposed to be the principle that grounded a system of philosophy, as was the 
case for Descartes, Fichte, the early Schelling, and Husserl, just to mention a few. 
However, it would be superficial of us simply to contrast this with the allegedly 
Eastern concept of the "fleeting" self or the Buddhist view of "no self." Such a 
bare dichotomy would not help us to explore a deeper meaning of the self. 

The question is, what kind of "certainty" was meant by the modern 
philosophers mentioned above? Is it the same kind of certainty that we have in 
our everyday-life experiences? In this brief paper, I cannot go into these 
questions in detail, but I will point to the bottom line of my interpretation, which 
serves as an introduction to Tanabe's concept of the self.  

In everyday life, when attempting to obtain certainty, we ordinarily try to 
grasp the stable, unmoving essence of the object or event being experienced. An 
object in motion and change cannot be easily observed with certainty. If we can 
control its motion and change (for example, in a controlled experiment) and 
grasp its essential form as a higher-order object of recognition, we might expect 
to obtain certain knowledge about it. If there is something moving in the dark, so 
to speak, we try to grasp its form and the characteristics that are unchanging, in 
spite of the movement of the object to which they are attributed. By grasping 
such attributes, we can be sure about what it is because we have identified its 
essence (for example, "it is a cat"). Fixation and immobilization, achieved in 
various ways, would thus be the initial strategy for recognition in everyday 
experience.  

We tend to employ the same strategy in our efforts to identify the self, but it 
is soon clear that such a strategy does not work in case of self-recognition. If we 
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attempt to secure the self as a fixed object, it can be seen that the real self is not 
the secured one but the one that is observing it. Although we think we have 
grasped the essence of the self, it is not the real self because the grasped essence 
is not the subject that I am at the moment of grasping.  

In spite of this "aporia of self-reflection," we do not think that it is 
meaningless to speak of a "self." Rather, it seems still to be meaningful to think 
that there exists something that is called the "self." This fact already implies that 
there is a kind of self-knowledge that does not need fixating, immobilizing 
objectification.  

This insight that the self cannot be fully grasped by this objectifying 
recognition tacitly signifies the nature of the self. The self has a kind of 
"certainty" only insofar as it is in the living execution of its own activity. The 
"certainty" of the self does not consist in its objective, fixating self-recognition, 
but in the fact that the activity of the self cannot be nullified by the very 
execution of such a process. This is what Descartes means when he says that the 
"proposition, I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is uttered by me or 
conceived in my mind" (the Second Meditation of Meditationes de prima 
philosophia). The same line of thought can be found in Fichte's Tathandlung and 
Husserl's "apodicticity of the ego."1 If the self were abstracted from its living 
activity, its "certainty" would instantly disappear. It can even be said that the self 
is nothing other than this "living activity" (lebendige Tätigkeit) itself.2  

At this point, we are forced to avoid objectifying fixation even though it is 
our natural, accustomed method of thinking. The certainty that is attributed to the 
non-objective actuality of the self can be understood as a transcendental 

                                                 
1 As for Husserl's concept of the "apodicticity of the ego," see Chapter VII of my book Das 

Problem des ,Ur-Ich' bei Edmund Husserl. Die Frage nach der selbstverständlichen ,Nähe' des 
Selbst (Phaenomenologica 178) (Dordrecht: Springer, 2006), pp. 189–240. 

2 See also Zahavi's distinction between "self-awareness" and "self-recognition" in Self-Awareness 
and Alterity (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999). 
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condition for objective appearing in general. To speak of transcendental 
subjectivity is meaningful insofar as it is understood as one such function that 
makes objectification possible. It becomes lost to philosophical reflection if it is 
hypostatized into a quasi-object that would be hidden behind its phenomenon.  

However, such a transcendental turn remains a problem instead of a solution. 
By appealing to the transcendental meaning of the living actuality of the self, we 
are forced to do without objectification in our philosophical thinking about the 
self. This is extremely difficult to achieve in the strict sense. We have to engage 
in a way of thinking without supposing any objective substratum. At the same 
time, we have to be careful to avoid lapsing into sheer mysticism or engaging in 
metaphysical speculation that goes beyond any evidence. That is to say, we 
should be specific and precise in thinking without depending on the 
straightforward recognition of any objectively "given."  

