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ABSTRACT: This essay offers a speculative exercise in 
reimagining “modernity” as a diverse phenomenon oc-
curring in multiple locales under a variety of different 
conditions. The exercise proceeds by method of case 
study, grounding its major topics and ideas in the con-
text of Tokogawa-era Japan (1603–1867) to envision 
“modernity” from that standpoint. As we see, from the 
vantage of certain scholars in the Tokugawa, the pivotal 
modernizing moment would have been located in Chi-
na’s Song dynasty (960–1279). Through this speculative 
engagement with an alternative modernity, we uncover 
the entrenched structural barriers in academic philos-
ophy today that work against precisely the outcome of 
diversifying our historiographical practices and, as a re-
sult, our discipline. By questioning the exclusivist use of 
“modernity” within the conventional narrative of philo-
sophical historiography, we can perhaps think construc-
tively about the prospects for enlightening episodes in 
our shared future.   

In an edited volume of the same name, Shmuel N. Eisen-

stadt describes “multiple modernities” as the idea that 

the contemporary world is “a story of continual consti-

tution and reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural pro-

grams.”1 Proposing this framework as a method in sociol-

ogy, he notes that it goes against mainstream views in 

both scholarly and popular discourses. Certainly within 

academic philosophy, entrenched structural barriers 

prevent us from conceiving of “modernity” outside of a 

Eurocentric worldview, reflecting the special importance 

of modernity and the Enlightenment for philosophy’s 

self-identity as a discipline. This essay is a speculative 

exercise in reimagining modernity—or, multiple modern-

izing episodes—with attention to the workings of such a 

method in the philosophical context. It proceeds by way 

of case study, grounding its major topics and ideas in the 

context of Tokogawa-era Japan (1603–1867) to envision 

“modernity” from that standpoint. Through this specula-

1 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” in Multiple Mo-
dernities, edited by Eisenstadt, 1–30 (London: Routledge, 2002), 2.

tive venture, we gain a better sense of the obstacles we 

face in the shared and ongoing project of diversifying our 

canon, our curriculum, and our standards for profession-

alization. With these obstacles in sharper focus, we can 

perhaps broach the question posed in this special issue: 

Is a “second Enlightenment,” freed of Eurocentrism, pos-

sible?   

“Modernity” and the Myth of European Uniqueness

In a 2017 work on the intellectual history of Western 

thought, Jason Ā. Josephson-Storm makes a claim that 

may sound puzzling to some professional philosophers 

when he says that, although the notion of the “En-

lightenment” as a historical period dates back to nine-

teenth-century Germany, “‘the Enlightenment’ mainly 

came to occupy a place in the shared memory of the An-

glophone world in the 1950s, and began flourishing only 

in the 1980s as the conflicting critiques and defenses of 

the Enlightenment and its presumed project proliferat-

ed.”2 (58). Of course, we philosophers are likely think-

ing: Surely, we were aware of the Enlightenment before 

the 1950s. And we were—this particular historiography 

revolving around a key turning point known as the “En-

lightenment” has especially close ties to the discipline of 

academic philosophy.

As Jonardon Ganeri discusses in a 2011 study of mo-

dernity in India, philosophers tend to adopt a narrative 

that “presents modernity as involving a thorough rejec-

tion of the ancient—its texts, its thinkers, its methods—as 

starting afresh and from the beginning.”3 He goes on to 

say that this narrative “has dominated the standard his-

tory of philosophy, which speaks of a revolution in philos-

ophy in the early seventeenth century, one in which the 

Aristotelianism of the schools—with its obscure terminol-

ogy, doctrine of forms and final causes, and schoolmen 

2 Jason Ā. Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: 
Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences (Chica-
go: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 58.
3 Jonardon Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason: Philosophy in Ear-
ly Modern India 1450–1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 1.
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who ‘loved Aristotle more than the truth’ . . . is cast aside 

in favor of a new mechanical conception of natural expla-

nation.”4 However, he concludes: “Recently, however, this 

familiar account has begun to unravel.”5 He cites sources 

such as John Cottingham, who says that “any picture of 

Descartes as a lone innovator setting out on a new quest 

for certainty cannot survive serious scrutiny,”6 and Dan 

Garber, who points out that Descartes’ correspondents 

did not find his project seriously in conflict with their own 

progressive Aristotelian ambitions, and hence speaks of 

“the revolution that did not happen in 1637.”7 In other 

words, the so-called Enlightenment is a moment named 

in hindsight that dramatically over-simplifies the complex-

ities and nuances of the historical unfolding of events.

