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Anti-Nature in Nature Itself

The present paper was originally conceived as an introduction to a com-
panion volume of the author’s 2018 monograph, Phänomenologie der Com-
passion: Pathos des Mitseins miteinander. In particular, it aims to lay the 
foundation for including the element of “anti-nature” in our ideas of the 
natural world—material, animate, and human. Revising our idea of nature, 
and with it our idea of the “other,” entails revisiting the logic of identity, 
and to this end the author references the work of Nishida Kitarō and his 
notion of “absolutely contradictory self-identity.” The author sees the basic 
archetypal pattern behind his proposal echoed in ancient mythology, 
which in turn can help illuminate the underlying structure and orientation 
of modern, technological society. The ethical questions this raises, it is sug-
gested, will require further interdisciplinary and international cooperation 
among scholars. 
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The concept of “anti-nature” (反自然), which is suggestive of the term 
“anti-naturalism,” was adopted by Hans Robert Jauß for use in the 

field of the history of literature to analyze the poetry of Charles Baudelaire, 
Stéphane Mallarmé, and others.1 The confrontation he set up between an 
anti-moralistic attitude deliberately aimed at opposing decadent lifestyles 
and a commonsense moralism was meant to argue that the aesthetic sense 
emerges only from a posture of anti-naturalism. Others have attempted to 
follow his lead in this regard,2 but in each case, the “anti-” in “anti-nature” 
was assumed to refer to something that stands outside of and external to 
“nature.” In what follows, I propose that we reconsider the idea to under-
stand anti-nature as in nature itself, where “nature” refers to the natural 
world as well as to the internal, fundamentally spiritual nature of human 
beings.3 My starting point is the insight that spiritual nature as well as phys-
ical nature already contain in themselves a self-contradictory element.4 As 
a corollary, I intend to show that there is always an element of “anti-coex-
istence” within “coexistence,” and, therefore, that the role of contradiction 
must always be taken into account in all reflection on the nature and condi-
tions of the “coexistence” of internal spiritual nature and external physical 
nature.

1. Cf. Jauss 1992. 
2. See, for instance, Rosset 1973 
3. As is well known, the Latin word natura contains both of these meanings. The 

Sino-Japanese word shizen (自然) was used mainly as an adjective until the Meiji era when 
it took on the additional meaning. Shinran (1173–1263) coupled shizen with jinen (see his 

『末燈抄』) to include the innermost spiritual meaning of the word. Moreover, when Laozi re-
marks in chapter 25 of the Daodejing: “The dao (道) accords with nature (自然),” the word is 
taken to include the natural outer world as well as the spiritual and internal world. 

4. See Ōhashi 2013, 2014, 2019. 
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This leads to the question of whether and to what extent the “identity” 
determined by the law of identity expresses the true essence of being. To 
speak of anti-nature “in” nature itself would contradict the formal logical 
principle of identity. In turn, such a challenge to the law of identity can help 
shed further phenomenological light on the logic of the “self-identity of 
absolute contradiction” proposed by Nishida Kitarō.5 In this sense, the pres-
ent discussion of “nature itself ” is intended as a step in the development of 
a phenomenological argument for Nishida’s position. The idea is not new. 
One sees echoes of it in the thinking of Heidegger as well as in Wittgen-
stein’s rejection of the “law of the identity.”6 In religion and ethics, the pres-
ence of anti-nature within nature is linked to the question of the “pathos of 
coexistence” and hence to “compassion” in both its Buddhist and Christian 
senses.7 There is an abyss in the “pathos of anti-coexistence” that is also to be 
found in “compassion.” Reflection on “coexistence” must take into account 
the latent disposition to “anti-coexistence” in human beings and its expres-
sion in the form of “evil” and “sin.”

We begin with the external world of nature. The second law of thermo-
dynamics, which deals with entropy, implies that the natural physical order 
has an internal tendency towards collapse and disorder. The law of entropy 
as such is a “natural law,” which includes the breakdown of the natural order. 
This means that the self-identity of the natural order contains within itself a 

5. I have attempted to develop this in Ōhashi 2018, where I tried to develop ideas related to 
Nishida’s logic of the “self-identity of absolute contradiction.” Nishida speaks of “contradictory 
self-identity” frequently in his writings, but I would draw attention to an essay devoted specifi-
cally to the question, “Absolutely Contradictory Self-Identity” (Nishida 1939).