This is the task that Tanabe attempts to face and to achieve in his thinking 
about the self. In his view, modern Western philosophers tend to reify the pure 
activity of the self even if they have correctly divined the transcendental nature 
of the self. The self should neither be objectified nor thought of as something 
hidden behind the phenomenal world. It is always "here and now" in the midst of 
our ongoing experience and entirely manifests itself in all parts of our experience; 
nevertheless, it cannot be observed as a fixed object. This is what Tanabe tries to 
explore through his concept of "mediation" (媒介). The self is nothing other than 
the "mediation" that is operating in our experience of all that appears as concrete 
reality. It is impossible for this "mediation" to appear as a "being" insofar as 
"being" means "being experienced as a being," which is already an occurrence 
enabled by that very "mediation" itself. That is why "mediation" should not be 
regarded as a being (有), but as "nothingness" (無). 
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Before moving on to a closer examination of Tanabe's thinking about the 
self, a few remarks should be made concerning his concept of mediation.  

Tanabe attempts to deprive the term "mediation" of the connotation of 
reconciliation or a harmonizing synthesis. Rather, it is used as an expression of 
radical difference. If there are things radically different from each other, it is their 
difference that binds them together because without such a concrete, specific 
difference, they would have no relation to each other. It is true that such an 
understanding of mediation (43*5#//+)%6) originated with Hegel, but Tanabe 
takes it to a radical extreme. The "dialectic" in Tanabe's sense does not allow that 
differences are ultimately overcome with the result that those that differ from 
each other merge into a unity (9.129; Met. 132).3 Difference is even more 
sharpened in what he calls the "absolute dialectic" (絶対媒介). The function of 
difference is indicated by the symbolic expressions "connecting by 
disconnecting" or "binding by cutting off" (切ることによって繋ぐ).4 Without 
disconnection, it is impossible for a thing to be tied to something else, because it 
is obvious that nothing can be tied when there is only a unity that is completely 
continuous and homogeneous. Discontinuity is even supposed for something to 
be related to itself; in this case, the thing is disconnected from itself in one way 
or another. Without any disconnection, we would not even be able to imagine 
what we call reality. If reality did not entertain any difference and disconnection, 
it would be like a mathematical point that contains absolutely no diversity.  

In Tanabe's dialectic, the emphasis is not on the unity that covers the 

                                                 
3 The !"%"73&8"9#53&:3%.;< [=(5>+3/3&?(*@.&(,&!"%"73&8"9#53, Chikuma-shobô, 1963-1964] 

are referred to thus, (9.124), which means vol. 9, p. 124. The English translation of :"%632A&
/(.;#/3&%(& !3/.)6"@) (9.1-269) (B;#+(.(>;C&".&D3/"%(3/#E.F Y. Takeuchi, V. Viglielmo, J. W. 
Heisig (trans.) (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986) will be abbreviated as D3/GF 
followed by page numbers. All citations from other works of Tanabe are my translations. 

4 In this line of thought, Tanabe is inspired by the "Dedekind cut" (H323@#%2.E;3*&1E;%#//) in the 
theory of continuum in mathematics. See 6.334-5, 12.216-7. 
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xv 

Thus, Tanabe's idea of the self as nothingness shows itself as an ultimate 
consequence of the thought of absolute mediation, which leaves nothing 
unmediated. 

*** 

I am keenly aware of the flaws of my presentation, in which Tanabe's 
concept of the self is oversimplified, but in this brief paper, I have attempted only 
to introduce a few of the characteristic features of this concept. According to my 
description, it may be said that Tanabe's concept of the self is not esoteric or 
mystical and that it does not simply repeat the conventional view of the allegedly 
Buddhist tradition. Rather, he attempts to draw a radical conclusion from the 
different conceptions of the self that are formed by modern Western philosophers 
and in the Buddhist tradition. Tanabe's attempt may stimulate our inevitably 
biased thinking to get in touch with and to be mediated by the reality of the self, 
which will never be secured in the form of a simple proposition.9 �‡ 

                                                 
9 This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 25370001. 
�‡ Responsible editor: Ming-feng Wu (�†�4	Ý ) 
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