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Myth and Ideology in Miki Kiyoshi

The aim of this article is to elucidate Miki’s theory of ideology by present-
ing it together with his concept of myth. In order to do so, I will focus 
mainly upon two texts: Historical Materialism and Present-Day Conscious-
ness (1928) and Preparatory Concepts in Social Science (1932) respectively. 
Although these two works belong to very different periods of Miki’s life, I 
will argue that it is possible to trace a continuity between them by means 
of the concept of ideology. In a nutshell, this discussion shall reveal that, 
according to Miki, ideology and myth do not represent modes of false con-
sciousness, but rather praxis-oriented operationalizations of social knowl-
edge that are particularly important during periods of political dislocation.
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This article investigates Miki Kiyoshi’s (1897–1945) treatment of the 
concepts of ideology and myth during the first years of Shōwa (1926–

1989). Bearing in mind that both concepts played a significant role during 
this period in Japan, it would be relevant to ask whether Miki’s work reflects 
his historical context and, if so, whether his thought presents some special 
characteristic that would help us to understand better his philosophy and 
his time. In this sense, I will propose that myth and ideology are two con-
cepts that function together as an essential aspect of social dynamics. 

This text will be divided into four major sections: Following the present 
introduction, I will first briefly survey some of the recent literature on Miki 
to expose the existing tension within the scholarship (1). Section two (2) 
examines the core concepts of fundamental experience, anthropology, and 
ideology as they are found in Historical Materialism and the Present-day 
Consciousness (1928). The third section (3) traces the concept of ideology in 
a text from 1932, Preparatory Concepts in Social Science, so as to outline its 
articulation according to Miki’s notion of myth. In part four (4), the two 
readings are brought together in order to argue that ideology should be 
understood as the critique and operationalization of myth, this accompa-
nied by some brief reflections regarding the actuality of Miki’s thought. 

In the late 1920’s, the word “ideology” began to enjoy wide use among 
Japanese Marxists. Together with the transvocalization イデオロギー, the less 
usual variant 観念形態 is also to be found; the latter enables the clearer rec-
ognition of one essential dimension invisible in the Latin term: that ideology 
is connected with the shaping (形態) of notions. In his book, Ideology『観念
形態』(1928), the prolific Marxist writer Aono Suekichi sought to explain 
the central character of the materialist reading of ideology as something 
determined by economic relations. In this regard, he followed Bukharin 
in his Historical Materialism (1921), who differentiates “social psychology” 
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from “ideology,” pointing out that ideology is the crystallized form of the 
contents that circulate in the everyday interactions of a society.1 During 
the 1930’s, the concept’s dimensions would further expand, appearing in a 
larger number of publications and achieving a remarkable theoretical thick-
ness by means of Tosaka’s Japanese Ideology 『日本イデオロギー論』 (1935).

Less discussed in this regard are the reflections of Tosaka’s older col-
league, Miki Kiyoshi, although he dealt with the concept numerous times, 
including in his collection Ideology『観念形態論』(1931), in his transla-
tion of Marx’s German Ideology (1930), and the entry for “ideology” in the 
Comprehensive Dictionary of World Literature『世界文芸大辞典』(1930).2 I 
will focus on two texts of particular interest, Historical Materialism and the 
Present-day Consciousness『唯物史観と現代の意識』(1928) and Preparatory 
Concepts in Social Science『社会科学概論』(1932), scrutinizing in particular 
the convergence between ideology and the notion of myth, a frequent motif 
within Miki’s writings.

Rather than interpreting ideology solely as a product of the economi-
cal substratum, Miki links ideology with pathos (パトス), a general con-
cept that he repeatedly employs to refer to the unconscious and embodied 
sphere of human existence. Myth thus appears as one of the forms of 
pathos.3 As Antoni has noted,4 a central factor in grasping the significance 
of myth during the first half of the twentieth century is the educational 
reform of the Meiji period as symbolized by the Imperial Rescript on 
Education, this seeking to centralize the contents of compulsory educa-

1. See Aono 1928, 10–11.
2. See mkz 12: 296–7. 
3. “Myth” is a particularly slippery concept, proving difficult even for specialists to define 

(Johnston 2018, 1–33). At least three connotations of the word could be demarcated: “myth” 
as in “Greek myth,” “myth” as in “political myth,” and “myth” as in “Myth-busters.” While the 
first, in its actuality, is mostly situated among ancient civilizations and so-called “primitive” 
societies, the second and third use of the term can be predicated of modern societies as well. 
Nonetheless, they imply a different degree of veracity. The third overtone is used almost as a 
synonym for lie, and the second as some kind of useful or practical fiction. On the other hand, 
the first case presents a different nuance, since myths in this sense are believed (if not in all 
cases) to have possessed some historical, religious, or metaphorical level of truth. Naturally, all 
three meanings are interconnected and we will see further contemporary accounts in the last 
section of this article.

4. See Antoni 1991, 159–61.
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tion, including folktales and myths. After Japan’s invasion of Manchuria 
in the 1930’s, myth as an instrument of propaganda would become more 
evident.5 Thus, myth was not merely a concept among others; rather, it was 
embedded within a political context and was widely discussed among the 
intellectuals of the time.6

The reception of miki and his concept of myth

A distinction must be made between the Japanese and the “West-
ern” receptions of Miki’s thought. Among Japanese scholars and commenta-
tors of his work, opinions diverge markedly on the status of Miki Kiyoshi 
as a thinker of the Kyoto School, although there is consensus as to the rel-
evance of his philosophy.7

5. See Antoni 2002, 272–4 and 2012, 87–9; also Gluck 1985, 247–78.
6. This multi-layered historical dimension of the concept of myth should not be disregarded. 

Through the analysis of Miki’s philosophy, it will be demonstrated that the field of mythologi-
cal study during the Shōwa era was not isolated from the age’s political rhetoric, and, therefore, 
could be seen as an example of how “myth” worked as a field for ideological exchange. In this 
sense, myth is not just an episode in Miki’s work. Prior to the Shōwa era, there were differing 
attempts to re-read myths, such as the kokugaku (国学) and mitogaku (水戸学). With the recep-
tion of European comparative mythology and religious studies (particularly the work of Max 
Müller) by the end of the nineteenth century, a new scientific framework was made available, 
as is stated, for example, in the opening pages of Takagi Toshio’s paradigmatic Comparative 
Mythology『比較神話学』(Takagi 1904, 1–7). 

