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ABSTRACT: Shusterman’s Pragmatist Aesthetics does 
not directly address philosophy or aesthetics in East Asia. 
In retrospect, it is an appeal to East Asian researchers of 
Western-style philosophical aesthetics to transform their 
style of thinking. Inspired by his insights, I focus on an 
outstanding Japanese figure of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, Kakuzô Okakura (pseudonym: 
Tenshin) (1863–1913), to clarify the scope of pragmatist 
aesthetics or somaesthetics in the globalized era. The 
philosophical thought propounded by Okakura in The 
Book of Tea which expresses the quintessence of the tra-
ditional Japanese view of art is based on the Taoist idea 
of “dào,” which literally means the way, or the path. The 
work construes the concept of dào (in Japanese, “dô”) 
from a pragmatic perspective in the wide sense of the 
word. Pragmatist aesthetics provides a key to appropri-
ately approach the traditional Japanese view of art called 
“gei-dô” (literally: the way of art).

Keywords: art of life, art of being in the world, hodós – 
dào – do, Kakuzô Okakura, gei-dô (the way of art), panton-
omy and autonomy

1. Introduction

Shusterman’s Pragmatist Aesthetics, published in 1992, 

does not directly address philosophy or aesthetics in East 

Asia. In retrospect, it is an appeal to East Asian research-

ers of Western-style philosophical aesthetics, including 

myself, to transform their style of thinking. This became 

even clearer when the second edition of this book was 

published in the year 2000. In this work, the author add-

ed a new chapter entitled “Somaesthetics: A Disciplinary 

Proposal,” in which he cites “Asian practices of Hatha 

yoga, Zen meditation, and T’ai chi ch’uan” as examples 

of somatic training. He also refers to Yasuo Yuasa’s1 The 

Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory (English 

1 In this paper, Japanese words and names are transcribed ac-
cording to the Hepburn system, using a circumflex instead of 
a macron for representing a long vowel, except for the terms 
that are already incorporated into English (e.g., Tokyo). As for 
the Japanese names, the given name is written first to avoid any 
confusion, with the exception of pre-Meiji historical figures (e.g. 
Yoshida Kenkô).

translation: 1987, Japanese original: 1977).2 As the author 

himself admits, the discipline of “somaesthetics” is cer-

tainly “prefigured”3 in the first edition of Pragmatist Aes-

thetics. However, the new name for “some old ways of 

thinking” clearly defines the project of somatic philoso-

phy that he envisaged. In fact, “new names can be helpful 

both in stimulating new thinking and in reorganizing and 

reanimating older insights.”4 The potential of pragmatist 

aesthetics—or even somaesthetics—in the East Asian 

cultural sphere was later touched upon by Shusterman 

himself.5 Inspired by his insights, I will focus on one out-

standing Japanese figure of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, to clarify the scope of pragmatist 

aesthetics or somaesthetics in the globalized era.

Except for the activities of the Jesuit missionaries 

from the late sixteenth century onward, Western philos-

ophy was introduced into the East Asian cultural sphere 

during the second half of the nineteenth century.

In 1868, the symbolic event of Meiji Restoration 

took place in Japan. Later in 1877, the modern govern-

ment-run University of Tokyo was founded. The so-called 

“hired foreigners” from Europe and the United States 

were invited to teach modern Western disciplines at 

the university. Western-style philosophy was also intro-

duced as part of the modernization or Westernization of 

academics. The term “tetsu-gaku” was coined to refer to 

the Western-style philosophy. During the same period, 

Western-style “art” (i.e. high art) and “aesthetics” were 

introduced as a discipline in Japan.6 Thus, the modern 

Western academic and artistic system paved way for the 

reorganization of the academic and artistic tradition in 

Japan: not so much in ways that revitalized traditional 

2 Shusterman, Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking 
Art, 268.
3 Shusterman, Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking 
Art, 13.
4 Shusterman, Thinking through the Body: Essays in Somaesthet-
ics, 5.
5 Shusterman, “Pragmatism and East-Asian Thought,” 13–43.
6 A new term “bigaku” was created to denote aesthetics, and 
the word “gei-jutsu,” which had previously been used to mean 
liberal arts, was established as the corresponding translation 
for fine arts.
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Japanese culture, but rather in ways that distinguished—

or even excluded—Japan from the modern Western aca-

demic and artistic system as pre-modern. This is because, 

as we will see later, traditional Japanese thought was 

strongly characterized by practical wisdom, and the tra-

ditional Japanese artistic practices tended to be insepa-

rably linked to daily life in such a way that they did not fit 

into the modern Western academic and artistic regimes.