Related to the problem of over-simplifying the histor-

ical situation are the issues that result from a tendency to 

view the presumed watershed of the Enlightenment as 

special to the European context. Josephson-Storm com-

ments that “the founders of the human sciences all tend-

ed to take as a given the idea that there was something 

distinctive and original in ‘modern’ European thought 

and culture, even as they treated the specifics of Euro-

pean history as the blueprint for universal history that all 

cultures were supposed to follow.”8 That is to say, all his-

tory was believed to unfold along a developmental tra-

jectory from ancient and primitive modes of thought to 

modern and enlightened ones; but, tellingly, Europe was 

believed to hit all the important benchmarks first, ahead 

of other cultures. We see such a dynamic at play when 

4 Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason, 1. Ganeri’s citation is to Chris-
tia Mercer, “The Vitality and Importance of Early-Modern Aris-
totelianism,” in Tom Sorell, ed., The Rise of Modern Philosophy: 
The Tension between the New and Traditional Philosophies  from 
Machiavelli to Leibniz, 33–70 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 34.
5 Ibid.
6 Qtd. in Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason, 1. Ganeri’s citation is 
to John Cottingham, “A New Start? Cartesian Metaphysics and 
the Emergence of Modern Philosophy,” in Tom Sorell, ed., The 
Rise of Modern Philosophy: The Tension between the New and 
Traditional Philosophies  from Machiavelli to Leibniz, 145–166 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 150.
7 Ibid. Ganeri’s citation is to Dan Garber, “Descartes, the Aris-
totelians, and the Revolution That Did Not Happen in 1637,” The 
Monist 71.6 (1988): 471–476.
8 Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment, 62.

we claim, on the one hand, that philosophy addresses 

questions of universal human concern and, on the other, 

that circa fourth century BCE all the numerous cultures 

worldwide lacked philosophy except for the Athenians. 

Josephson-Storm continues: “There were necessarily in-

vested interests, both colonial and disciplinary, in main-

taining this claim to uniqueness.”9 As philosophers, we 

must ask ourselves: What are the “disciplinary interests” 

of philosophy in “maintaining this claim to uniqueness”?

I have discussed elsewhere,10 and it bears repeating: 

the historical claim regarding the uniquely Greek origin 

of philosophy emerges concurrently with the develop-

ment of theories of racial essentialism in the late 1700s, 

as discussed by Peter K. J. Park in his 2014 book Africa, 

Asia, and the History of Philosophy: Racism in the Forma-

tion of the Philosophical Canon. As he says: “That phi-

losophy was exclusively of Greek origin was an opinion 

held by only three published historians of philosophy in 

the eighteenth century.”11 Namely, these were Christoph 

Meiners (1747–1810), Wilhelm Tennemann (1761–1819), 

and Dieterich Tiedemann (1748–1803). Part of Park’s re-

search agenda in the book involves demonstrating the 

outsized influence of these three thinkers on Immanuel 

Kant (1724–1804) and G. W. F Hegel (1770–1831) and, ac-

cordingly, the outsized influence of Kant and Hegel on the 

academic discipline of philosophy today.

As Park says, there were numerous philosophical his-

toriographies produced in and before the time of Kant. 

These contextualize the influence of the Athenians in a 

variety of ways, but the majority did not posit the Greeks 

as the originators of philosophy, and many thought that 

Greek culture itself developed from Asian migration in 

the region. By my count, Park surveys over twenty his-

9 Ibid.
10 See Monika Kirloskar-Steinbach and Leah Kalmanson, A Prac-
tical Guide to World Philosophies: Selves, Worlds, and Ways of 
Knowing (London: Bloomsbury 2021); and “Views from Every-
where,” Aeon (March 7, 2022), https://aeon.co/essays/how-aca-
demic-philosophy-can-become-truly-diverse-and-global.
11 Peter K. J. Park, Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy: 
Racism in the Formation of the Philosophical Canon (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 2014), 8.
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tories of philosophy written between the late 1500s and 

late 1800s, which either attribute the origins of philos-

ophy to a non-Greek source, or which locate multiple 

origins of philosophy across multiple peoples, including, 

for example, Chaldeans, Jews, Persians, Indians, Phoe-

nicians, Phrygians, Egyptians, Ethiopians, Libyans, Thra-

cians, Druids, the Malabar, Chinese, Japanese, and, in 

one case, “Canadian,” i.e., Indigenous American.12 What 

happened to this lost enthusiasm for diversity among our 

colleagues in the discipline of philosophy? How has the 

theory of Greek uniqueness come to play such a promi-

nent role in our historiography, our curriculum, our can-

on, and our disciplinary identity?

