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Fichte’s Philosophy in Nishida’s Lecture Notes on the 
Philosophy of Religion (1913/14)

Ryutaro Tamada

Introduction

In previous studies on Nishida’s philosophy, the relationship between Neo-Fichteanism 
within Neo-Kantianism and Nishida’s philosophical reflections following the publication of An 
Inquiry into the Good (1911) has been largely overlooked.

However, with the publication of the supplementary volume of The Complete Works of 
Nishida Kitarō by Iwanami Shoten in 2020̶edited with an explanation by Director Hiroshi 
Asami of the Nishida Kitarō Museum of Philosophy in Ishikawa̶the significance of this 
relationship has come to light. In this volume, the Lecture Notes on the Philosophy of Religion 
(1913/14)(1) reveal Nishida’s keen interest in Fichte’s thought during his atheism controversy 
period, approached from the perspective of the philosophy of religion. Moreover, they 
demonstrate Nishida’s profound understanding of Fichte’s position on religious thought.

Thus, this paper aims to clarify Nishida’s interpretation of Fichte’s philosophy in his 
Lecture Notes on the Philosophy of Religion and, in doing so, provide an opportunity to deepen 
our understanding of Nishida’s religious stance.

In relation to these lecture notes on religious studies, there exists a set of notes taken 
during the lectures by Shin’ichi Hisamatsu(2), a disciple of Nishida and one of modern Japan’s 
representative Zen thinkers. In this paper, I would like to refer to Hisamatsu’s notes as 
appropriate.

1.  Fichte in Chapter 2: “Various Approaches to the Study of Religion (Philosophy of 
Religion)”

Nishida summarizes Fichte’s theory of religion as follows in Chapter 2: “Various 
Approaches to the Study of Religion (Philosophy of Religion)” in his Lecture Notes on the 
Study of Religion.

 After Kant, German idealism took a metaphysical direction. Of course, this does not mean 
a return to the pre-Kantian metaphysics that Kant had dismantled. Rather, it is a 
metaphysics built upon and passing through Kant’s epistemology. The same applies to the 
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philosophy of religion.
 Among Fichte’s important works on religion are On the Basis of Our Belief in a Divine 
World-Governance (1798)(3) and Appeal to the Public (1799)(4), the latter written in 
response to accusations of atheism during the so-called Atheism Controversy.
 Fichte’s philosophy takes Kant’s categorical imperative, that is, practical reason, as the 
fundamental principle that gives content to being. Ought is more fundamental than being; 
being is established through ought. True being is not something static or complete but 
rather an activity, an unceasing stream of becoming̶an infinite moral progress. This 
world is the development of the moral will. Even within the intellectual ought that 
constitutes nature, there is a moral ought. Such an unconditioned ought, which serves as 
the basis for eternal progress, is God.
 God is the moral world order̶that is, the active ordering (the order that orders). God, as 
such a moral order, moves us from within. Finding joy and blessedness in this is our 
religion. Fichte’s religion is the “religion of joyful and righteous action.(5)”

According to Nishida, Fichte’s philosophy constructs a new metaphysics based on Kant’s 
establishment of epistemology, grounding being in moral ought. For Fichte, being is not 
something static but rather an infinite moral progress. God is identical with this moral world 
order, which moves human beings as an inner moral drive. Nishida states that Fichte’s theory 
of religion emphasizes ethical practice as “the religion of joyful and righteous action.”

In the Hisamatsu Notes, prior to Nishida’s assertion that “ought is more fundamental than 
being,” he can be seen to have stated the following: “Fichte interpreted Kant’s moral foundation 
as the fundamental principle underlying the entire universe in terms of its content. For Fichte, 
ought constitutes the very ground of the whole universe.(6)”

2. On the Relationship with Neo-Kantianism (Windelband’s Preludes)

Nishida focuses on the Neo-Fichteanism of the Neo-Kantianism of that time as follows. 
Nishida refers to Windelband in the following manner.

 Within Neo-Kantianism, what may be called a ‘Neo-Fichtean’ movement can be found in 
the Marburg School and the Baden School. [...]
 Even in the philosophy of religion, which draws closer from Kant to Fichte, this tendency 
is present. It seeks to define the religious in terms of epistemology. “At the foundation of 
all cultural consciousness, there is faith. There is a sense of oughtness. Culture is shaped 
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by normative consciousness. At the core of all normative consciousness, there is faith. 
This is what makes it religious.” (The Sacred in Windelband)(7)

According to Asami’s notes, this passage describes the content of the chapter “The Sacred 
(Das Heilige)” in Windelband’s Preludes (1907)(8). Windelband indeed states here: “Thus, the 
sacred cannot be defined in any other way than through the sum of the norms that govern 
logical, ethical, and aesthetic life.” (Windelband, 1907, p. 424.)

Nishida examines the connection between the thoughts of Fichte and Windelband by 
referring to Otto Siebert’s The philosophy of religion in Germany in its current main 
representatives as follows(9).