In this presentation, I will focus on The Book of Tea, 

published in English in 1906 by Kakuzô Okakura (pseud-

onym: Tenshin) (1863–1913). Okakura studied philosophy 

at the University of Tokyo as an inaugural student. He 

took advantage of his fluency in English to engage in art 

administration together with his teacher Ernest F. Fenol-

losa (1853–1908). Okakura travelled to Europe and the 

United States with Fenollosa from 1886–87 to prepare 

for the establishment of the Tokyo School of Fine Arts, 

which was the first national art university. In 1890, he be-

came the first president of the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. 

He dedicated himself to the preservation of Japanese an-

tique art, which was in danger of disappearing into obliv-

ion due to Japan’s rapid Westernization. During 1901 and 

1902, he visited India and got acquainted with Rabin-

dranath Tagore (1861–1941). In 1910, he was appointed 

as the head of the newly-established Department of 

Chinese and Japanese Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston. Okakura is rarely treated as a philosopher be-

cause of his prowess in arts. One of my teachers, Megumi 

Sakabe (1936–2009), whom I deeply respect, gave Okak-

ura an extraordinary compliment: He deemed Okakura a 

“first-rate philosopher of Japan since the Meiji era who 

is extremely gifted in imagination (including historical 

imagination).”7 The Ideals of the East (1903), The Awak-

ening of Japan (1904), and The Book of Tea (1906) are his 

major works in English. However, these are rarely con-

sidered as works in philosophy. The fact that Okakura, 

an active art administrator in both the United States and 

7 Sakabe, “Sheringu to Okakura [Schelling and Okakura],” 329.

Japan, addressed the matter of tea rather than fine art in 

The Book of Tea—which I regard as his masterpiece—may 

be one of the reasons why the book has not been treated 

in the philosophical context.8

Such a negative evaluation of Okakura suggests, 

however, that the axis of evaluation itself is inappropri-

ate. The philosophical thought propounded by Okakura 

in The Book of Tea is based on the Taoist idea of “dào,” 

which literally means the way, or the path. The work 

construes the concept of dào (in Japanese, “dô” in the 

Sino-Japanese reading, and “michi” according to the Jap-

anese reading) from a pragmatic perspective in the wide 

sense of the word. Pragmatist aesthetics might, there-

fore, provide a key to appropriately approach Okakura’s 

The Book of Tea.

2. Preliminary Remarks on Jûdô

Several of you may have probably heard of the word 

“jûdô” or even seen the sport. Jûdô, formerly known 

as jûjutsu, is a type of wrestling of Japanese origin and 

has been an Olympic sport since 1964. The word jûdô is 

composed of jû and dô, where dô literally means the way. 

What, then, does jû mean? Although jûdô is a competi-

tion that tests the strength of the competitors, jû para-

doxically implies tender or gentle.

In The Book of Tea, Okakura describes jûdô as follows:

These Taoists’ ideas [of the vacuum] have great-
ly influenced all our theories of action, even 
to those of fencing and wrestling. Jiu-jitsu [sc. 
Jû-jutsu], the Japanese art of self-defence, owes 
its name to a passage in the Taoteking [sc. Tao 
Te Ching, or Dàodé Jīng]. In jiu-jitsu one seeks to 
draw out and exhaust the enemy’s strength by 
non-resistance, vacuum, while conserving one’s 
own strength for victory in the final struggle.9

Okakura probably has in mind the section 78 of Dàodé Jīng. 

The translation by Paul Carus he refers to is as follows:

8 For Okakura’s three books in English, see Otabe, “Kakuzô Oka-
kura and Another Enlightenment in Early Twentieth-Century 
Japan.”
9 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 290.
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In the world nothing is tenderer and more deli-
cate than water. In attacking the hard and the 
strong nothing will surpass it. . . . The weak con-
quer the strong, the tender conquer the rigid.10

At issue is the paradox that something like water, which 

does not have a certain form by itself and appears weak 

at first glance, is in fact strong. The term jûdô offers an 

example of the Taoist thought that favors paradoxical ex-

pressions. The word jû offers the insight that one cannot 

defeat an opponent by relying only on one’s own pow-

er. In other words, in order to defeat an opponent, one 

should not resist the opponent’s power, but rather utilize 

it effectively.

In Japan, martial arts such as jûdô and performing 

arts such as Noh theater are categorized as dô. Traditional 

Japanese artistic practices, such as calligraphy, painting, 

poetry, tea ceremonies and so on are collectively known 

as gei-dô, (the literal translation of the word is “the way 

of art”). These practices can be distinguished from the 

artistic regimes of modern Western origin. This terminol-

ogy originated in the first half of the fifteenth century, 

became popular during the Edo period, and was estab-

lished during the end of the nineteenth century and the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Although the word 

dô is of Chinese origin, this terminology “way of art” is 

not popular in China. We will trace the development of 

the concept of dô that is peculiar to Japan.