Park’s book has generated debate and discussion, as 

have other recent attempts to challenge the persistent 

Eurocentrism of philosophy. We need only recall the 

rowdy comments section at The New York Times post 

“If Philosophy Won’t Diversify, Let’s Call It What It Truly 

Is” and the subsequent Daily Nous blog posts address-

ing the uproar.13 Despite the disagreements over Park’s 

work, philosophers must seriously consider the fact that 

the theory of the uniquely Greek origins of philosophy 

came to prominence only alongside an emerging racial 

schematic that, for the first time, allowed the Greeks to 

be called “white.” The historical dynamics that led to 

the slow whittling down of our philosophical lineage to a 

single origin have also established the undeniably Euro-

centric canon and curriculum that undergird philosophy’s 

disciplinary identity today.

12 Ibid., 70–77.
13 I.e., the op-ed by Jay L. Garfield and Bryan W. Van Norden, 
“If Philosophy Won’t Diversify, Let’s Call It What It Really Is,” 
The New York Times, May 11, 2016 (https://www.nytimes.
com/2016/05/11/opinion/if-philosophy-wont-diversify-lets-
call-it-what-it-really-is.html). See also The Daily Nous, “Phil-
osophical Diversity in UN Philosophy Departments” (http://
dailynous.com/2016/05/11/philosophical-diversity-in-u-s-phi-
losophy-departments/) and “When Someone Suggests Expand-
ing the Canon” (http://dailynous.com/2016/05/13/when-some-
one-suggests-expanding-the-canon/).

European Uniqueness and the Discipline of Philosophy

By saying that Eurocentrism indelibly marks academic 

philosophy today, I do not mean our individual research 

specializations (which may indeed be diverse) but rather 

the structures of our academic programs that produce 

and maintain our standards for professionalization. For ex-

ample, consider the usual “history of philosophy” courses 

such as “Ancient Philosophy” and “Modern Philosophy,” 

which are common core requirements in most US depart-

ments. These do not usually begin with the Chaldeans, 

Phoenicians, Indians, or Egyptians—rather, they recapitu-

late the whittled down historiography that traces a single 

path from “ancient Greek” to “modern Europe.” For anoth-

er example, consider departments that do include courses 

in areas such as Asian and African philosophies, but only 

as electives, or as candidates for a single “non-Western” 

degree requirement. All in all, this gives the impression 

that non-Western traditions are monolithic, ahistorical, 

and marginal to the discipline. In other words, the core 

Eurocentric philosophy courses are mapped out and or-

ganized with attention to internally diverse content areas 

(logic, ethics, epistemology) and a historical trajectory 

that communicates intellectual progress (from ancient to 

modern), whereas most non-Western classes are named 

by geographic region (“Chinese Philosophy”) or sectarian 

title (“Buddhist Philosophy”). Students learn a lot just by 

looking at the course catalogue. 

Note here that the issue of historical periodization is 

a structural problem that cannot be solved by including 

more non-Eurocentric content in our existing ancient or 

modern courses or by offering separate courses titled 

something like “Ancient Chinese Philosophy.” Why? As 

postcolonial theorists such as Dipesh Chakrabarty have 

long been saying, “ancient” and “modern” are not neu-

tral historical markers but rather refer to a teleological 

view of European progress.14 To call the scholars of Chi-

14 See, for example, Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Postcoloniality and 
the Artifice of History,” Representations No. 37 (1992): 1–26.
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na’s Han dynasty “ancient” is already to acquiesce to this 

Eurocentric accounting.

Another option would be to refer to different tra-

ditions with terms indigenous to their own accounting 

practices and internally diverse subject areas. Examples 

might include Song-dynasty Lixue, Kamakura Buddhism, 

or in the case we will discuss below, Tokugawa Ruism. But 

this option speaks to our central dilemma: there is no co-

herent place for a class named “Tokugawa Ruism” in our 

current curriculum. It simply does not fit on the Kantian 

historiography that still structures the discipline of phi-

losophy at departmental and curricular levels. 

Nonetheless, let us imagine the following version of 

Ganeri’s earlier quote: “a revolution in philosophy in the 

early seventeenth century Song dynasty, one in which 

the Aristotelianism Mengzi-orthodoxy of the schools—

with its obscure terminology, doctrine of forms and final 

causes rigid hierarchies, and schoolmen who ‘loved Aris-

totle passing the civil service exam more than the truth’. 

. . is cast aside creatively re-invigorated in favor of a new 

mechanical egalitarian conception of natural explanation 

self and cosmos.”15 The revisions to Ganeri’s quotation in-

voke Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200), his pedagogical reforms at 

the academies of the Song (960–1279), and his editorial 

reforms to the literati canon. As this speculative exercise 

suggests, various negotiations with the past and revital-

izations of traditions occur and recur in different times 

and places. As a speculative philosopher who sought 

universal “principle” (li 理) via “investigating things” 

(gewu 格物) and “extending knowledge” (zhizhi 致知), 

and moreover as a pivotal figure in the civilizational shifts 

marked by the Song, Zhu Xi certainly seems to be part of 

a “modernity” that occurred much earlier than Europe’s. 