Tsuda Sōkichi’s de-mythologization of the Kiki texts also serves as a good example. It is true 
that the academic treatment of the pre-War period usually emphasizes the role of ideology and 
nationalist propaganda, sometimes overcharging these terms. Nevertheless, there is consensus 
among the scholars studying this period in considering the myth-research of the Shōwa era 
as being a highly ideologized field. Particularly relevant here is Isomae’s work, in which he 
describes the symbolic function of the Kiki myths following the Meiji period (Isomae 2010, 
98–107). Also to be considered in regard to this topic is Oguma (2002, e.g. 349), who ana-
lyzes the fabrication of these myths within the intellectual scene of Japan, paying special atten-
tion to those reactions occurring within the field of ethnology (such as the work of Yanagita 
Kunio). 

For this reason, if we examine some of the main works of mythology of that time, it is hardly 
surprising to find that such works always include some kind of political reflection on Japan’s 
mythology and its national role (such as, for instance, the works of Nakashima Etsuji and 
Shinagawa Shoei). More interesting is to note that there were many philosophers during this 
period also preoccupied with the concept of myth, for example Watsuji Tetsurō (1918, wtz 17, 
276–85), Nishida (1939, nkz 9: 69–146), Kōsaka 1941, and Isobe 1944.

7. Akamatsu 2018, 77.
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The newest anthology edited by Tanaka, Fujita, and Muroi, Rethinking 
Miki Kiyoshi『再考三木清』(2019), presents a good example as to how his 
figure still feeds scholarship with abundant new philosophical material. As 
the Collection of Kiyoshi Miki Research Materials『三木清研究資料集成』
(vol. 1–6, 2018) edited by Tsuda, Muroi, and Miyajima clearly demonstrates, 
philological research on Miki is also in a healthy state. As Fujita states, there 
are, as expected, some aspects of Miki’s thought, such as his philosophy 
of imagination, that enjoy more popularity than others among scholars.8 
Akamatsu, who terms him a philosopher “out of office,”9 states that “unlike 
Nishida Miki’s particular strength lies in drawing a logic out of an analysis 
of concrete phenomena” based on the faculty of imagination.10 While this 
might be true in regard to his emphasis on pathos and his journalistic con-
tributions (which engage critically with the state of public affairs in his own 
age), we will see later that Miki also fails to illustrate the more philosophi-
cal aspects of his thought with concrete examples, and that this represents 
one of the main difficulties within his scholarship. However, recently there 
has been an increasing interest in some marginalized aspects of his work, 
such as his texts on religion and Shinran.11 If we consider the most extensive 
monographies on Miki such as those from Miyakawa (first edition 1958), 
Akamatsu (1994), Uchida (2004), Ōtaki (2006), and Tsuda (2007), it is evi-
dent that there is no serious discussion on the role of myth within Miki’s 
philosophy with the exception of some underdeveloped remarks by Suga-
wara (see below, page 81).

The reception of Miki outside Japan has been rather sparse.12 In spite of 
this marginalization in some of the literature on the Kyoto School, Miki 
is nevertheless recognized as a central figure within interwar Japan’s intel-
lectual milieu. This might be one of the reasons why the concept of the 
“logic of imagination” has received more philosophical scrutiny.13 However, 
it is Miki’s political thought and his political activities, as they might be 

8. Fujita 2019, 1.
9. Akamatsu 2018, 67.
10. Akamatsu 2018, 77. 
11. See Koyasu 2017, Tanaka 2019; see also Kameyama 2008.
12. See Nagatomo 1995, Yusa 1998, Townsend 2009, and Curley 2020.
13. See Ebersolt 2012 in relation to Bergson’s imagination créatrice; Krummel 2016, 2017.
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termed, that have attracted most attention among scholars, with the tension 
between a “Marxist Miki” and a “nationalist-conservative Miki” resting at 
the center of discussion. Barshay tends to understand him as a fundamen-
tal figure within the Marxist scene: “Miki had gone beyond the discussion 
of methodology and the structure of social scientific knowledge to raise 
directly the issues of ideology and the sociology of knowledge.”14 Others lay 
more emphasis upon his work as a non-marxist ideologist.15

I would now like to mention two authors who did point out, although 
not extensively, the concepts of myth and ideology within Miki’s philoso-
phy. One of the main revaluations of Miki’s thinking on political myth 
in Japan during the Shōwa era (particularly during the war and interwar 
period) has been accomplished by the historian Harry Haroorunian. In his 
book Overcome by Modernity, he reflects upon the figure of Miki and his 
relationship with “folkic totalitarism,” describing him nevertheless as: 

the consummate modernist thinker, [who] sought often to bring together 
the various claims of modernity and its critics, to unify folk with a modernist 
culture devoted to making and technology, politics and culture.16 

Harootunian’s task is to explain the troubled relationship of the Japanese 
with modernization while avoiding the commonplace explanation of this 
tension as having arisen through Japan’s “late” development. Rather than 
reducing modernization to the strictly “material” or technological domain,17 
Harootunian seeks it within the realm of culture and thought. Thus, his 
book is not only important for the identification of Miki as a key figure dur-
ing the prewar period, but also for raising awareness of the role of myths in 
the discourse on the Japanese modernization. As he writes: 

If… the discourse on the social and the conference on overcoming sought to 
eternalize forces in a fixed “spirit,” “essence,” and “existence,” it could only do 
so by dissolving the modern and appealing to myth and national poetics and 
aestheticism.18 

14. Barshay 2007, 58.
15. Kim 2007 and Harrington 2009.
16. Harootunian 2000, xxx.
17. This is what Harootunian (2000, xvii) calls “the empirical domain.”
18. Harootunian 2000, 33.
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According to this approach, not just Miki, but also a broader group of intel-
lectuals such as the ethnologist Yanagita Kunio and Orikuchi Shinobu were 
engaged in the quest of resuscitating the beliefs of the mythical past in order 
to “negotiate the troubling presence of modernity.”19 As Krummel puts it: 
“It was a time of rupture between logos and pathos… when the ideology of 
the Japanese nation was becoming mythologized.”20 Harootunian identi-
fies a direct connection between the political rhetoric of longing for a new 
“communal body” and the problem of myth as a means by which to justify 
this social ideal: 

