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I have argued thus far that ‘modernity’ is a useful alternative framework for structuring the
East-West educational dialogue, forcing educational philosophers to move textual exegesis
to instead focus on the ‘social imaginaries’ that affect the actual practices of contemporary
education. As a second step, I briefly sketched differences in how ‘modernity’ has been
understood by Enlightenment (Kant) and Counter-Enlightenment (later Nietzsche)
thinkers, then focused on Taylor's ideas of ‘background’. I find Taylor's account crucial
because, as I outline below, it offers the chance to move beyond the inherent universalism
implicit in both Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment positions alike. With the move
beyond universalism, a deeper understanding of non-Western theories and practices
becomes possible for the first time. Taylor clearly recognizes this:

If we define modernity in terms of certain institutional changes, such as the spread
of the modern bureaucratic state, market economies, science, and technology, it is
easy to go on nourishing the illusion that modernity is a single process destined to
occur everywhere in the same forms, ultimately bringing convergence and
uniformity to our world. Whereas my foundational hunch is that we have to speak of
“multiple modernities,” different ways of erecting and animating the institutional
forms. ... If we [are willing] to give its rightful place to different understandings
that animate similar institutions and practices even in the West, it should be all the
more obvious how much greater the differences among major civilizations. (Taylor,
2002: 195-196, emphasis added)

Taylor is underscoring a crucial point here about Western philosophy and social science: if it
is willing to recognize historical, cultural, and contextual reasons for difference within
Europe (say, in philosophy: the difference between idealism and realism, continental and
analytical approaches), then we must necessarily be willing to imagine even larger
differences between Europe and non-Europe. That is, despite the spread of (apparently)
similar modern institutional forms, differences remain in the ‘different ways of erecting and
animating the institutional forms’. This becomes a key phrase in what follows. (D
Anticipating the argument I develop below, the implication here is that Japanese education
— as both philosophy and practice — remains different than Western education, and manabi

— the Japanese term for learning — is the term that captures and possibly ensures that
difference.

« 1 2



However, before getting to education, there is much work to be done. That task is to outline
of the differences in ‘background’ that animate the institutional forms of Japanese
modernity, including manabi. Without the preliminary work to understand ‘modernity’ from
an alternative background, Japanese modernity is too easily subsumed back into the
background of Western modernity, and its radical, critical potential becomes muted. But
how are we to get to an understanding of the alternative animating ‘background’?

One approach is to define that background as simply the opposite of Western
modernity, but I find this too reactionary, relativistic, distorting, and tending towards
negative critique.l This approach tends to impute an inherent substance to that
background. An alternative approach is to examine a constellation of key terms, how those
have been understood differently by Japanese thinkers, and then see if it is possible to
detect any coherence. This approach is heavily inspired by Izutsus (2015) semantics
analysis of the Koranic Weltanschauung, which focuses on how meaning is generated by
terms in their system of relations (11-28), as well as Izutsu’s idea of the ‘semi-transparent’
nature of imported philosophical vocabulary (59-62). @That is. an alternative approach —
one I utilize herein — is to understand the Japanese background as constituted in

relationships of terms that, taken together, indicate a positive picture of reality (a

worldview), thus avoiding generating difference through antagonistic political will or
suggesting these differences as timeless substance.

tHit : Jeremy Rappleye “Modernity and Education” in Ueno, M. (Bd.). (2023). Philosophy of
Education in Dialogue between East and West: Japanese Insights and Perspectives (1st
ed.). Routledge, pp.143-144.
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