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Synthesized here are some of the most important findings of my research. 1)
Re-framing Shoeki’ s philosophy: if we do consider him an original thinker, he is by no means “
unique” , or an “ anomaly” , as his ideas are well at home within the tradition of East Asian
philosophy. 2) Unpacking the concept of "shizen": a philosopher who is preoccupied with the
substantiality of the human body as well, not only with the mechanisms of shizen or with the human
mind. 3) The need to go beyond "shizen™: for Shoeki, "shizen™ is inextricably linked to "hito" and
vice versa, so in fact any consideration of nature necessarily has to be a consideration of
ourselves as human beings. This is the reason why | argue that Shoeki is also a philosopher
preoccupied with the topic of the self. 4) Recent trends for philosophy of nature: the concern for
the environment; and the idea that “ philosophy” should not be understood in a narrow sense, but

broadly as the practice of thinking about the world.

Philosophy of nature

nature shizen jinen self self-with-others homo naturalis



In contemporary Japanese, shizen is the word generally used to render the English
“Nature”, and morphologically it functions just like “Nature”, i.e. as a noun. However, the understanding
of the term shizen in Tokugawa Japan was rather “spontaneously acting / doing”. The term was generally
used as an adjective, or an adverb. In order to render what we now understand by “Nature,” various other
terms were used, most of them Daoist, Confucian, or Buddhist: tenchi , banbutsu ,
sansensomoku , Sengadaichi , etc. From what I have gathered so far, Ando Shoeki
seems to be the first philosopher to use the reading shizen (and not jinen) and to interpret Nature not as the
sum total of the various parts it was made of, but as an organic totality that can be conceptualized by the
human mind.

To date, Shoeki’s work is still insufficiently known not only in Japan, but also in the Western
world. Except for several studies published in English by Norman (Norman, E. H. 1949. “Ando Shoeki and
the Anatomy of Japanese Feudalism”. Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan, 3-2) and Yasunaga
(Yasunaga T. 1992. Ando Shoeki — Social and Ecological Philosopher of Eighteenth-Century Japan. New
York: Weatherhill), and in French by Joly (Joly, J.. 1996. Le naturel selon Andé Shoeki. Paris. Maisonneuve
et Larose), there is very little literature on Shoeki in the fields of philosophy or history of thought. While
these works are extremely important, they fail to accurately contextualize Shoeki’s philosophy within the
intellectual paradigm of the Tokugawa period.

On the other hand, research published in Japan is, to a great extent, biographic, focus ng on
Shoeki’s life and career. Researchers such as Terao Gor6 (

1978) and Wada Kasaku ( : 1989) have
analyzed Shoeki’s works as an “anomaly”, a deviation from the orthodox ideology of Confucianism that
was prevalent in the Tokugawa period. Moreover, studies by Japanese authors usually discuss Shoeki’s
ideas only as part of the ‘Nihon shiso’ tradition, without pitting them against the larger, global
context of Western philosophy.

My research is positioned in the middle between these two tendencies to interpret Shoeki’sworks
at alocal level. The concept of my research stems exactly from this paradox: both in Japan and in the West,
Shoeki is assumed and discussed as a representative of Tokugawa thought, but there is no attempt to
integrate him within the wider context of global philosophy. So far, he has been called a “utopian”, an
“obscure physician-scholar”, an “agrarian philosopher”, a “radical thinker” etc. However, by studying his
works, | came to the conclusion that many of hisideas can in fact offer new insight and fresh perspectives
about the philosophical paradigm of the period when they were created; at the same time, | think they are
also relevant for the European view of Nature in the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Through my
research, | aimed to create a “bridge” that can link these two areas.

In my previous research, | had focused on Shoeki both as a representative of Japanese thought,
and as a member of the larger family of world philosophers. Thus, I made a comparison between Andd
Shoeki and Adam Smith, focusing on their understanding of the relationship between the human being and
Nature. I also discussed Shoeki as a social critic who criticizes the Tokugawa régime by proposing an
aternative vision of the world in which no social hierarchy is possible and by suggesting a new
understanding of the human being in which men and women are equal. When analyzing Shoeki’s notion of
hito, | placed it within the wider frame of Western philosophy by referring to philosophers such as Jean-
Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger. | coined the term “homo naturalis” to better explain Shoeki’s notion of
hito. Also, in an attempt to clarify Shoeki’s place among within the philosophical landscape of the
Tokugawa period, I discussed his critique of Shinto.