In the interwar period, the appeal to the communal body promoted by the 
native ethnological goal of preserving the traces of a prior life of the folk eas-
ily satisfied the same kind of purpose informing the construction of cultural 
imaginaries.21 

In Uneven Moments (2019), Harootunian revisited Miki’s thought once 
again in order to juxtapose it with Tosaka Jun’s Marxism of the “every-
dayness” and Hani Gorō’s reading of nativism. Although Harootunian 
very clearly grasps the limits of Miki’s understanding of temporality,22 
it is evident that he considers Miki as a central spokesperson within the 
world-history debate. This becomes very evident in chapter nine of his 
work, when the author reintegrates Miki’s philosophy of history into the 
midst of the Kyoto School tradition (especially in contrast to Kōsaka and 
Kōyama).

Even if Miki was immersed in an age longing for myth, it does not mean 
that Miki himself opted for living in the myths of the past. On the contrary, 
Miki was very aware of the negative mesmerizing power of myths. Sugawara 
Jun has identified the deeper link between Miki’s intellectual context and 
his criticism of the romanticizing concept of myth. In his book The History 

19. Harootunian 2000, 294.
20. Krummel 2016, 15.
21. Harootunian 2000, 294. The role of Miki’s cooperativism and his link with the con-

cept of “national body” (国体) was also very recently reflected upon in Ōsaki 2019, 170–2.
22. See Harootunian 2019, 230. According to him, Miki was unable to see the potential-

ity of the “everydayness” in a (re)volutionary prospective, and ended up prioritizing national 
narratives. In this sense, he was also still chained to a reified and ahistorical concept of culture 
(see Harootunian 2000, 378).
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of Thought in Shōwa and Schelling『昭和思想史とシェリング』(2008), he 
presented the discussion between Miki and the members of the magazine 
Cogito, especially Yasuda Yojūrō and the prematurely deceased Matsushita 
Takeo. This sets the scene for his book Dialectic and Irony『弁証法とイロニ
ー』(2013), wherein he explores more extensively this relationship between 
Miki and the Japanese romantics. It is generally acknowledged that myths 
have a binding function in politics, and concretely within nationalist and 
fascist narratives. German romantic theory of myth emerged in such a polit-
ical context, and is relevant for its fixation with the idea of a “new mythol-
ogy.” Interestingly, German idealism found its way to Japan after the Meiji 
Restoration of 1868, and the reception of German romantic thought during 
the 1930’s in Japan provides a re-actualization of this issue.23 Sugawara offers 
an initial, general philosophical cartography of this constellation, wherein 
Miki seems to occupy the middle ground between Tanabe’s dialectics and 
the irony of the romantics.24 However, Sugawara does not explore the con-
ceptual dimension of this discussion any deeper and this unfinished task 
serves as one of the goals of this article.

Experience and ideology

Miki Kiyoshi was born on January 5, 1897,25 in a rural area of 
Hyōgo Prefecture (now Tatsuno City). He began to study philosophy at 
Kyoto’s Imperial University in 1917, graduating some three years later. He 
worked as a Professor at Ōtani University and Ryūkoku University, in Kyoto, 
before travelling abroad. Between 1922 and 1925, he studied in Heidelberg, 
Marburg, and Paris, developing a strong affinity with neo-Kantianism, 
Heidegger, Aristotle, and Pascal, but also Marx.

The years of the late 1920’s were crucial for the development of Japanese 

23. Within the field of Japanese Studies, the interrelationship between politics, myth, and lit-
erature within the Japanese romantic School has been debated by Doak (1994) and Tansman 
(2009). The framework of these works is primarily cultural-historical.

24. See Sugawara 2013, 29–32.
25. As his Complete Works demonstrate, this date corresponds to the day recorded in the fam-

ily register, while his actual date of birth was December 28, 1896 (see Townsend 2009, 2; mkz 
19: 853).
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Marxism itself; Miki returned from Europe to heated discussions on the 
role of communism. One noteworthy and notorious topic is the Comintern 
Theses on Japan, which appeared in 1927. According to these 1927 Theses, 
Japan’s ideological backwardness made the conditions for a pure communist 
revolution insufficient; the importance of a two-stage revolutionary process 
to get eradicate the feudal remnants was insisted upon. That is, in order to 
generate the required conditions for a communist revolution, the proletar-
iat must first join forces with the peasantry and the urban petty bourgeois 
so as to accomplish an initial democratic revolution that could finish the 
advances started with Meiji.26

The theses are usually read as a criticism of the Comintern regarding two 
major tendencies within the Japanese Left. Yamakawa Hitoshi, founder of 
the Japanese Communist Party, represented the more pragmatic approach 
of an alliance with the farmer movement, while, on the other hand, Fuku-
moto Kazuo insisted on the importance of theory and a vanguard party. 
Nevertheless, in the eyes of the Comintern leaders, both positions had failed 
to grasp the whole picture of Japan’s situation.27

After his return from Europe, Miki also published some texts dealing 
with different aspects of Marxism and materialism. During this period, 
between 1928 and 1930, he was also involved, together with Hani Gorō and 
Kobayashi Isamu, in the edition of the journal Under the Banner of New Sci-
ence, a title that made reference to Fukumoto Kazuo’s own short-lived publi-
cation Under the Banner of Marxism. 

Miki was strongly influenced by Fukumoto.28 Although it is hard to find 
any direct intertextual relationship between these two authors, they share a 
deep interest in the role of consciousness in social relations. For Fukumoto, 
class consciousness was the key to a revolution, and Miki would come to 
posit for it a similar value.

Miki’s volume Historical Materialism and the Present-day Consciousness, 
published in 1928 and reprinting articles previously serialized in the journal 
Shisō one year before, can be seen as a manner of contribution to the afore-
mentioned discussion. His piece The Marxist Form of Anthropology『人間學

26. See Degras 1960, 398. Also Hoston 1986, 36; Walker 2016, 29.
27. See Hoston 1986, 65.
28. Machiguchi 2004, 55–6; also Tosaka 1937, 246–7.
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のマルクス的形態』is usually mentioned as an important step towards Miki’s 
development of his own philosophy. Therein, he introduces three crucial 
concepts: fundamental experience, logos, and ideology.