Or, as JeeLiu Loo says in her exhaustive study of Song 

scholarship, the intellectual period of Zhu Xi and his col-

leagues is “comparable to what ‘Modern Philosophy’ ac-

complished in Western philosophy,” in that it “revitalized 

15 Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason, 1, with my revisions in italics.

classical philosophy and expanded the traditional philo-

sophical discourse, adding new dimensions and attaining 

new heights.”16 But the myth of European uniqueness 

makes it difficult for us to speak of modernity—or mo-

dernities—in this pluralistic way. As we will next see, to 

reimagine “modernity” along these lines requires major 

structural interventions that ask us to rethink the entire 

history of philosophy and how we teach it.

Reimagining Modernity from Tokugawa Ruism

As indicated, we speak here of “Ruism” and not “Con-

fucianism,” a word choice related to the overall issues 

raised in this essay. The latter term portrays the histor-

ical figure of “Confucius” (Kongzi 孔子, 551–479 BCE) as 

the founder of a philosophical or religious movement. Its 

usage dates to early European studies of Chinese tradi-

tions. However, the tradition known in Chinese as rujia 

(儒家) well predates the life of Kongzi, and Kongzi him-

self denies being an innovator.17 Rather, he was a mem-

ber of the “lineage” or “family” ( jia 家) of the ru (儒), a 

term better translated as “scholar” or “literati.” The Ru 

were members of China’s educated elite: they were most 

often employed as educators or government officials, 

they were versed in the classic philosophical and literary 

texts, and they were qualified to preside over various 

state rites and civic ceremonies as well as the rituals per-

formed at ancestral shrines. Viewing “Ruism” as a gener-

ic category, like “philosophy”—and moreover a category 

that may have some cross-cultural applicability—is part 

of the project of the case study and thought experiment 

that follows.

Our goal is to revisit early cross-cultural encounters 

that took place before certain European terms and cate-

gories, such as “philosophy” or “religion,” were translat-

ed into Asian languages. The episode below is set in Japan 

16 JeeLoo Liu, Neo-Confucianism: Metaphysics, Mind, and Moral-
ity (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2018), 2.
17 Lunyu 論語, 3.14.
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the sixth year of the Hōei period (1709 CE) and involves 

two main characters: the Tokugawa Ruist Arai Kimiyoshi 

新井君美, who published under the penname Hakuseki 

白石, and the Sicilian priest Giovanni Battista Sidotti, who 

had snuck into Japan illegally to evangelize. Upon arrival, 

Sidotti was arrested and detained by officials who called 

on the assistance of Hakuseki, a well-known Ruist intel-

lectual of the time who specialized in so-called Western 

studies. This episode is discussed and translated in part 

in Jason Ānanda Josephson’s 2012 work The Invention of 

Religion in Japan, a study of the difficulties that Japanese 

scholars and officials encountered in their attempts to 

parse the meaning of the word “religion” from European 

languages. Most of the translations below follow Joseph-

son, though I have re-translated some passages from 

Hakuseki’s original text to highlight issues most relevant 

to our current topic. The correct attribution for specific 

passages is marked in the notes.

During Hakuseki’s interrogation, the priest Sidotti be-

gins by trying to introduce Hakuseki to the way the world 

works, as he understands it: “In general, each section of 

the world has its own doctrine [kyōhō 教法].”18 The ter-

minology reflects Hakuseki’s own attempt to translate 

what Sidotti is saying. Presumably, they got by with Si-

dotti’s Italian, Hakuseki’s knowledge of Portuguese and 

Dutch (reflecting Japan’s major trade partners), and per-

haps some shared Latin. As Josephson explains, kyōhō 

had a distinctly Buddhist usage in Japanese, meaning 

literally “teaching of the dharma.” Thus Hakuseki’s ren-

dition would imply, for his Japanese readers, “that every 

region of the world has its own type of Buddhism, its own 

dharma [i.e., hō 法].”19 Sidotti continues: “There are only 

three different types [shū 宗, lit. lineages or sects]. One 

of these is called Christian. This is the law of Jesus. . . . 

18 Arai Hakuseki 新井白石, Seiyōkibun 西洋記聞, 83. My trans-
lation.
19 Jason Ānanda Josephson, The Invention of Religion in Japan 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 69. Bracketed ma-
terial is mine. Note this author also publishes under the name 
Josephson-Storm and his works are listed accordingly in the list 
of references.