 “The most crucial question here is that of the cognitive value or truth content of religion. 
Following Fichte’s path, Eucken, Claß, and Windelband took as their starting point the 
central point of consciousness̶the opposition between the nature of the soul, which 
follows the laws of phenomena, and norm-consciousness̶and recognized within religion 
the grasping of norm-consciousness as a transcendent reality. (Fichte, however, did not do 
so in a metaphysical sense.)(10)”

Asami notes, “Furthermore, the inclusion of Windelband’s name is Nishida’s insertion,” 
and points out that it was Nishida who insightfully conducted an examination aligning 
Windelband’s thought with that of Fichte(11).

According to the Hisamatsu Notes, Nishida focuses here on Eucken and provides a 
detailed explanation of his thought. That is to say, “Eucken originates from Fichte. Eucken 
holds that religion is by no means fantasy or superstition, but rather a true reality in our lives. 
Our life is effort. Life develops from the individual toward the whole, and from the external 
toward the internal. When such life, in its most inward aspect, develops into an effort to unify 
the whole, it becomes the divine life, that is, the spiritual life. Religion is the manifestation of 
such absolute life in our spirit.(12)”

In a letter dated January 1913, Nishida remarked, “Eucken’s thought seems somewhat 
crude; it is by no means possessed of the genius of someone like Bergson.(13)” For this reason, 
I take it that he regarded Eucken’s philosophy as lacking the potential to transcend in any 
significant way the sphere of thought defined by Fichte’s philosophy(14).
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3. Nishida’s Interpretation of Fichte in Chapter 5 “God”, and Chapter 6 “God and Man”

In this context, Nishida further refers to Windelband, identifying within Christian theology 
two fundamentally distinct doctrinal approaches: Thomism and Scotism.

Thomism
 Thomas acknowledges the reality of the divine will. However, he considers it to be a 
necessary consequence of divine intellect. In other words, he believes it is determined in 
content by the intellect. Thus, the divine will is bound by the wisdom of God, which 
surpasses it.

Scotism
 This view sees such a notion as a limitation of God’s omnipotence. According to the 
teachings of Scotus, God created the world purely out of absolute arbitrariness. If He had 
wished, He could have created the world in a different form. There exists no cause that 
surpasses this completely indeterminate will of His.
 According to Thomas, God commands the good because it is good. According to Scotus, 
it is good only because God wills and commands it(15).

According to Asami’s note, this is a quotation from Windelband’s Textbook of the History 
of Philosophy(16), and in this way, Nishida clarifies his understanding of Fichte as follows.

 Thinking along these lines, God must not be understood as an objectively existing being, 
but rather as something like Fichte’s “ought”. According to Fichte, being arises from the 
“ought.”  The world is constituted through the construction of the “ought.” What was for 
Kant the categorical imperative of practical reason becomes, in Fichte’s philosophy, the 
foundation of being. In Fichte’s view, this world is the infinite realization of the “ought,” 
and the unconditional “ought” that forms its basis is God. God is an active ordering̶that 
is, an order that orders.
 Therefore, in Fichte’s philosophy, at the foundation of theoretical “ought” lies the moral 
“ought”; in other words, because Kant’s categorical imperative serves as the basis for the 
theoretical “ought,” God is the moral world order. Its essence is the moral “ought,” and the 
moral “ought” is at the same time the theoretical “ought.” The idea of the most real being 
and the most perfect being are thus unified. In modern terms, God becomes the normative 
consciousness(17).
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Nishida’s interpretation of Fichte is thus consistent with the standpoint of Windelband. 
Indeed, Nishida situates the above understanding within the framework of Windelband’s 
philosophical thought. That is to say, Nishida states that “as Windelband says, the metaphysical 
reality of normative consciousness is God. The sacred is the normative consciousness of the 
true, the good, and the beautiful, as experienced as a transcendent reality.(18)”

According to the Hisamatsu Notes, Nishida explicates as follows: “Windelband, following 
Fichte’s ideas, also regarded God as the immediate reality of normative consciousness. He 
conceived of the metaphysical reality of normative consciousness as God. He says that the 
sacred is the normative consciousness of the true, the good, and the beautiful, experienced as a 
transcendent reality.(19)” Thus, the Hisamatsu Notes make it clear that Nishida regarded 
Windelband’s and Fichte’s ideas as essentially the same.

4. From Neo-Fichteanism within the Neo-Kantian School to Shinran of Jōdo Shinshū

Nishida’s interpretation of Fichte is connected to the issue of grace. What, then, does this 
problem of grace truly entail? The problem of grace is incompatible with reason, and even in 
medieval philosophy, the contradiction between nature and grace was a central concern. While 
the material and spiritual worlds each follow their own laws, the question arises: how can 
divine grace operate within such a framework? If salvation and atonement are made possible 
through grace, then the manner in which grace functions must be addressed. From Nishida’s 
standpoint, this issue also relates to the relationship between self-power and other-power in 
human existence. The integration of grace and nature is thus seen as an integration of two 
different perspectives̶those of intellect and will. It follows that the world must be viewed not 
only through reason, but also from the standpoint of moral demand(20).