Everyday experiences in human life are always guided by words. In general, 
the logos is already in a dominating position regarding human life. We usually 
negotiate with being from the standpoint of our preexisting logos. We experi-
ence being in that way, as soon as what we experience can be spoken with 
words and resolved by words. I distinguish that way of experimenting from 
what I call my fundamental experience (基礎経験). Contrary to the everyday 
experience (日常の経験) being governed by logos, the fundamental experi-
ence is, rather than being guided by logos, the experience that guides, makes 
demands, and produces logos. It is a totally free and fundamental experience 
in the sense that it is independent of the control of words.29

As such, the expression “fundamental experience” refers to the material 
conditions of existence, but it also recalls both Heidegger’s “Grunderfah-
rung” and Nishida’s “pure experience” (純粋経験).30 Against Husserl’s ego-
logical epistemology, Heidegger, in his period before Being and Time (1927), 
uses a concept of experience that is centered in the embodied and concrete 
action of being alive. Nishida, on the other side of the globe, renders a con-
cept prior to the difference between subject and object, inaugurating a phil-
osophical dimension beyond all forms of dualism. Miki’s own formulation 
seems to emphasize not the “psychological” experience of non-dualism, but 
rather the prerogative of phenomenality, in the sense of a situatedness com-
bining embodiment, facticity, and interspatiality within one experiential 
frame. If our daily experience is always already being mediated by language 
(as logos), what lies below this stratum? There should be a more fundamen-
tal level of experience that permits language itself to be as it is. Yet, what 
is fundamental experience? Humans are always in a negotiating relation-
ship with other beings. However, fundamental experience does not imply 
a pure pre-conscious flux. Miki states that fundamental experience is “the 

29. mkz 3: 5.
30. Miki himself mentions Bergson in a footnote, since this French philosopher also elabo-

rates the idea of a pure duration that escapes the domain of words. Miki writes therein that 
the main difference is that Bergson does not reflect on the link between fundamental experi-
ence and history (mkz 3: 8). Tosaka, on the other hand, suggests that the concept comes from 
Dilthey (Tosaka 1936, 254).
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concept of one simple, primitive fact (事実). I am, I am together with other 
people, in the middle of other things.”31 Fundamental experience is always a 
situation and, therefore, something open to change. From this point of view, 
these “layers” seem rather porous. Moreover, while fundamental experience 
remains the ground of our historical perspective, it also transforms itself 
into a conscious account of facts, and specifically into logos (ロゴス).

For Miki, our relationship with the world is expressive. That is to say that 
the cognitive effects from the fundamental experience of being in the world 
are our thoughts and words themselves that express the way in which the 
world is. Reason and language are what Miki calls logos. For the first time, 
Miki here offers a distinction between two orders of logos: primary logos 
is called “anthropology” (アントロポロギー) and it refers to the immediate 
manifestation of the fundamental experience in words, to the way human 
beings understand their experience: a “human self-interpretation” (人間の自
己解釋).32 On the contrary, secondary logos is called “ideology” (イデオロギ
ー) and consists of a mediated interpretation of human existence. Psychol-
ogy, history, and other social sciences belong to this category, in which the 
“philosophical consciousness of the era” pushes its agenda and methods in 
order to transform that original experience in a more articulated discourse. 
This distinction is rather confusing, since the mere idea that primary logos 
has “immediate” access to fundamental experience seems to contradict the 
idea of language itself as something already mediated. At the same time, it is 
unclear here as to what is really meant by anthropology. According to Miki’s 
definition, academic anthropology would fall under the rubric of ideology. 
The anthropology from primary logos is the “self-interpretation” (Selbstaus-
legung) of humans, in contrast to the “self-understanding” (or “self-compre-
hension,” Selbstverständigung) of ideology.33 This self-interpretation seems 
to be neither pre-logical (since we are already in the realm of logos), nor pre-
social (since fundamental experience is already social). It is itself the basic 
manifestation of being in the world. In the second and third section of the 
text, this idea becomes clearer. Here, Miki quotes Feuerbach, who did dem-

31.「私は在る、私は他の人 と々共に在り、他の事物の中に在る」, mkz 3: 6.
32. mkz 3: 9.
33. See mkz 3: 11. Here, Miki uses Heideggerian language, see, for example, Heidegger 

1995, 15.
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onstrate that below the ideology of religion lies the primary substrate of 
anthropology, which is itself constructed upon the basis of a fundamental 
experience. In this sense, the primary logos consists in the inescapable per-
spective of being human and possessing language.

Now, when the author of The Essence of Christianity writes that “the 
secret of theology is anthropology,”34 that is, that behind religious concepts 
lies the human image itself with its necessities, he is, however, referring to a 
very specific concept of “man” that had emerged from the experience of the 
modern theoretical European mind. He is, so to speak, a result of the deca-
dence of the “fundamental experience of the Romantik.”35 Marxism, as the 
ideology that according to Miki will overthrow Feuerbach’s assumptions, 
is founded in a different (“completely new”)36 kind of experience, since 
fundamental experience is always historical. What Miki’s analysis begins to 
suggest, then, is that the relationship to logos emerges from a socio-econom-
ical experience. 

Although both (Feuerbach and Marx) hail from Bourgeois societ-
ies, Feuerbach was unable (according to Miki) to grasp the working-class 
experience in its depth. This new fundamental experience that starts with 
industrial capitalism is, contrary to the concept of man in Feuerbach (which 
remains ultimately theoretical according to Marx), essentially practical 
because it consists precisely of the experience of praxis and labor, that is, 
in the experience of transforming the world through work.37 For Miki, the 
experience of the proletarian class is thus a historical innovation that shapes 
not just class-consciousness itself, but also the entire historical world.