The second type is called heathen or gentile. . . . The third 

[type] is called Mohammedan.”20 Hakuseki is confused by 

the heathen sect—his translation of shū 宗 indicates that 

he is thinking of all three types as unified lineages or sets 

of teachings. He says: “When I asked him about this hea-

then law or sect, he told me that they erect numerous 

buddhas and serve them. But if this was in fact a teach-

ing, he failed to explain in what it consisted.”21 

Then Sidotti goes on to say something that only adds 

to the confusion: “Furthermore,” he says, “in China they 

have a style of reverence, and they call this learning 

‘Confucius’ [konfuujosu コンフウジョス].”22 Note, here, 

Hakuseki attempts to reproduce Sidotti’s Latinized pro-

nunciation of Kongzi’s name with the Japanese syllabary 

used for foreign terms. This requires some explanation 

for Hakuseki’s Japanese readers. For one, he clarifies that 

the school of “konfuujosu” refers to “Ruist matters” (ju-

sha no koto 儒者の事).23 In this moment, we see a sort of 

power play of categorization, even though perhaps nei-

ther Hakuseki nor Sidotti are aware of it. Sidotti is working 

with a still nascent European understanding of religion as 

a category, which in his time tended to include only three 

or four members (often, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and 

“idolatry” or “heathenism”).24 For Sidotti, this thing called 

“Confucianism” is possibly included under “religion,” but 

ambiguously. Hakuseki takes this European classification 

and replaces it with the more familiar Japanese schema, 

which differentiates dharma and the Ru-lineage as two 

separate categories, not members of any higher category 

such as “philosophy” or “religion.” 

But, for Hakuseki, this results in inconsistencies. 

The conversation was originally, he thought, about 

different dharmas in other parts of the world. How do 

20 Josephson’s translation from The Invention of Religion in Ja-
pan, 263. Bracketed material is Josephson’s.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid., with my modifications. Bracketed material is mine.
23 Hakuseki, Seiyōkibun, 84.
24 For more on the history of the category, see Tomoko Ma-
suzawa, The Invention World Religions: Or How European Uni-
versalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 2005).
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Ruist matters relate to the three dharma-types that 

Sidotti had just mentioned? Hakuseki speculates: 

This is what we call the study of the arising of 
things [shizen no gaku 自然之学] of Ru-scholars 
[ jusha 儒者]. According to Sidotti’s teachings, the 
cosmos, earth, and myriad things did not come 
into existence by themselves. According to him, 
Deus [deusu デウス] created all of these things. 
However, in contrast to this, for the Ru, the Great 
Ultimate [taikyoku 大極] produced the initial dis-
tinction [ryogi 両儀, i.e., yin and yang, or earth 
and cosmos]. Therefore, the Great Ultimate is 
another word for structure [ri 理] itself [a major 
cosmological term]. It is said to be nothing more 
than this.25

This explanation, rich with the cosmological assumptions 

of the Ruist tradition, leaves out a point so obvious that 

Hakuseki sees no need to mention it to his Japanese read-

ers—namely, the Ruists believe that the cosmos, earth, 

and myriad things do come into existence by themselves, 

based on certain views about the relation between struc-

ture or principle (ri 理) and the matter-energy matrix of 

existing things (ki 氣). The study of how things arise (i.e., 

shizen no gaku自然之学) is the investigation of the princi-

ple according to which things spontaneously self-gener-

ate—in particular, the investigation centers on the prin-

ciple, or ri, according to which primordial ki tends toward 

spontaneous differentiation and eventual diversification 

into the myriad things. This is why Hakuseki notes a con-

trast between Sidotti’s notion of Deus and the Ruist con-

cept of the cosmological principle known as the Great Ul-

timate. As he says, the Great Ultimate is just another word 

for ri, not a separate entity like the creator deity “Deus.”

This passage shows remarkable complexity, espe-

cially given how much miscommunication was going 

on between these two. Hakuseki readily picks up on 

the distinction between saying that things are creat-

ed by a creator and saying that things self-generate. 

He also seems to appreciate the nuanced point of de-

scribing the Great Ultimate as a principle of self-gen-

eration but not itself an entity like Deus. To our ears 

25 Hakuseki, Seiyōkibun, 84. Bracketed material is mine.

today, Hakuseki and Sidotti are having what might 

be called an interreligious dialogue, or a philosoph-

ical discussion of cosmology, or maybe a theological 

disagreement—but accurately characterizing their 

conversation is difficult. There were no words in Jap-

anese at the time that would have corresponded to 

religion or philosophy as major categories. That is 

to say, Hakuseki would have had difficulties under-

standing the claim that Buddhism and Ruism are “two 

types of religion,” or “two branches of philosophy,” 

or so forth. 