6. See Heidegger 1957. Wittgenstein’s rejection of the law of identity is taken up in his 
Tractatus Logico-philosophicus, although he did not produce a monograph on the topic as such. 
Bertrand Russell has provided a penetrating look at Wittgenstein’s position. I cite from his ac-
count: 

The definition of identity by means of the identity of indiscernibles is rejected [by Wittgen-
stein], because the identity of indiscernibles appears to be not a logically necessary principle. 
According to this principle x is identical with y if every property of x is a property of y, but it 
would, after all, be logically possible for two things to have exactly the same properties. If this 
does not in fact happen that is an accidental characteristic of the world, not a logically neces-
sary characteristic, and accidental characteristics of the world must, of course, not be admit-
ted into the structure of logic. Mr. Wittgenstein accordingly banishes identity and adopts 
the convention that different letters are to mean different things. (Russell 1922, xvii)
7. See note 5 above.
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natural tendency to the dissolution of its very self-identity. Hence, we may 
speak of an “anti-natural order within the natural order.”

The idea of anti-nature within nature entails recognizing the irreversibil-
ity of time as an intrinsic part of the natural world. This question requires 
not only philosophical analysis but also careful scientific consideration, 
something beyond the scope of the present paper. Suffice it here to point 
out that the irreversibility of time is the source of a contradictory identity 
intrinsic to life in general. While the phenomenon of life involves self-
preservation and growth, the reverse process of its decay inevitably ends in 
death. Because every step of living is also a step closer to death, life cannot 
be viewed simply as self-identical. In this sense, mortality and the finitude of 
life represent “anti-nature” within the nature of life itself. 

Consider the case of autoimmune diseases, in which a biological function 
meant to exclude harmful foreign matter from entering an organism turns 
around and attacks the normal immune system of the body. In other words, 
the body’s own tissue attacks the body itself. Here again, the “nature” of the 
living body contains its own “anti-nature.” The “foreign” matter does not 
come from outside, but is already within the body itself as its own “other.” 
Cancer is another example of how a living body can produce something 
antithetical to itself that will lead to its own negation. The very activity of 
the body works to annihilate the body. The cancer may not be normal for 
the body, but it is a natural phenomenon nonetheless. So long as a living 
body is regarded as an organic coexistence of its parts, cancer cells may be 
said to represent an element of anti-coexistence within it. 

The human being internalizes the essence of the outer world, which, 
like all of nature, is a being-in-time. The human mind is capable of reflec-
tive thought, something that plants and animals lack, but precisely for this 
reason it is susceptible to insanity, unreasonable and destructive impulses, 
diabolical criminality, and so forth. The disposition to “coexistence” is, of 
course, part and parcel of human nature, but this is often accompanied by 
a deep, often subconscious desire for solitude and subversion of the status 
quo. In Notes From Underground, Dostoevsky remarks on the phenomenal 
tendency of human beings to stupidity, such that if a Palace of Crystal were 
to arise in which all economic problems were resolved mathematically in 
the twinkling of an eye, they would be driven to boredom. In the midst of 
this rationalized existence, we might expect some individual to stand up and 
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speak against it all: “I say, gentleman, hadn’t we better kick over the whole 
show and scatter rationalism to the winds, simply to send these logarithms 
to the devil, and to enable us to live once more at our own sweet foolish 
will?”8 Or again, Freud’s allusions to a “death drive” and the “destrudo” 
energy that drives it may be seen as a form of anti-nature in the nature of 
life.9 The idea of coexistence, of course, resonates with the ideals of democ-
racy and humanism. At the same time, the idea contains within itself the 
urge to break away from coexistence, which is more than merely a destruc-
tive force. Without it, democracy and humanism might very well one day 
end up building a Palace of Crystal that would suffocate the humanity out 
of us. As we shall see, this conflict at the heart of coexistence will come into 
still clearer relief when we consider the contradictory identity of “freedom.” 

Overview: varieties of the “other”

The prefix “co-” in “coexistence” implies the presence of an “other,” 
which has becomes a central theme in philosophy since the last century. The 
“other” is someone who, however similar or dissimilar to me, presents to 
me an existence different from my own. To coexist with an “other” always 
involves a confrontation with an otherness or alienness, first as a socioethi-
cal or religious issue and only then as a politico-economic and material one. 
From the start, it is entangled in the logical problem of the law of identity 
discussed above.