The fundamental experience of labor forming the core of materialism is 
not something rigid.38 That is what differentiates it from the other material-
ist schools of the eighteenth century. The “thing” (物, in the sense of Sache) 
at the bottom of experiential production is not something purely closed, but 
rather something to be interpreted by the fundamental experience mediated 

34. Feuerbach 2008, 221.
35. mkz 3: 28.
36. mkz 3: 29.
37. See Marx 1998 (mega 4.3), 19.
38. The following reflections are taken from the second text of Miki’s collection, Marxism 

and Materialism「マルクス主義と唯物論」. 
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by anthropology; it is an “hermeneutical concept” (解釈学的概念). Miki 
writes: “Being defines its existence according to the way humans negotiate  
(交渉する) with it, but humans also grasp their essence directly in such a 
way of negotiating.”39 Hence, unlike a mechanical reading of the base-super-
structure model, Miki insists in the co-determination between subject and 
object in the bottom of this layered architecture.

Here is also where the problem of consciousness and logos arises. Lan-
guage requires a certain “neutrality” (中和性) to function, that is, in order to 
be understood in the field of social relations, words are capable of adopting 
a minimum practical referentiality that Miki distinguishes from universality 
and pure idiolect.40 The problem of this neutrality is that consciousness can 
be “buried” (埋没) in it, losing its original relational nature thereby. Unsur-
prisingly for Marx’s readers, this continuous risk is nothing other than the 
mechanism of commodification, which conceals the production process 
from the commodity itself. Miki writes:

The essence of the structure of the commodity is that the relationship 
between humans acquires the character of materiality, and thus hides in its 
own strict laws any trace of the relationship between humans, existing there 
where it acquires a ghostly (妖怪的) objectivity.41

Even if this offers nothing strictly novel to Marx’s theory of commodities, 
Miki shifts the emphasis to subjective phenomena rather than economic 
relations themselves. What commodification hides is the fundamental 
experience, i.e. the social nature of life. Returning to his twofold structure 
of logos, he seems more concerned with the issue as to how the fundamen-
tal experience transforms into ideology, and as to how ideology can serve 
as a tool to transform this experience. When he introduces the concept of 
primary logos, he states that when ideology acquires an organized struc-
ture, anthropology becomes “hidden” within it.42 Commodification could 
be characterized as a second concealment, wherein our subjective relation-
ship to being is double-masked and buried.43 There would seem to be two 

39. mkz 3: 49.
40. mkz 3: 59. 
41. mkz 3: 54.
42. mkz 3: 13.
43. See mkz 3: 60.
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ways in which a new ideology can arise: if there is a contradiction between 
the fundamental experience and anthropology, or if the ideology does not 
address existence,44 although it is also true that every transformation in ide-
ology should be more or less grounded in a transformation of anthropolo-
gy.45 Even if Miki does not offer a clear explanation of this process, I would 
suggest that commodification refers to the second case:

All logos, under the universal, decisive dominion of the category of commod-
ities, is transformed into an ideology in the negative sense, abstracted from 
humans, and thus separated from the real being.…46

The universalization qua eternalization of logos under the power of eco-
nomic alienation creates a gap between the ideology and the real experience 
of the worker. Yet, fundamental experience is always historical. For this rea-
son, to think that commodities have a value on their own means to believe 
in their phantasmagorical structure.47

Having reflected upon the nature of the relationship between language 
and fundamental experience within capitalism, we are now in a position 
to inquire as to the following: Can consciousness escape from its fossiliza-
tion within the realm of commodities? At the end of the second section of 
Marxism and Materialism, Miki argues that although all members of society 
suffer this fetishization on an objective level, only the proletariat is negated 
in its nature during the process. Nonetheless, the proletariat understands 
that the ideology that became valid and universal is only the ideology of the 
dominant class. Therefore, the proletariat is potentially critical. In the third 
section, this potentiality is identified with Marxism as an historical science. 
“Marxism, as a theory of revolution, cannot be an ideology in a bad sense, 
separated from reality.”48 Is it, then, possible to understand Marxism as an 

44. mkz 3: 16.
45. mkz 3: 16.
46. mkz 3: 66.
47. Other than the “specter (怪物) that haunts Europe” in the Communist Manifesto (1848), 

or other possible translations for Marx’s expression “gespenstige Gegenständlichkeit” in The 
Capital (Marx) like 幽霊 (Marx 1919, 10. Translated by Ikuta, Chōkō) and 空幻 (Marx 1926, 
9. Translated by Takabatake, Motoyuki), Miki uses the word yōkai (妖怪), which possesses a 
strong folkloric connotation.

48. mkz 3: 69.
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ideology in the good sense? Of course, Miki is here promoting a synthesis of 
theory and praxis. Yet, to repeat, he is arguing this from the perspective of 
his theory of logos, according to which ideology fluctuates together with the 
fundamental experience: 

Also, for that reason, one should not think of a fixed dogma under the con-
cept of Marxism, but rather understand it as a theory that is actual, that is 
always in the process of development.49

Thus far we have seen that Miki describes the formation of ideology as a pro-
cess that departs from a fundamental experience and that, being mediated 
by a pre-institutionalized self-interpretation (called anthropology), leads 
to a systematization in the realm of public affairs, which he calls ideology, 
Marxism itself being a kind of revolutionary ideology.

Ideology and myth

Some years after the publication of Historical Materialism and the 
Present-day Consciousness, Miki returns to deal more extensively with the 
concept of ideology in his text called Preparatory Concepts in Social Science 
『社会科学概論』, published in 1932 and rarely mentioned within Miki-
scholarship.50 Of course, the Miki from 1932 differs in certain aspects from 
the Miki of 1927. In the course of 1930, Miki was incarcerated under the sus-
picion that he had donated money to the Communist Party. Although he 
spent less than a year in prison, it proved difficult for him to find a place 
once more within academia. From then onward, Miki worked mainly as 
an editor, translator, journalist, and organizer of roundtables. Miki’s trans-
lation of The German Ideology『ドイッチェ・イデオロギー』(1930) is worth 
noting here.51 

The work Preparatory Concepts in Social Science was published in the 
series Philosophy『哲学』by Iwanami Shoten, and is divided into four chap-
ters: “The Forms of Social Knowledge,” “Social Science and Ideology,” “The 
Structure of Social Science,” and “The Method of Social Science.” These 