3. ὁδός – dào – dô

The word dô in Japanese, or dào in Chinese, literally 

means way or path, and thus corresponds to the classical 

Greek word ὁδός. All three of these words are extremely 

polysemous, but I will simplify them to depict their char-

acteristics.

In ancient Greece, ὁδός often takes the form of a 

contrast between two paths. In Hesiod’s Works and Days 

10 Lao-Tze [sic], Tao-Teh-King [sic], 136. A similar view is found 
also in section 36: “. . . the tender and the weak conquer the 
hard and the strong” (Lao-Tze [sic], Tao-Teh-King [sic], 115).

287–92, the road to Badness is contrasted with the road 

that leads to Goodness.11 Moreover, in Xenophon’s Mem-

orabilia, Socrates refers to the parable of Hercules at the 

crossroads. The question that is raised here pertains to 

“which path to take,” namely “the path of virtue” or “the 

path of vice.” This suggests that, first, ὁδός is an object 

of choice.12

Second, when ὁδός is used in the dative ὁδῷ, or in 

the form καθ’ ὁδὸν, it means “methodologically.”13 The 

following is an excerpt from Plato’s Sophists (218d):

So now, Theaetetus, this is my advice to our-
selves, since we think the family of sophists is 
troublesome and hard to catch, that we first 
practice the method [μέθοδος] of hunting in 
something easier, unless you perhaps have some 
simpler way [ὁδός] to suggest.14

The English translation does not show the connection be-

tween the words; however, the Greek words for “way” 

and “method” are ὁδός and μέθοδος; the word μέθοδος 

is composed of μετά (in the sense of “according to”) and 

ὁδός. Put in order, the way becomes a method.15

In contrast, dào—one of the key concepts in both 

Confucian and Taoist thoughts—is neither associated 

with the image of crossroads, nor is it recognized as a 

definite method.

The word dào appears frequently in Analects, one of 

the central texts of Confucianism, and here is a typical 

example:

The gentleman devotes his efforts to the roots 
[běn], for once the roots are established, the Way 
[dào] will grow therefrom. Being good as a son 
and obedient as a young man [xiào dì] is, perhaps, 
the root of a man’s character [rén].16

According to Confucianism, dào is the social order that 

arises from a fundamental virtue. Thus, James Legge 

(1889–1966), a Scottish sinologist who is best known as 

11 Hesiod, Theogony, Works and Days, Testimonia, 111.
12 Xenophon, Memorabilia, Oeconomicus, Symposium, Apology, 
95, 97.
13 Plato, The Republic, 533b, 435a.
14 Plato, Theatetus, Sophist, 273.
15 Kato, “Hodosu to Metodosu [Hodos and Methodos].”
16 Confucius, The Analects (Book I, 2), 59.



143

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Subject-centered Transaction versus A-subjective Medial Participation

Tanehisa Otabe

an early translator of classical Chinese texts into English, 

translates it as “practical courses.”17 Analects raises the 

question whether “the Way prevail[s] in the state” or not, 

that is, whether the state is well governed or not.18

In contrast, according to the Taoist thought, the “way” 
takes on metaphysical connotations.

The [Dào (Way)] produced One; One produced 
Two; Two produced Three; Three produced All 
things.19

Taoist thought suggests that Dào precedes even “the 

One” (i.e., the still unarticulated, chaotic universe) and 

is the source from which all things (including human be-

ings) and their workings transpire. This view contrasts 

sharply with that in Analects, where dào is regarded as 

the social order derived from a fundamental virtue. Thus, 

the Dào in Taoist thought is formulated as follows:

What is above form is called the Way [dào]; what is 
under form is called an object [literally: vessel].20

The Taoist idea of Dào is characterized in terms of the re-

lationship between the metaphysical and the physical—

that which produces and that which is produced.

It is against this background that bodhi (i.e., awak-

ened intellect) was later translated as dào, when Bud-

dhism was introduced in China.