The purpose of my research wasto trace the development of the philosophical concept of “Nature”
in Japan and to integrate it into the larger frame of world philosophy. In the process, | also attempted to
pinpoint the moment when “Nature” changes from jinen to shizen and starts to be conceived of as atotality
that can represent an object of theoria. In order to accomplish this purpose, | focused on the Tokugawa
period and | used a comparative perspective. | followed the three steps detailed below:

a) 2017: clarify the development and meaning of the concept of “Nature” (shizen) in the works of Ando
Shoeki,

-the main objective of this first step was to draw a comprehensive image of the vision of the
world put forth by Andd Shoeki in his works. I also tried to check whether this vision actualy represents a
model coherent in and by itself, in the philosophical sense. Therefore, through a thorough re-reading of
Ando Shoeki’swork, | clarified some of the key conceptsin Shoeki’s philosophy (shizen , chokko

, kasshin , hito , gosei etc.) | also identified the main features of the various types of
relationships he proposes (between man and Nature, man and society, society and Nature, etc.).
b) 2018: contextualize Shoeki’s understanding of “shizen” within the intellectual landscape of Tokugawa
Japan;

- the main objective of the second step was to trace the way in which the concept of Nature
changed and devel oped over the years within Japan, especially in theintellectual landscape of the Tokugawa



period. My starting point was the term shizen ( ) as used by Shoeki, but | went back and forth in time
between the Tokugawa and Meiji eras to identify the various terms and words that were used to describe
Nature. Specifically, | analyzed the works of thinkers such as Ishida Baigan, Yamagata Banto, Kaibara
Ekiken, Ninomiya Sontoku, Eto Tekirei, Minakata Kumagusu etc.
¢) 2019: compare the philosophical concept of “Nature” in Tokugawa Japan with similar concepts in
Western philosophy

- the main objective of the third step was to complete the outline of “Nature” as a philosophical
concept by placing it in aglobal context. | drew a comparison between the understanding of Nature in the
Tokugawa period and similar philosophical concepts put forth by Western thinkers during the same time
frame (17th and 18th centuries). | analyzed the works of European thinkers such as Frangois Quesnay, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, and Adam Smith.

The research plan and the method are detailed below:

2017

The main objective in the first year of researchisto clarify the development and meaning of the concept of
“Nature” (shizen) in the works of Ando Shoeki in order to have a better understanding of its philosophical
meaning and scope. Specifically, | did the following:

a) clarify the meaning and scope of the key concepts Shoeki uses, such as tenchi (“Heaven and
Earth”), kasshin (“primary meatter”), chokko (“straight cultivation™), fitko (“non-
cultivation™), fukodonshoku (“non-cultivation and insatiable hunger”), gosel (“mutual
natures”), hito (“human being™), shihosei (“society”) etc.

In order to accomplish this, | took the following steps:

1) a thorough re-reading of Andd Shoeki’s major works (Shizen shin’eidd
Taijokan , Todo shinden ) and follow al the instances and contexts where these concepts
appear;

2) revise the existing literature on Shoeki

3) categorize these concepts and principles according to the role they play in Shoeki’s vision of
Nature.

b) describe in detail the mechanisms envisioned by Shoeki in his model of the world, ‘the true way of the
functioning of Nature’ as put forth in Shizen shin’eido.

1) synthesize my findings in a coherent description of the concepts integrated with the notion of
shizen;

2) identify and describe all the interactions between the various elements that constitute “Nature”
in Shoeki’s vision, such as the relationship between human being and society, or the relationship between
Nature and society.
¢) clarify Shoeki’s stance on the role of language in order to gain a better perspective on the extension and
intension of his philosophical concepts.

1) clarifiy Shoeki’s vision on the function that language plays in society;

2) synthesize my findings in a thorough description of Shoeki’s model of the world and of his
understanding of the concept of shizen.

2018-2019

For the next two years of research, my main objectives were to

a) contextualize Ando Shoeki’s understanding of the term shizen within the intellectual landscape of
Tokugawa Japan, and to

b) compare the philosophical concept of “Nature” in Tokugawa Japan to similar conceptsin European
philosophy in order to gain a new, better understanding of the concept.

To achieve these objectives, | took the following steps:

1) identify and investigate other Japanese philosophical texts from the Tokugawa period that deal
with the concept of Nature (jinen or shizen)

2) analyze these texts through a comparison with Shoeki’s works in order to have a complete
perspective on all the possible understanding of Nature as a philosophical concept

3) synthesize the evolution of the concept of Nature in Japan and discuss in detail the main
turning pointsin its understanding

4) review visions and concepts of Nature put forth by Western thinkers such as Frangois Quesnay
(in Tableau économique), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (in Discours sur l'origine et les fondements de 1'inégalité
parmi les hommes and Du contrat social), and Adam Smith (in The Theory of Moral Sentiments and An
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations) in the 17th and 18th centuries

5) pit the evolution of the concept of Nature in Japanese thought against these theories and
identify the main points of similarity and difference



6) discussthe possibility for anew understanding of Nature as aphilosophical concept that results
from the comparison, and the various disciplines and fields (philosophy, history of ideas, history, ecology,
economy etc.) in which this new understanding might be applied.

Synthesized below are some of the most important findings of my research.

(1) Re-framing Shoeki’s philosophy

The major currents of thought that were prevalent during the Tokugawa period (Confucianism,
Daoism, Buddhism, Shintoism etc.) all influenced Shoeki’s philosophy. He does indeed criticize them for
having been created by the “sages of old” in order to serve selfish purposes, but his critical stance does not
change the fact that many of the concepts he uses, and much of the imagery he refers to, are in fact of
Buddhist / Taoist / Confucian origin. Thisisalso evident in the way in which he conducts his argumentation
- for example, inserting parables and fables in the philosophical discourse is a practice quite common in
Taoism. In other words, re-framing Shoeki’s philosophy means that if we do consider him an origina
thinker, he is by no means “unique”, or an “anomaly”, as his ideas are well at home within the tradition of
East Asian philosophy.