49. mkz 3: 73.
50. For example, very briefly in Machiguchi 2004, 154–5.
51. Marx’s text itself only appeared in its complete form in 1932, thanks to the editorial work 

of Rjasanow and Adoratski. 
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can also be read as independent sections, and some of them were, indeed, 
re-printed separately by Miki in other later anthologies. For the most part, 
the text can be seen as an example of Miki’s new readings together with the 
changes in his personal circumstances. However, it is difficult to find a clear 
argumentative line in the text. Rather, Miki’s purpose seems to introduce 
some recent topics in the social sciences directed at a general readership, 
especially those themes outlined by Karl Mannheim in his book Ideology 
and Utopia (1929). Mannheim, who was Miki’s private tutor during his time 
in Heidelberg,52 is a central figure in Miki’s text, although Miki does not 
make many explicit references to him. Nonetheless, what I would like to dis-
cuss here is specifically the way in which Miki deals with the function of 
myth and ideology within this text, and how myth surfaces as a conceptual 
tool in its own right.

In the course of his description, Miki announces two basic forms of social 
knowledge: doxa and mythos. Far from dismissing these as pre-scientific 
(and therefore a-scientific), Miki insists that they should be regarded as 
proper scientific objects of study. Doxa includes (but is not limited to) the 
notion of common sense (常識). Unlike logos (in this case, science), it makes 
little sense to predicate logical truth or falsehood upon doxa. Moreover, 
doxa does not reveal truth (真) in the sense of ἀληθής, but rather as ὀρθότης 
(or “rightness”). In contrast to objective and eternal truth, doxa is contin-
gent, it exists within a particular social time and space.53 Following Miki, 
what essentially characterizes doxa is its “tendency to equilibrium” within 
a given society. That is to say, this form of knowledge includes the customs 
and norms that tend to reproduce the “normal state” of a society. In order to 
exist in this way, doxa must exclude that which contradicts it.

An important attribute of doxa is its positive practical function: “What 
is necessary for the social praxis is not the knowledge that is formative, but 
rather the knowledge that is a conclusion.”54 That is, doxa offers a deter-
mined knowledge adapted to social circulation. This need not be the actual 
knowledge of the scientist, that continually changes (due to constant inves-

52. Machiguchi 2004, 30 and 75.
53. See mkz 6: 298–99.
54. mkz 6: 302.
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tigations), but rather knowledge in a more accessible form. This is what 
Miki calls a “making of common sense” (常識化).55

Like doxa, myth also has been regarded from the perspective of positiv-
ism as a kind of pre-scientific and therefore inferior state of knowledge. Miki 
challenges this epistemic simplification. For him, myth is the other face of 
doxa. While doxa tends toward harmony, myth, on the contrary, emerges 
during intervals of social contradiction and tends toward change. While 
doxa is spatial and static, myth is temporal and dynamic.56 Finally, while doxa 
is discursive and judicative, myth is symbolic and has pathos as its origin.57

Let us consider these points in more detail. As already stated, doxa and 
myth are neither “good” nor “bad” intellectual faculties per se, but rather 
essentially constitutive forms of the self-arrangement of knowledge of a 
given society. Dogma and utopia, on the other hand, provide a counterpart 
to these concepts. When doxa stops growing (i.e. absorbing new proposi-
tions into the standard set of knowledge) “naturally,” and starts growing 
“teleologically,” that is, in order to preserve harmony, then it becomes what 
Miki terms dogma. In a similar manner, myth becomes utopia when it mixes 
with intellectual instrumentalism.

To draw some tentative conclusions from Miki’s theory of utopia, it is 
necessary to refer to Sorel. Before dealing with a more ethnological concept 
of myth in the late 1930’s, Miki was interested in Sorel’s notion of political 
myth as presented in his Reflections on Violence (1908). This interest can be 
found already in his 1927 text The Philosophy of Pragmatism and Marxism 

「プラグマチズムとマルキシズムの哲学」. Following Bergson, Sorel was con-
vinced that the mind has a fundamental structuring power on reality, and 
that intuition gives access to a potentiality that cannot be recreated by mere 
syllogisms. Sorel founds this idea upon a simple assumption: “men who are 
participating in great social movements always picture their coming action 
in the form of images of battle in which their cause is certain to triumph.”58 

55. mkz 6: 303.
56. See mkz 6: 308. Here, Miki quotes Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (Volume ii, 

1925): “True myth does not begin when the intuition of the universe and its parts and forces is 
merely formed into definite images, into the figures of demons and gods; it begins only when a 
genesis, a becoming, a life in time, is attributed to these figures” (Cassirer 1955, 104).

57. mkz 6: 310.
58. Sorel 1999, 20.
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The image that moves these individuals to action, is what Sorel calls “myth.” 
Against intellectualist analytical politics, myths are not to be “explained” in 
logical terms or reasons; rather, they act directly on the emotions of the peo-
ple. As such, it is central for Sorel to differentiate between myth and utopia. 
Utopias are made-up myths, intellectualist constructs formulated with an 
ulterior strategic objective. Utopias are not directed toward revolution, but 
to a reform in the distant and unreachable future. Myths, on the contrary, 
are present-oriented and grounded on the will of a particular group. In con-
sonance with this, Sorel writes:

A myth cannot be refuted since it is, at bottom, identical to the convic-
tions of a group, being the expression of these convictions in the language 
of movement; and it is, in consequence, unanalysable into parts which 
could be placed on the plane of historical descriptions.59

Miki’s theory of myth owes much to these pragmatic features developed 
by Sorel. Myth is how the force of unconscious pathos is able to express itself 
through human actions. In this respect, when myth amalgamates with scien-
tific standards (logos), it becomes “mytho-logy,” that is, utopia. Thus, utopias 
are myths abstracted from their time and contemplated as if they were pure 
ideas.60

We saw a similar framework in the texts from 1927–1928. There, “bad ide-
ology” perverts consciousness by means of self-commodification. To avoid 
this idealist pattern, Miki inserts dialectic dynamics into the sociological 
method: “Only through dialectics could social science be freed from dogma 
and utopia, and, as a science, itself transcend the consciousness of doxa and 
mythos.”61 For Miki, the method of social science is dialectics. What is dia-
lectic for him? Here, it is difficult to reconstruct a systematic theory of dia-
lectics. Moreover, Miki sometimes seems to be a rather “synthetic” author, 
attempting to compensate for the “top-heavy nature” of logos or pathos by 
finding a middle point between both.62 To put it in simple terms, for Miki, 
the ultimate structure of reality is dialectic, which implies that every event 
is a result of the dynamic contradiction (and not ultimate reconciliation!) 