Now, let us probe into dô in Japan. Initially, under the 

strong influence of the Chinese political and scientific 

system, the concept of dô was used to refer to a territory 

or a specialized area. For example, the area outside the 

capital was divided into seven regions called “seven dôs,” 

and the Daigaku-ryô (namely, the former imperial univer-

sity) established in the nineth century consisted of four 

departments—called “four dôs”—that can be likened to 

the liberal arts in Europe. The word “michi,” a Japanese 

reading of dô, was also used as “the way of …” (added to 

the words that designate various fields of sciences and 

17 Legge, The Chinese Classics (The Analects, Book I, 2), 2.
18 Confucius, The Analects (Book V, 2), 76.
19 Legge, The Sacred Books of China: The Texts of Taoism (Dàodé 
Jīng, the section 42), 85.
20 I Ching or Book of Change, 323 – slightly modified.

arts), indicating individual areas of specialization. Toward 

the end of the twelfth century, an example of “uta no 

michi” came into existence (literally: the way of poet-

ry). Neither the term dô nor michi has been found to be 

limited to the academic or artistic activities. In Essays in 

Idleness, written in the first half of the fourteenth cen-

tury, the term michi refers to the various activities that 

people engage in their daily lives, such as the game of 

backgammon and the art of water wheel making. The au-

thor, Yoshida Kenkô, once asked a man rated as a cham-

pion backgammon player the secret of his success. His 

answer was: “You should never play to win, but so as not 

to lose. Decide which moves will lead to a quick defeat, 

and avoid them, choosing instead moves which seem 

likely to result in a slower defeat, if only by one throw of 

the dice.”21 Yoshida Kenkô who was impressed with these 

words states the following:

This is the teaching of the man who knows the 
way [of the backgammon play]; the same holds 
true also of the way of conducting the self and 
governing the state.22

Although each way marks a specialized area, a person 

who is familiar with a particular “way” is regarded as be-

ing familiar with the rest of the “ways” as well. This is 

because, although the specific knowledge and skills in-

volved in each specialized area (or way) may differ, there 

exists a common attitude in the pursuit of each of the 

ways. The awareness of “the way” is combined with the 

self-reflection on whether one has “attain[ed] the way”23 

or not, thereby giving rise to the conception of the way as 

a physico-mental training.

In Buddhism, dào originally meant bodhi (i.e., awak-

ened intellect), but in Japan the word “Buddhist dô” has 

come to mean the path of physico-mental practice and 

training leading to an awakening.24

21 Yoshida Kenkô, Essays in Idleness (Section 110), 93.
22 Yoshida Kenkô, Essays in Idleness (Section 110), 93 (my trans-
lation).
23 Yoshida Kenkô, Essays in Idlenes (Section 134), 112.
24 Sagara, Nihon no Shisô [Thought in Japan], Chapter 3 “Dô,” 
67–99.
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In sum, dô in Japan is characterized by the perception 

that each activity of life is a physico-mental practice and 

training.

4. Cha-dô as an “Art of Life”

Let us return to Okakura’s The Book of Tea. Okakura ex-

plains the dô as follows:

The Tao [sic] literally means a Path. It has been 
severally translated as the Way, the Absolute, the 
Law, Nature, Supreme Reason, the Mode. . . . The 
Tao is in the Passage rather than the Path. . . . The 
Tao might be spoken of as the Great Transition.25

Okakura owes a great deal to Paul Carus’s 1898 transla-

tion of Dàodé Jīng.26 However, his understanding of dào 

deviates from that of Carus, who paraphrases the term 

dào as follows:

It means “path, way, method, or mode of doing a 
thing,” then also, the mode of expressing a thing, 
or “word”; and thus finally it acquires its main 
meaning, which is “reason.”27

Although Carus, in his translation of Dàodé Jīng, renders 

dào into English as “Reason” with a capital R, Okakura 

not only avoids the term “Reason” but also disapproves 

of the literal translation of the term “path.” Instead, he 

proposes the term “passage,” certainly not in the static, 

physical sense, but rather in the active, pragmatic sense 

of passing through.28 Here, we find reflected the concept 

of dô peculiar to Japan—a concept not used as such, but 

added to the words that designate various fields of sci-

ences and arts with the connotation of physico-mental 

training. Thus, for Okakura, the concept of dô underlies 

what he understands as aesthetics:

25 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 286.
26 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 285.
27 Lao-Tze [sic], Tao-Teh-King [sic] (Carus, “Introduction: Lao-Tze 
and his Philosophy”), 9.
28 For more details on the relationship between Okakura and 
Carus regarding the concept of “dô (dào),” see Inaga, “Kuki 
Shûzô and the Idea of Metempsychosis: Recontextualizing Ku-
ki’s Lecture on Time in the Intellectual Milieu Between the Two 
World Wars,” 112–113.