Of course, some readers may associate both Bud-

dhism and Ruism in the Chinese context with two of 

the “Three Teachings” (sanjiao 三教), a term dating 

back to at least the Tang dynasty (618–907 BCE), 

which Hakuseki certainly would have known. Yet, as 

Josephson has said, in Hakuseki’s time (and, I would 

add, before), jiao (Jp. kyō 教) could be used variously to 

refer to “divisions within Buddhism, distinctions between 

Daoism and Confucianism, and different strands of intel-

lectual thought (such as different schools of painting or 

mathematics).”26 In other words, jiao is so broad that it 

includes “teachings” from areas well outside either phi-

losophy or religion. Although sanjiao may pick out three 

especially important, even exemplary, teachings, none-

theless this phrase does not thereby group all three into 

a separate category that itself might indicate a specific 

type of jiao. 

This underscores the point that, for Hakuseki, 

dharma and the Ru-lineage were not types of any-

thing else but were themselves types, that is, generic 

categories with some degree of cross-cultural scope. 

After all, he had no difficulty accepting the idea that 

Sidotti was going to tell him about different dharmas 

in other parts of the world. And, so long as we re-

call that the Ru-lineage refers to a general type of 

26 Josepgson, “When Buddhism Became a ‘Religion’: Religion 
and Superstition in the Writings of Inoue Enryō,” Japanese jour-
nal of religious studies 33/1 (2006): 143–168; 144.
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scholarly practice, not to the sect of the followers of 

“Confucius,” then we can begin to imagine a world—

Hakuseki’s world—where modernity happened in the 

lifetime of the great Ruist modernizer Zhu Xi. 

In Hakuseki’s world, the confusion over Sidotti’s men-

tion of Ruist matters is understandable. Once Sidotti 

brings up Ruism, the conversation is now no longer about 

things somehow classifiable as “dharma.” Sidotti appears 

to be mixing categories or applying terms inconsistent-

ly. Because of this, Hakuseki is forced to conclude: “The 

Westerner’s explanations are incoherent and superficial, 

and therefore not worthy of further discussion.”27 To 

imagine a world where dharma and Ruist matters are still 

coherently distinguished from each is to imagine moder-

nity from the vantage point of Tokugawa Ruism, where 

the Song dynasty serves as the pivotal period in which key 

dynamics between major category terms were negotiat-

ed. From such a vantage point, we might revisit Hakuseki’s 

question, “What type of dharma is ‘religion’?” We might 

ask, “What type of Ruist study is ‘philosophy’?” rather 

than, “Is Confucianism a ‘virtue ethics’?” Or, we might 

ask, “What are the dharma-aspects and Ruist aspects of 

‘philosophy’?” not, “What are the philosophical and reli-

gious aspects of Buddhism?” 

These questions can be difficult to parse—they 

push back at categories that function today as default 

generic classifications. The view of modernity from 

Tokugawa Japan raises these questions, in particular, 

precisely because Europe’s notion of modernity is so 

deeply tied to the developments that lead to “phi-

losophy” and “religion” becoming the distinct cate-

gories that we now take as norms—namely, the re-

jection of the theological strictures of Scholasticism 

and the embrace of a new method of naturalistic in-

vestigation called “philosophy” (to invoke the earlier 

quote from Ganeri). Hence, through this case study 

of the Hakuseki–Sidotti interview, we gain the van-

27 Josephson’s translation from The Invention of Religion in Ja-
pan, 263.

tage point needed to see a different modernity, one 

that produced different default categories and dis-

ciplinary practices, and one that shaped worldviews 

all around East Asia until the abrupt importation of a 

host of European and English words that entered into 

translation via colonial pressures in the 1800s—not 

only “philosophy” and “religion,” but terms such as 

“nature,” “science,” “society,” and so forth.28 

Alternative Modernities and the Discipline of Philoso-
phy

My hope is that this case study opens not just a vantage 

point but a vista in which new worlds of philosophy can 

be imagined. From within this rich landscape, we may 

now return to the question: Where might we fit a class 

called “Tokugawa Ruism” in our current philosophy cur-

riculum? Moreover, how might we fit it, so that it is not 

marginalized as an elective option but coherently contex-

tualized within an intellectual history whose major points 

of development include eras such as the Song dynasty 

and the Kamakura period? As we have seen, our current 

curricular structures reflect a philosophical historiogra-

phy rooted in racial essentialism, a disciplinary identity 

rooted in one Europe-centered episode of modernity, 

and a canon shaped over time by an increasingly narrow 

understanding of what counts as philosophy. 