Nishida, drawing on Fichte’s standpoint, understands the Kingdom of Grace as a truth 
grounded in moral consciousness. He identifies two perspectives on the Kingdom of Grace: 
one is the idea that “this grace is entirely for this very Shinran,” and the other is that “God 
sacrificed His only Son,” which means “for the salvation of sin.” According to Nishida, these 
two perspectives share the same significance̶they both express the idea of atonement for the 
fall into sin, and are based on practical moral awareness. Furthermore, Nishida states that “the 
world is grounded in the body,” and for the devout, each fact of nature appears as divine 
providence, meaning “nature itself is grace.” He explains that ordinary nature, more than 
religious tradition, can become the Kingdom of Grace for the truly devout. Thus, grace does 
not destroy nature but exists in harmony with it. Nishida remarks, “This idea, I believe, ought 
to be interpreted in light of Fichte’s position that the ground of being is the unconditional 
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ought.” He then poses the question, “Should intellect be understood as will?”̶and adds, “In 
this respect, neither Thomas Aquinas nor Duns Scotus is yet truly fundamental.”(21)

According to the Hisamatsu Notes, “For a believer, each and every natural fact of this 
world can appear as a divine representation. Nature, therefore, is grace itself. (According to 
tradition, ordinary nature immediately becomes the Kingdom of Grace for the deepest 
believers.) Grace does not destroy nature. / This idea, I think, should be interpreted in light of 
Fichte’s conception of the ground of being as absolute ought. Or perhaps it should be 
understood through the conception of knowledge as will. In this regard, neither Thomas nor 
Scotus has yet been fully thorough.(22)”

Nishida regards religious truth and artistic truth as essentially identical. Both are grounded 
in intuitive experience that transcends logical apprehension and express the profound truth 
inherent in the inner world of human existence. In contrast, the natural world is understood as 
a surface-level reality based on pragmatism, belonging to the empirical and practical domain, 
though it too possesses a certain normativity. This natural normativity can be integratively 
subsumed under the deeper religious norm. However, dogmatic philosophy, by refusing to 
conceive of God as an inner normative consciousness and instead positing a transcendent 
external being, inevitably generates a conflict between the Kingdom of Nature and the 
Kingdom of Grace. In response, Nishida cites the example of artistic appreciation, wherein 
aesthetic intuition and mechanical analysis coexist without contradiction, thereby suggesting 
that the apparent opposition between nature and religious normativity can likewise be 
integrated under a higher unifying principle(23).

Nishida seeks to understand the human being in the light of religion and to reflect on the 
relationship between God and human life. He states, “Religious demand is the demand of life. 
The demand of life seeks the unification of our mental life.” Furthermore, “To seek the highest 
unification of mental life is to strive to be connected with the highest ideal̶in other words, to 
attempt to realize the highest ideal.” Thus, Nishida concludes: “The essence of religion lies in 
this, and the highest goal of such religious effort̶that is, the highest ideal̶is God.”(24)

Conclusion

Underlying Nishida’s understanding of Fichte’s philosophy, as examined above, is the 
content of his major work An Inquiry into the Good (1911), which had already been published 
before his lectures on the philosophy of religion. In conclusion, let us consider the connection 
between his interpretation of Fichte and this principal work of his. Nishida makes the 
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following claim:

 “What we called the objective world cannot exist independently of our subjectivity. The 
unifying force of the objective world and that of subjective consciousness are one and the 
same. [...]
 If we consider the world as existing apart from consciousness, it might be said that all 
things exist independently of one another. However, if we take the view that the 
phenomena of consciousness are the only reality, then at the foundation of all phenomena 
in the universe there must be a single unifying force, and all things must be regarded as 
manifestations of the same reality. As our knowledge advances, we become increasingly 
convinced of this underlying unity.(25)”

According to Nishida, “good” is the “realization of personality.” For human beings, it is 
not the rational, objective world that is primary, but rather the subjective world of experience. 
However, we fail to notice the principle that the universe and the human self are fundamentally 
one. Nishida argues that it is through the “intellectual intuition” of “pure experience”̶an 
experience in which subject and object are not yet divided̶that we can reach the “universal 
will” of the cosmos. For him, the good is nothing other than the practice of this universal 
will(26).
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human wisdom, and human virtue remains merely human virtue. No matter how long the sides 
of a triangle, the sum of its angles remains equal to two right angles; it changes nothing. Only by 
turning oneself completely around once, by abandoning this wisdom and this virtue, can one 
obtain new wisdom, possess new virtue, and enter new life. This is the true essence of religion. 
[...] Unless one returns to the naked reality of one’s own being and becomes one who has revived 
after oblivion̶having released one’s grip at the cliff’s edge̶one cannot know this. That is, only 
those who have deeply savored the reason why the ‘foolish bald one’ is truly the ‘foolish bald one’ 
can know this. The Saint’s ‘foolish bald one’ (gutoku) must surely be a ‘foolish bald one’ in this 
sense. Whether it be called ‘other-power’ or ‘self-power,’ all religions must come down to 
savoring these two characters: ‘gutoku’.” (NKZ 1, 407f.) 