[The] chief contribution of Taoism29 to Asiatic 
life has been in the realm of aesthetics. Chinese 
historians have always spoken of Taoism as the 
“art of being in the world,”30 for it deals with the 
present—ourselves. . . . The Present is the moving 
Infinity, the legitimate sphere of the Relative. Rel-
ativity seeks Adjustment; Adjustment is Art. The 
art of life lies in a constant readjustment to our 
surroundings. Taoism accepts the mundane as it is 
and, unlike the Confucians or the Buddhists, tries 
to find beauty in our world of woe and worry.31

To accept the mundane as it is, means to affirm the world 

of woe and worry, that is, “the Imperfect.”32 It does not, 

however, mean preserving the status quo, but rather 

“find[ing] beauty” in “the Imperfect”—a transvaluation 

of a value. In the world we live in, there is no absolute 

and everything is relative, and we need to constantly (re)

adjust ourselves to the world of which we are constitu-

tive, so that our conduct may align with that of others. 

Adjustment, therefore, consists both in a centrifugal mo-

ment of being engaged in and transforming the world 

and in a centripetal moment of transforming ourselves 

through engagement with the world. These two mo-

ments of adjustment move cyclically and reciprocally, 

forming a never-ending process. Herein consists the art 

of life. At issue is, therefore, “the process, not the deed,” 

and “the completing, not the completion.”33

Okakura insists that the Taoist art of life forms the 

spiritual background of cha-dô (literally: the way of 

tea)—for which he coins the term “Teaism” to draw at-

tention to its kinship with Taoism and Zennism.34 In the 

tea ceremony, the host entertains the guests by serving 

29 In The Book of Tea, Okakura understands by Taoism a philo-
sophical doctrine of Laozi and Zhuangzi that he calls “Laoism” 
in his 1903 book, The Ideals of the East. See Okakura, Collected 
English Writings, 41.
30 Okakura uses this odd expression to render the Chinese term 
chǔ-shì-zhú (literally the “art of dealing with the world”) into 
English. In the German translation published in 1919, the term 
is translated as the “Kunst des In-der-Welt-Seins” (Okakura, Das 
Buch vom Tee, 31). As Tomonobu Imamichi has already high-
lighted, Heidegger owned a German translation of Okakura’s 
The Book of Tea, and this translation might have inspired his 
terminus technicus “das In-der-Welt-Sein” in his Being and Time 
(1927). See Imamichi, Betrachtungen über das Eine. Gedanken 
aus der Begegnung der Antipoden, 89, 154.
31 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 289.
32 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 269.
33 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 281.
34 The term Zennism was also coined by Okakura.



145

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Subject-centered Transaction versus A-subjective Medial Participation

Tanehisa Otabe

tea. The ceremony consists of drinking, talking, and ap-

preciating the various works of art—such as calligraphic 

works, paintings and so on—displayed in the tea-room. 

Most components of the tea ceremony are part of daily 

life. How does cha-dô stand out from other daily activi-

ties, instead of being buried in them?

Okakura defines Teaism as a “religion of the art of 

life”35; that is, in Teaism, people consciously practice the 

art of life, thereby aiming for higher ideals.

The [tea] ceremony was an improvised drama 
whose plot was woven about the tea, the flow-
ers, and the paintings. Not a colour to disturb the 
tone of the room, not a sound to mar the rhythm 
of things, not a gesture to obtrude on the harmo-
ny, not a word to break the unity of the surround-
ings, all movements to be performed simply and 
naturally—such were the aims of the tea-cere-
mony.36

Okakura regards the tea ceremony as a spontaneous per-

formance by the host and guests in a small teahouse spe-

cially designed for the ceremony.

Every action in the teahouse has certainly its roots 

in the daily life activities. In everyday life, most of our 

actions arise, first, from inertia. The present is, there-

fore, an extension of the past, eroded by the past, so to 

speak. Second, our action is embedded in a means-end 

relationship and determined in advance by the end to 

be achieved in the future. Thus, the present has lost its 

meaning as the present. In contrast, the “art of being in 

the world . . . deals,” as Okakura argues, “with the pres-

ent.”37 In a tea ceremony where “every least action must 

be done absolutely perfectly,”38 we must focus on the 

present that is neither an extension of the past nor the 

means to the future end, so as to optimize the present’s 

potential of the objects and ourselves. Thereafter, every 

action takes on a completely different perspective. “The 

whole ideal of the Teaism is a result of this Zen concep-

35 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 283.
36 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 284.
37 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 289.
38 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 293.

tion of greatness in the smallest incidents of life.”39 Okak-

ura cites the example of “caretaking of [Zen] monastery.” 