Were we to launch a serious engagement with 

Tokugawa Ruism, philosophy itself would be trans-

formed. To find a place for this course among our degree 

requirements would necessitate structural changes at 

the institutional level, involving the disciplinary practic-

28 Josephson, in The Invention of Religion in Japan, looks in 
particular at how the translation of “religion” into Japanese 
required corresponding translations for terms such as “secu-
lar” and “superstition.” For more on the translation of political 
terms, see Douglas Howland, Translating the West: Language 
and Political Reason in Nineteenth-Century Japan, (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2001). A quick search will turn up 
multiple articles devoted to the topic of the difficulties of trans-
lating “nature” into either Chinese or Japanese, in particular, 
and to the translation practices of Meiji-era scholars and offi-
cials, in general.
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es that regulate what a philosophy major is and what 

it means to obtain one. Accommodating such changes 

would produce hybridized discipline that would likely 

be unrecognizable to our more mainstream colleagues. 

Here, I have barely scratched the surface—not only 

would the standard curriculum and canon be revised but 

our day-to-day practices as scholars might shift as we ex-

plore the contemplative methods and ritualized forms of 

study common in traditions such as Ruism.29 

In the end, the most constructive response, at least 

in the short term, may be for philosophy departments 

as a group to embrace a certain amount of messiness. In 

other words, a neat and tidy historical narrative is almost 

always misleading, just as a neat and tidy canon is almost 

always exclusionary. The best course of action may be 

to let our curricular and degree requirements reflect the 

realities of those complex and nuanced historical devel-

opments that cannot be captured in simplified terms like 

“the Enlightenment.” We may also need to embrace a 

certain amount of variance across departments region-

ally. My own department could indeed offer a class on 

Tokugawa Ruism, and we could do our best to make the 

changes needed to do so without marginalizing it. The re-

sults for us, in terms of the hybridized identity this would 

produce, would look quite different from a department 

fortunate enough to employ a specialist in Yorùbá cos-

mology, for example.

Those of us working in any so-called non-Western 

area often feel like tokenized representatives of diversity, 

regardless of our own demographic data—i.e., I am white 

and Jewish, so perhaps not the best representative for 

Tokugawa Ruism. Nonetheless, I would like to imagine a 

vista from which such specialists are not tokens, but an-

chors, or compelling centers of gravity whose very pres-

29 For more on this, see my article “The Ritual Methods of Com-
parative Philosophy,” Philosophy East and West 67, 2 (2017): 
399–418; and “Theory and Method in the Philosophy of Religion 
in China’s Song Dynasty,” in Global-Critical Philosophy of Reli-
gion: Critical Methods and Theories, ed., Nathan Loewen and 
Tim Knepper (London: Bloomsbury, forthcoming).

ence begins the work of shifting the disciplinary narrative 

in our own places of employment. This is already hap-

pening and has been in progress for years. My goal in this 

brief essay, through a speculative exercise in reimagining 

modernity from the Tokugawa vista, has been to unearth 

some of the deeper assumptions that stand in the way of 

such progress so as to facilitate the conversations need-

ed to continue the work.

Concluding Thoughts

Perhaps this speculative venture has gone beyond even 

what Eisenstadt meant by “multiple modernities,” as 

one might argue that the consequences of this line of 

thought, if pursued, would reduce history to a mere se-

ries of events and turn historiography into chronology. 

For his part, Heiner Roetz, in responding to Eisenstadt, 

resists the idea of “multiple modernities.” As he says, the 

Enlightenment is not just any pivotal moment in a giv-

en culture’s intellectual history but a specific pivot that 

completes the turn initiated in the so-called Axial Age. 

Indeed, when this axis is reduced “to an explanatory de-

vice in historico-sociological functionalism [then] ‘axis’ 

is no longer the world historic moment when the unity 

of mankind becomes imaginable in an exemplary (rather 

than exclusive) manner, but the historic moment of the 

formation of different cultural programs that form basic 

patterns of long-term developments, the multiplicity of 

which finally produces culturally distinct ‘multiple’ mo-

dernities.”30 In other words, Roetz resists a plurality of 

modernities not because he sees modernity as the prov-

ince of one culture, but because he refuses to abandon 

the possibility that modernity might yet lay claim to us, 

demanding that we ourselves complete the project of 

30 Heiner Roetz, “The Axial Age Theory A Challenge to Histori-
cism or an Explanatory Device of Civilization Analysis? With a 
Look at the Normative Discourse in Axial Age China,” in The Ax-
ial Age and Its Consequences, edited by Robert N. Bellah and 
Hans Joas, 248–273 (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2012), 255.
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“transcending [our] own historical and cultural frame-

work in the direction of a ‘modern,’ all-encompassing 

communicative orientation.”31 In defending Karl Jaspers’ 