59. Sorel 1999, 29.
60. mkz 6: 311.
61. mkz 6: 313.
62. Harrington calls it an “an unspecified universalism” (Harrington 2009, 69).
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between logos and pathos. Myth is born from the discontinuities between 
both. Doxa emerges from the continuity between both poles. Miki even 
defines the human being, or ningen (人間), as a mediator (中間者). A per-
son’s consciousness is not just objectively determined, but also subjectively. 
Miki calls the first of these a “logos-consciousness,” and the second a “pathos-
consciousness.”63 The first is guided by the “idea” (イデー), while the second 
is guided by embodied emotions. In the same manner, the sociologist must 
understand society and individuals in their dialectics as ningen so as to avoid 
any mode of hypostatization.64 Therefore, the unification implemented by 
the discipline of social science is the recognition of such dynamic.

Thus, the sociologist reconciles the double-determination of reality 
using the notion of “ideology” as a conceptual tool. Miki introduces here 
a distinction between shapes (形態) and forms (形式). For example, psy-
chology deals, according to Miki, with an abstraction of the mental forms 
of consciousness. By means of contrast, ideology conceives of the “shape 
of consciousness” (意識形態), wherein the form (形式) and the content  
(内容) of consciousness are the same thing.65 As a consequence, we learn 
that social science (as the science of ideology) does not merely treat the 
formal contents of people’s beliefs, but also their embodied affections and 
desires, with their doxa and their myth.

After Marx and Engels, one of the main transformations in the concept 
of ideology is that not just the contents of someone’s beliefs are brought into 
doubt, but also its whole structure. The disguising of an interest beneath the 
form of an idea is what Mannheim calls a “particular” concept of ideology. 
Its counterpart, the “total” concept of ideology, has a broader range; it indi-
cates rather that the whole “perspectiveness” of a group is shaped according 
to a set of interests that do not possess a mere causal relationship, but rather 
exert a structuring effect on the Weltanschauung of the group.

Miki asks himself whether his theory of ideology does not fall into rela-
tivism by postulating this continuous change together with the ontological 
substrate of the fundamental experience. Admittedly, Miki adheres to a prag-
matist understanding of truth, according to which, truth is socio-historical 

63. See mkz 6: 315.
64. See mkz 3: 314.
65. mkz 3: 321.
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and progressively reveals itself in a dialectical (albeit inconclusive) fashion. 
Bourgeois ideology is itself, although Miki defines it as a false consciousness, 
a moment (契機) of truth.66 This ultimately proves to be a “dialectical ideo-
logical view” (弁証法的なイデオロギー的見方) that might allegedly spawn 
the danger of a new absoluteness. In fact, Mannheim formulates the same 
problem, avoiding relativism by postulating a “relationism”:

Relationism signifies merely that all of the elements of meaning in a given 
situation have reference to one another and derive their significance 
from this reciprocal interrelationship in a given frame of thought. Such a 
system of meanings is possible and valid only in a given type of historical 
existence, to which, for a time, it furnishes appropriate expression. When 
the social situation changes, the system of norms to which it had previ-
ously given birth ceases to be in harmony with it.67

Undoubtedly, Miki echoes this idea when he writes that the practi-
cal actuality of the proletarian ideology adopts the form of truth within 
the limits of the present. The Idee of truth (i.e. the eternalization of truth) 
remains, therefore, a problematic abstraction. In such a manner, a theory of 
ideology is simultaneously a critique of ideology.68 What is also important 
here is the manner in which Miki alters the meaning of ideology therewith. 
Previously, all sciences were termed “ideology” as secondary logos; now, the 
“ideological point of view” becomes the main conceptual tool of social sci-
ences in implementing a praxis-oriented critique of society.

Myth and critical ideology

In this third section, I will bring both texts together, stressing the 
importance of myth and ideology and determining what Miki’s ideas on 
myth might still offer today. Here, I don’t want to compare Miki’s philoso-
phy with contemporary reflections on political myth; this important task 
should be the focus of another investigation. Nonetheless, I think that the 
semantic field implemented by some contemporary authors (like Chiara 
Bottici and especially Yves Citton) would help to put Miki’s potentiality 

66. See mkz 6: 348.
67. Mannheim 1979, 76.
68. See mkz 3: 337.
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into perspective and identify as to how the problems noted by Miki resonate 
in the contemporary discussion on political myth.

Miki is a writer who avoids definitions and systematization, something 
that renders the interpretation of his philosophy very challenging. This 
criticism is not new, and can already be found during Miki’s own times, 
for example, in Tsuchida Kyōson’s book on Marxist criticism (1930), 
wherein he states: “What does Miki mean by ‘proletarian’?” Until now I 
have not heard from Miki a definition of the concept of proletarian even 
once.”69 Tsuchida devotes an entire chapter to criticizing Historical Mate-
rialism, emphasizing that Miki completely misunderstands Marx’s philoso-
phy. Indeed, Miki was not considered to be a Marxist at all. Even after his 
detention, he was criticized by his colleagues from the Proletarian Science 
group.70 As outlined above, Miki’s philosophy denigrates abstraction while 
itself lacking the ability to illustrate his ideas with any concrete examples 
and extensive definitions. Regardless, I submit that it is possible to read 
between the lines in order to extract an original theory of ideology and 
myth from Miki’s works.

A strong continuity exists between both Historical Materialism and the 
Present-day Consciousness and Preparatory Concepts in Social Science. Firstly, 
against a superfluous interpretation of ideology as false consciousness, Miki 
defends the idea of ideology as framed by the fundamental experience of 
labor. Moreover, in the second text, Miki characterizes ideology as the point 
of view that social science should adopt to understand common sense and 
myth as playing a central role within the communal arena. Secondly, both 
texts warn against forms of commodification of consciousness as a result of 
alienation. In the first text, we find this in the form of “a ghostly (妖怪的) 
objectivity” and “bad ideology,” while, in the second, Miki uses the notion 
of dogma and utopia as an example (or, in general, what he also dubs “mere 
ideology”).