Beginners are assigned the simplest tasks, whereas the 

senior monks are assigned the most difficult and servile 

tasks; monks may also be required to participate in Zen 

discussions while doing their daily work, such as weeding 

the garden, cutting beets, or serving tea: “Such services 

formed a part of the Zen discipline.”40 Similarly, in Teaism, 

people perform each small deed with extreme care in or-

der to show its significance.

Further, the teahouse is “consecrated to the worship 

of the Imperfect, purposely leaving some thing [sic] un-

finished for the play of the imagination to complete.”41 To 

worship the imperfect does not mean being content with 

the imperfect as it is, but rather realizing its potential and 

thereby completing it.42 In the face of the imperfect, the 

host and guests cooperatively and extemporaneously 

conduct the tea ceremony as a performance in a small 

teahouse; thus, nothing other than perfecting the pro-

cess of performance counts. For the tea-masters, the 

motto is: “Perfection is everywhere if we only choose to 

recognise it.”43

Thus, Teaism, which is rooted in everyday activities, 

is not subordinate to life; on the contrary it can affect it: 

“[The tea-masters] sought to regulate their daily life by 

the high standard of refinement which obtained in the 

tea-room.”44 Therefore, daily life enriches the art of life 

with materials, while the art of life enhances them, so 

that there exists a circular and reciprocal relationship 

between them. Thus, Okakura argues that “the influence 

39 Kakuzo Okakura, Collected English Writings (Tokyo: Heibonsha 
Limited, Publishers, 1984), vol. 1, 293.
40 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 293.
41 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 294.
42 In The Ideals of the East, Okakura argues: “Not to display, but 
to suggest, is the secret of infinity. Perfection, like all maturity, 
fails to impress, because of its limitation of growth. . . . [L]eaving 
to [sic] the imagination to suggest to itself the completion of an 
idea was essential to all forms of artistic expression, for thus 
was the spectator made one with the artist” (Okakura, Collected 
English Writings, 99–100). By completion, Okakura understands 
recipient’s active participation in an artwork.
43 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 322.
44 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 322.
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of the tea-masters in the field of art” is “as nothing com-

pared to that which they have exerted on the conduct of 

life.”45 In cha-dô, everything, that is, not only tea utensils 

and alcove decoration, but also our every action, is ori-

ented toward finding beauty in the world.

Okakura’s view greatly resonated with the intellec-

tuals. For example, Sutemi Horiguchi (1895–1984), an 

architect and an architectural historian, who sought an 

original style that combined modern design and Japanese 

teahouses, characterizes cha-dô as an “art of construct-

ing life.”46 Furthermore, Yoshinori Ônishi (1888–1959), 

one of the leading figures in aesthetics in the first half of 

the last century, claims that cha-dô can be compared to 

what the early German romantics termed “Lebenskunst” 

(i.e., an art of life).47 In modern Japanese aesthetics, cha-

dô has a unique position in art as the art of life par ex-

cellence.

5. Gei-dô (the Way of Art) and Fine Art, or Pantonomy 
and Autonomy

In 1910, four years after publishing The Book of Tea, Oka-

kura gave an influential lecture titled “A History of Art in 

the East” at the University of Tokyo. Okakura concluded 

his lecture with the following words:

The great aspect of Japanese art consists in that 
art is life. . . . There is a perfect harmony between 
art and social life. Even if you go to the country-
side, there are flowers in the alcove, and even if 
you sit down in a room, there are manners. Ev-
erything in life is art.48

Calligraphic works and paintings are displayed in the al-

cove, and poetry is composed and recited in social gath-

erings. Thus, the traditional Japanese artistic practice is 

45 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 323.
46 Horiguchi, “Cha-shitsu no Shisô teki Haikei to Sono Kôsei [The 
Intellectual Background and Structure of Teehouses],” 142 – my 
translation.
47 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 359. 
Ônishi refers to Friedrich Schlegel’s Lyceum Fragment 108: 
“[The irony] originates in the union of savoir vivre [Leben-
skunstsinn] and the scientific spirit.” See Schlegel, Philosophical 
Fragments, 13.
48 Okakura, “Taitô Kôgei-shi [A History of Art in the East],” 316 
– my translation.

rooted in daily life and differs, in this respect, from mod-

ern Western fine art. It was Okakura’s teacher Fenollosa 

who directed his attention to this aspect. Fenollosa par-

ticularly underlined the fact that in Japan, there is no dis-

tinction between pure art and applied art.