notion of the Axial Age, Roetz argues against cobbling 

together a “pseudo universalism that consists in the gen-

eralization of the beliefs of specific systems of self-asser-

tion” in favor of “a true universalism that overcomes the 

logic of self-assertion itself.”32   

But, in the end, I am too Levinasian not to worry 

about the totalizing reach of any purported “true uni-

versalism.”33 On the one hand, the Ruists involved in the 

modernity of the Song were certainly making universal 

proposals, addressing themselves to all of humanity, on 

the assumption that their baseline terms and categories 

had cross-cultural scope. If we do not engage the univer-

salizing aims of their work as potentially laying claim to 

us, then we have failed to engage them seriously. On the 

other hand, I wonder if our striving toward universality 

functions best as just that—i.e., a striving toward an ideal 

that remains regulative. The attempt to render the ide-

al in a real and concrete form is where, as it were, we 

run into problems. This seems to be Eisenstadt’s point 

when he notes the “tension between [the] inclusivist 

universalist claims [of Axial cultures] and their exclusivist 

tendency, rendering their institutionalization potential-

ly destructive.”34 In other words, the risk of totality—as 

totalitarianism—rapidly increases the more we believe 

that we have authentically captured the universal. Bet-

ter, then, to treat universality as a perpetually regulative 

ideal, a dynamic that reflects, in the words of Bret Da-

vis, “the inexorable condition of human philosophizing, 

which always takes place between particular and univer-

31 Ibid., 266–67.
32 Ibid., 255.
33 E.g., Leah Kalmanson, “The Messiah and the Bodhisattva: 
Anti-Utopianism Re-Revisited,” Shofar 30, 4 (Summer 2012): 
113–125.
34 Shmuel Eisenstadt, “The Axial Conundrum between Transcen-
dental Visions and Vicissitudes of Their Institutionalizations: 
Constructive and Destructive Possibilities,” in The Axial Age 
and Its Consequences, edited by Robert N. Bellah and Hans Joas, 
277–293 (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2012), 277.

sal as a particular approach to universality.”35   

Hence, though there may be common ground to find, 

I do not want to make the more robust assertion that 

Eurocentrism and Sinocentrism can eventually be recon-

ciled within a more inclusive universal. Against all such 

all-encompassing aims, I cannot help but welcome that 

space of incommensurability that serves as the guard 

against what Levinas would call “totalization” or the ed-

itors of this special issue have called “bad universalism.” 

I suspect that the only “good universalism” is one that 

remains on the horizon, and one toward which we strive, 

but one that we acknowledge we see only from our own 

cultural and historical perspective. My hope, indeed, is 

that the exercise of imagining modernity from the van-

tage of Tokugawa Japan is precisely to enter into the 

striving toward the universal from a different direction. 

This is not to concede to relativism. Rather, to feel 

the compelling pull of multiple world-historiographies, to 

feel the striving toward universality from a new vantage 

point, is to irreversibly broaden one’s perspective. From 

there, we do not remain pulled in two directions forev-

er—like Levinas might say, we approach each other in 

conversation.36 If a “second Enlightenment” is possible, 

I would hope that its sense of universality is perpetual-

ly disturbed by the specter of other universalities. This 

35 Bret W. Davis, “Introduction: What is Japanese Philosophy?” 
in The Oxford Handbook of Japanese Philosophy, edited by Bret 
W. Davis, 1–82 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 1.
36 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. Alfonso Lingis, 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1979), 51. However, I am pushing 
Levinas’s point beyond his original meaning, and I agree with the 
insightful input from one of my anonymous reviewers that the 
comparison between Levinasian alterity and cultural difference 
is fraught. I would add that Levinas’s own track record on dis-
cussing differences between and Asian and European cultures 
is highly problematic. For context, see Simon Critchley, “Five 
Problems in Levinas’s View of Politics and the Sketch of a Solu-
tion to Them,” Political Theory Vol. 3, No. 2 (2004): 172–185. See 
also Levinas’s discussion of Asian historical consciousness in his 
Unforeseen History, translated by Nidra Poller (Champaign: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2004), 108. I discuss these issues in more 
depth in a forthcoming work “Jewish Perspectives on Charity: 
A Philosophy for Hopeless Times,” in Applying Jewish Ethics: 
Beyond the Rabbinic Tradition, edited by Jennifer Thompson 
and Allison Wolf, in production with Lexington Books. I’d like 
to thank the anonymous reviewer for an especially rich engage-
ment and only wish I were able to incorporate the constructive 
feedback more concretely.
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is not the menace of relativism but an acknowledgment 

that the modernizing task can never be safely set aside 

with the confidence that we have finally “got it right.” In 

the words of the Rabbi Tarfon (c. first century CE), “It is 

not your responsibility to finish the work, but neither are 

you free to desist from it.”37
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