In both texts, then, ideology has the potential of serving as a critical 
framework by which to analyze and criticize the commodification of social 
knowledge. Myth (which was already present in the first book in its Sorelian 
form) plays an important role as the form of knowledge arising during times 

69. Tsuchida 1930, 256.
70. See Machiguchi 2004, 88–9; Tairako 2019, 61.
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of change and revolution. Myth is a revolutionary form of symbolic knowl-
edge that articulates social movements during critical periods of interrupted 
social cohesion. As I previously stated, Miki was very aware of the political 
(and sometimes dangerous) function of myth, to such an extent that some 
of his later journalistic contributions also deal explicitly with the related 
topics of “slogan,” “propaganda,” and “rhetoric,” among others.71 

The political role of myth has been reworked by numerous thinkers dur-
ing the twentieth and twenty-first centuries: Ernst Cassirer, Hans Blumen-
berg, Jan Assmann, and Christopher G. Flood, to name but a few. Chiara 
Bottici in her book A Philosophy of Political Myth (2000), offers a convinc-
ing genealogy of the concept, which also confirms many of the main features 
already found in Miki: myths operate with a logic that cannot be falsified 
in scientific terms; their strength lies in the creation of new meaning shared 
by a group; their anchoring point is placed at the present of praxis.72 Her 
book Imaginal Politics (2014) and Yves Citton’s Mythocratie (2010) vindi-
cate myth together with the imperative to reactivate political imagination.

Citton’s assessment is particularly appealing due to his treatment of poli-
tics as an economy of affects. According to him, one of the keys to under-
standing the rise of populism lies in its ability to interpret and conduct 
affects. While more rationalist factions might account some feelings encour-
aged by the Right (such as fear of immigration) as merely false, disregarding 
in this way the subjectivity of certain part of the population, Citton argues 
that as feelings they cannot be wrong, and they should be acknowledged 
and transformed by means of new emancipatory narratives.73 Now, Miki, 
in his own time and his own way, amplified Sorel’s concept of volitional 
myth by grounding it on the potency of pathos. In this sense, it is possible 
to recognize here that Miki is not just reproducing Marx’s theory of ideol-
ogy. In his book The Makeup of Society and the Process of Change『社会の
構成並に変革の過程』(1927), Fukumoto exposes a similar schema in which 
he also divides the formation of superstructure into three different layers: 
material production (substructure), life process (superstructure 1), and ide-

71. See for example mkz 16: 13–15; mkz 16: 268–9; mkz 12: 131–47.
72. See for example Bottici 2000, 179, 180, 184.
73. Citton 2000b.
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ology (superstructure 2).74 This notwithstanding, the structural correlativ-
ity noted above has its limits within the ontological hermeneutic employed 
by Miki. Against a more traditional interpretation of Marx, Miki’s original-
ity lies in having laid the foundations for an ontological Marxism, locating 
fundamental experience functioning as a co-determination of subject and 
object as the formative ground of the whole model. For this reason, myth is 
an element of ideology, albeit a fundamental one demonstrating precisely 
the pathetic grounding of ideology. Miki adds to Marx a very personal inter-
pretation of Heidegger, according to which the ground of ideology is a valid 
form of pathetical inter-subjectivity (as Citton writes: “since we mostly feel 
‘in crowds’”),75 which is a composit of both doxa and myth. Thus, the sub-
ject of ideology is not merely supra-individual (超個的), but social (社会
的), and therefore corporal (身体的) in the explicit sense of “Leib.”76 During 
periods of political dislocation, myths do push the limits of the normalized 
discourse, setting new limits, proposing new images, and addressing not the 
ideas, but the emotions of the society. By doing so, they offer their own intu-
itive “storytelling,” their own interpretation of the changing reality.77

The semantic resemblance between Miki and Citton can also be located 
in the dark side of myth. While Miki sees in commodification the moment 
of the “eternalization” of myths, Citton, building upon Spinoza and Negri, 
defines power (pouvoir) as the capacity to canalize “[l]es puissances multi-
ples et pluridirectionnelles des corps et des esprits humains” through differ-
ent forms of institutionalization that tend to individualize and limit their 
circulation.78 Thus, to employ Bottici’s expression, this is what transforms 
“phantasmata” into “phantoms,”79 or myths into abstractions: the mecha-
nism of hiding (or “burying,” as Miki writes) the intersubjective nature of 
relations from the experience of labor and social knowledge.

74. Fukumoto 1927, 164.
75. Citton 2000b, 64.
76. See mkz 6: 413.
77. “On dira ainsi qu’un récit est un discours que raconte une histoire, et qu’une histoire se 

définit minimalement comme une transformation d’états affectant le rapport d’un certain sujet 
avec un certain objet…” (Citton 2000a, 70).

78. Citton 2000a, 43.
79. Citton 2014, 57.
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Conclusion

Miki’s study of myth and ideology offers a means by which to 
articulate different periods within his work, together with a conceptual 
apparatus to understand the dynamics of social formations of knowledge. A 
comparison of the texts from 1928 and 1932 permits us to speculate on the 
relationship between ideology and myth. While “mere ideology” (単なるイ
デオロギー, that is, false consciousness) remains an abstraction, myth and 
“critical” ideology are praxis-oriented and located within the historical pres-
ent. Arguing against unilateral positivism, Miki recognizes that societies 
cannot exist without any form of myth or ideology. During times of crisis, 
myths are the social form of knowledge able to create a new horizon bridg-
ing the gap between subject and object. Although Miki does not expand 
on this, it might be stated that myth, by means of its relation to pathos, can 
rebuild a link between ideology and fundamental experience. Put simply, 
while Miki warns in 1928 against the commodification/yōkai-fication of 
ideology by losing contact with the base of labor, he warns in 1932, by means 
of contrast, against the perpetuation of dogmas and utopias, which also 
resemble reification in their hypostatization of truth. 

*  The author would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers and Oki Masataka 
for their suggestions and comments. This article was completed with the financial 
support of the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science.
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