People in the East did not find a theoretical dis-
tinction between fine art and decorative art nec-
essary, because they thought, unlike the Western 
people, that both are of an applied nature, ser-
viceable for decoration, and used for making life 
beautiful, and they did not forget that decoration 
is a noble art. Therefore, in Japan, all art is deco-
rative, and all decorative art is lofty and elegant. 
That does not, however, apply to the West.49

When the concept of fine art and the discipline of aes-

thetics that addresses fine art were introduced in the late 

nineteenth century, numerous Japanese intellectuals 

were forced to theorize the traditional Japanese artistic 

practice rooted in daily life. At this time, they focused on 

the term gei-dô. This term was coined by Zeami (1363?–

1443?), one of the great Noh actors and writers, and pop-

ularized during the Edo period (1603–1863). However, it 

was precisely through confronting fine art of Western or-

igin that the theory of gei-dô was systematized in the ear-

ly twentieth century. Okakura and the aforementioned 

Ônishi played a significant role in systemizing the theory.

In the following part at the risk of simplification, I 

will describe the characteristics of gei-dô in contrast to 

fine art.

First, as already noted at the end of section 3, al-

though each way marks a specialized area, a person who 

is familiar with a particular way (dô) is regarded as being 

familiar with the rest of the ways as well. This is because, 

although the specific knowledge and skills involved in 

each specialized area (or way) may differ, there is a com-

mon attitude involved in the pursuit of each way. In other 

words, the underlying attitude of training to master the 

knowledge and skills is common for all the ways. Due to 

its universality, gei-dô includes a variety of activities. In 

49 Fenollosa, “Bigaku [Aesthetics],” 457–458 – my translation.
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the West, fine art is distinguished from the varied other 

arts by the criteria of being purely focused on beauty and 

detached from usefulness. In contrast, the criteria to dis-

tinguish wide-ranging gei-dô from other arts is explained 

by Ônishi as follows:

Over time and with cultural development, we 
find an increasing tendency to subsume all arts 
that require practice and exercise in all senses 
(namely, mental and physical), regardless of their 
purposes and contents, under the concept of gei-
dô. . . . Thus, it has become increasingly difficult 
to differentiate the so-called fine art from other 
arts, such as martial arts, games, and plays. This 
is because people increasingly became focused 
on dô, a common factor that conceptually unified 
these various arts, paying little attention to the 
essence and content of each art (such as “beau-
ty,” “martialness,” and “playfulness”).50

In general, the modern Western concept of art excludes 

nonautonomous arts (e.g., decorative or applied art) since 

art’s autonomy underlies modern Western aesthetics. 

The concept of gei-dô, on the contrary, tends to include 

all arts, provided that they involve physico-mental train-

ing (such as Jû-dô, or Ki-dô, namely Japanese chess). Here, 

“the ‘dô’ in ‘dô of training’ has ethical implications that 

should generally apply to the ‘life’ of human beings,”51 so 

that art as gei-dô becomes deeply rooted in life.

Ônishi argues that this inclusiveness of gei-dô tes-

tifies to the pantonomy of traditional art in Japan. The 

concept of pantonomy was proposed by Jonas Cohn 

(1869–1947) in his 1913 lecture “The Autonomy of Art 

and the Situation of Contemporary Culture” at the First 

International Congress of Aesthetics. According to Cohn, 

the primordial stage of culture is characterized by its 

pantonomy, and art is an integral element of the whole-

ness of life. However, when the critical mind develops 

and starts valuing art for its usefulness, art becomes 

heteronomous as a means to an external end. Emanci-

pated from a means-end relationship, art, then, acquires 

autonomy by asserting its own inherent value. However, 

50 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 40 – 
my translation.
51 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 196 – 
my translation.

the further the process of autonomization advances, the 

more art is separated from the foundation of real life that 

nourished it. As a result, art fades away and becomes di-

luted. Art, then, should strive back into an unseparated 

total life. In other words, it should seek a “new, conscious 

pantonomy.” Cohn thus depicts the history of art as a 

process from “primordial pantonomy” via “heteronomy” 