One point of originality for Shoeki is his creative usage of language. His concepts can actually
be categorized into:

“re-shuffled concepts”’, where he takes a pre-existing term, criticizes or denies its intension,

and then changesits spelling and / or meaning in order to make it more suitable for philosophical discourse

(thus, tenchi becomes instead of , and hito becomes instead of  );
“original concepts” that he himself coins, explains, and used in order to get his message across
(such as chokko “straight cultivation”, and gosel “mutual natures”)

But what this creative use of words and ideograms does is to reveal another fascinating (and amost
completely ignored) facet of Shoeki as a philosopher: his sensitivity to language and the way in which it
influences our understanding of, and relationship with, the world around us. For him, language (especially
written language and ideographs) as an artificial instrument used to control society. Through this research
project, | came to the conclusion that language is so important for Shoeki that it should be considered one
of the main themes of his philosophical discourse. | try to demonstrate that in the book | wrote during this
project.

(2) Unpacking the concept of shizen

Shoeki was adamant about seeing shizen as one single totality. He glosses extensively on its
component parts (earth, heaven, plants, animals, human beings etc.) only to demonstrate that they are not
separate or separable, but instead constitute an organic whole which has to be understood as such. And this
is precisely the role of ichi: to indicate that shizen is just one, undivided and indivisible, and that nothing
can exist beyond or outside of it.

The ontology of the human being - understood, of course, as man-and-woman fused together -
becomes evident once you understand the processes of shizen, ashito isin fact amicrocosm, i.e. areflection,
areproduction on a smaller scale of the realm of shizen. Shoeki actually uses the term shotenchi
to refer to this microcosm - literally, a “small heaven and earth”.

For Shoeki, the world of shizen is complete in and by itself, self-sufficient and perennial, a
quintessential, exemplary arc that startsin the grain asacrystallization of all the ontological energies, grows
into al other forms of life and all other things in the universe, and then finishes back again in the grain, in
a circular, never-ending movement that invites exclamations of awe and admiration. It also reveals a
philosopher who is preoccupied with the materiality and substantiality of the human body aswell, not only
with the mechanisms of shizen or with the human mind; or, to be more, specific, a philosopher for whom
mind and body are not different entities, there is no antinomy there. And there can be no antinomy,
contradiction, conflict or differentiation whatsoever because of the notion of nibetsu naki - one cannot be
separated from the other, one does not precede the other, one does not supersede the other.

Another important conclusion of my research was that, even though it is difficult to find a
commonality in al these philosophers’ concept of nature, it makes more sense to discuss it by using the
Japanese term shizen - not the English “nature” - thus pushing the boundaries of language and forcing
Western philosophy to acknowledge an aternative. At the same time, | realized that focusing exclusively
on the Edo period, as interesting as that may be, is restrictive and incomplete in the sense that it can only
offer a partial image of the Japanese intellectual landscape. As such, | decided to expand the scope of my
research and to go beyond the Edo period for the next research project.

(3) The need to go beyond shizen

As| wrote above, nature is not the only major theme in Shoeki’s philosophy. It is incontestably
extremely important, but it should not be viewed in isolation. For Shoeki, shizen is inextricably linked to
hito and vice versa, so in fact any consideration of nature necessarily hasto be a consideration of ourselves



as human beings. Thisisthe reason why | argue that Shoeki is also a philosopher preoccupied with the topic
of the self.

In my research, | suggest that Shoeki’s understanding of the human being is three-leveled,
spanning from the single individual to the whole of humankind, and | propose the term homo naturalis to
refer to thisinterpretation. Also, | posit that the self of this homo naturalis can only be understood as self-
with-others. My conclusion is that re-examining the concept of the self and redefining it as self-with-others
can also shed new light on the issue of responsibility toward the environment. | also suggest that the
“anthropocentric” / “non-anthropocentric” dichotomy should be overcome, as the basis for any kind of
ethical decision or moral judgment lies within the human being as part of nature.

(4) Recent trends for the research in philosophy of nature

There are two important trends that | would like to mention here:
- the concern for the environment that philosophers all over the world have started to show over the last
decade or so;
- the idea that “philosophy” should not be understood in a narrow sense (e.g., the Graeco-European
tradition), but broadly as the practice of thinking about the world. In other words, philosophy has started to
become more open and inclusive. This comes in the wake of efforts made by authors such as Maraldo
(2013) and Smith (2015) to expand the understanding of philosophy beyond the practices that are
coextensive with the term.

In this context, it becomes all the more important to look into premodern Japanese philosophy
of naturein general, and into Shoeki’swork in particular, in order to find hints and clues for areassessment
of the theoretical foundations of environmental ethics.
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