and “autonomy” to “conscious pantonomy.”52

Referring to Cohn’s theory, Ônishi argues that “na-

ture,” “life,” and “ideas” in Japan developed in an inter-

connected manner, such that the opposition between 

heteronomy and autonomy did not come to the fore af-

ter primordial pantonomy, but rather the pantonomous 

structure “has tended to be sustained.” The fusion of art 

and life is, therefore, not a testimony to the heteronomy 

of art. Rather, daily life enriches art with materials, while 

art enhances them, so that there exists a circular and re-

ciprocal relationship between daily life and art. Ônishi 

underlines that the characteristic of Japanese aesthetic 

culture lies in the “sustainment of ‘pantonomy’” and the 

“profound integration of art and ‘life.’”53

Second, gei-dô is related to “the process”54 in Okak-

ura’s sense. This process is not limited to the process fol-

lowed by an individual who practices to master a certain 

technique. Rather, it is something practitioners should 

follow by learning under the guidance of a master and em-

ulating—or even surpassing—the masters. The dô enables 

“collaborative artistic activities”55 among those who have 

partaken, partake, and will partake in the same dô. Thus, 

dô pertains to the inheritance and transmission of tradi-

tion. This leads to an emphasis of the strict rules called 

kata (literally “mold” or “form”)—a “kind of spiritual leg-

acy numerous great masters in the past have inherited, 

cultivated, and refined by participating in the same dô.”56 

52 Cohn, Die Sinn der gegenwärtigen Kultur. Ein philosophischer 
Versuch, 150–152.
53 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 34.
54 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 281.
55 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 57 – 
my translation.
56 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 57 – 
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Each gei-dô follows strict rules, which can be likened to 

μέθοδος. However, unlike μέθοδος, it does not take one 

to the end point of gei-dô. Ônishi quotes a teaching of Ue-

jima Onitsura (1661–1738), a haiku poet of the Edo peri-

od: “The best way to learn haiku is to imitate the form of 

your teacher’s haiku; once you have learned it, it is better 

to leave that form and use the manner that is appropriate 

to your nature.”57 Although the rules, kata, certainly serve 

as a prescribed form for the practitioners, they do not re-

strict their creative flow. Rather, they are preconditions for 

the practitioners’ creativity because they are trained to let 

their physico-mental self to merge with the rules. This en-

ables them to intrinsically, willingly, and unconsciously live 

and abide by the rules. However, the creativity is not at-

tributed to “original” individuals, as is the case in modern 

Western aesthetics,58 but rather to the dô, that is, to use 

Okakura’s expression, the “eternal growth which returns 

upon itself to produce new forms.”59 The practitioners 

who have made the rules a second nature through phys-

ico-mental training will be able to show their skills spon-

taneously and flexibly depending on the situation without 

being aware of the rules, and realize their own potential, 

as well as the potential of the objects they deal with. This 

is because they concentrate on the present and partici-

pate—or, rather, are involved—in the creative process of 

dô; that is, their “spirit moves in the rhythm of things.”60 

Thus, the goal of gei-dô’s training is not simply to acquire 

skills, but to live in accordance with dô. This is why gei-dô 

has ethical implications.

6. Conclusion

Over the centuries, the modern Western scientific and 

artistic system has proliferated throughout the world. 

my translation.
57 Ônishi, Tôyô-teki Geijutsu Seishin [Eastern Spirit of Art], 197 – 
my translation.
58 McFarland, Originality and Imagination, and Otabe, “Origina-
lität und Ihr Ursprung.”
59 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 286.
60 Okakura, Collected English Writings, 308.

Under the overwhelming dominance of the West, 

non-Western academic and artistic systems tend to be 

regarded as deviations from Western norms. As a result, 

it has been extremely difficult for non-Westerners to 

theorize their own academic and artistic systems. This 

phenomenon is generally referred to as Orientalism. 

Orientalism is not simply the Westerners’ perception of 

non-Western cultures. Several non-Western intellectuals 

have internalized Orientalism to modernize—or rather 

Westernize—their countries. Under these circumstanc-

es, Okakura seems to have succeeded in theorizing the 

non-Western academic and artistic system by refraining 

from internalizing the Western perspective. Instead, he 

recognized the dynamic encounter between the West-

ern and Eastern cultures. He reevaluated or reversed the 

values, thus affirming the significance of the “daily life” 

in “our world of woe and worry,” and “the Imperfect.” 

In the face of the oncoming modernization, or Westerni-

zation, Okakura sought—on the one hand—to revive the 

Taoist idea of the “art of being in the World” or the “art 

of life”—and on the other hand—to relativize Western 

modernity itself.

These difficult attempts by Okakura were made much 

easier by the development of pragmatist aesthetics over 

the past 30 years. This is because pragmatist aesthetics—

especially, the somaesthetics that was prefigured in prag-

matist aesthetics—provides a framework for promoting 

dialogue among the academic and artistic regimes of var-

ious cultures. Of course, this is not to underestimate the 

significance of Western academic and artistic regimes. In 

fact, I myself was educated in the Western style and have 

engaged primarily in the study of continental aesthetics. 

I am convinced that this framework also contributes to 

highlighting the characteristics of continental aesthetics. 

Simultaneously, this framework also liberates us from ex-

oticism because physico-mental training is accessible to 

all of us and can transform all of us.
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