Regarding the socioethical dimension of otherness, we may take a clue 
from the thought of Thomas Hobbes and his argument that human beings, 
left to their “natural state,” would turn on one another like wolves, homo 
homini lupus. Things may not be as self-evident as Hobbes would have us 
believe, but if we grant him the point and follow his thought to its logi-
cal consequences, we come to his sovereign state of “Leviathan” in which 
human beings treat each other like gods: homo homini deus.10 Modern theo-

8. Dostoevsky 1864, §6.
9. See Freud 1923. Like many scholars, I find the notion of “destrudo” as an energy that 

powers the death drive questionable. Unlike the drive to love or “libido,” it does not seem to 
qualify as an energy at all.

10. On these two points, see Ōhashi 2018, 260–90.
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ries of law and politics have tended to develop in this direction, albeit with-
out deifying the citizens of an ideal state. 

What is missing in Hobbes’ theory is the reality of the “other.” To begin 
with, he did not take into consideration how to structure a world of mul-
tiple Leviathans, in which each state struggles to maintain its sovereignty 
in competition with every other. Also absent from his account is a sense of 
the otherness of the natural world into which we are all thrown from birth, 
with the result that his theories are not equipped to deal with the climate 
crisis that threatens the health of our planet. It was only in the wake of the 
industrial revolution that ecological questions rose to prominence, so that 
in our own times, the interpenetration of the within of human nature and 
the without of the natural world have all but become self-evident.

This last point bears emphasizing. The problem of the “other” can no 
longer be restricted to other persons; it must also include other creatures. 
Twentieth-century phenomenology took up the former but by and large 
neglected the latter.11 By “creatures” I mean to include not only organic and 
biological entities (autrui in the narrow sense), but also the inorganic world 
of matter (l’autre in the broad sense).12 In a word, we might say that over 
the last century phenomenology has remained unapologetically anthropo-
centric. To acknowledge that fact is to commit ourselves to including the 
manifold of nonhuman “things” that form a fundamental part of our lives. 
In addition to things like earth, water, and air that belong to us and envelop 
our existence as human beings, there are things like houses, furniture, books, 
money, clothes, footwear, and so forth that are essential to everyday living. 
But more than that, we cannot omit from the category of the “other” the 
range of things appended to the “internal” workings of our bodies, things 
like artificial hearts, artificial bones, and artificial tissue that constitute a 
non-organic “other” in an organic body.

Before continuing, we should add a word about manufactured goods. 

11. Representative of phenomenologists who have taken up the question of the “other” are 
Edmund Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Emmanuel Levinas, and Bernhard Waldenfels. Even so, their 
analysis has in most cases been limited to other persons and has exclude other life forms, let alone 
inanimate matter. I have touched on this neglect in Ōhashi 2018, chaps. 1 and 2.

12. The question of the otherness of things is not ancillary to that of the otherness of persons. 
Indeed, it can prove at times to be more challenging and penetrating. See Ōhashi 2018, 39ff 
and 65ff. 
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Modern technology has enabled us to produce, and subsequently depend 
upon, a wide variety of “things” of high quality and refined detail. In a 
sense, we have turned into “technical beings.” Our tools of production 
has reversed our role from that of user of things to that of being used by 
things. Consequently, the human being has been reified (verdinglicht). The 
social systems we created provide a further superstructure, which in turn 
shapes the modern human individual. Human agency has become insti-
tutionalized to the point that the the product of this agency can manage 
its makers like a foreign agent. The distribution system for it networks 
transforms the humans who enter it as users into something to be used by 
the ai functions that manage the network. This technological manipu-
lation is a perfect example of what Heidegger, more than half a century 
ago, called the Ge-stell. Just as the German term vorstellen describes imag-
ining as a “setting-ahead”; as the word herstellen describes manifactur-
ing as a “setting-hither”; and as bestellen describes “setting-up” or “putting 
in order,” so, too, Ge-stell suggests an “enframing” structure that provides 
the fundamental setting for the whole of human life.13 This framework 
generates a kind of “anti-nature”: the more technology reshapes the natu-
ralness of the “natural world,” the more we become alienated from it.

Of course, the modern technology that drives this Ge-stell remains, in 
itself, thoroughly connected and bound to the physical laws of nature and, 
as such, it is something quite “natural.” In keeping with the law of nature, it 
estranges and skews the “naturality” of nature. We should conclude that the 
anti-nature in nature itself is deeply rooted in the field of technology. This 
fact is visible, but the reason why is not.

Hints from mythological archetypes

The various forms of “anti-natural otherness” and their modes of 
coexistence are far too numerous to list, but I believe it is possible to identify 
a certain basic archetypal pattern that will aid further analysis of the ques-
tion. This pattern may be seen to crystallize in the intuitive worldview of the 
ancients as we find it preserved in classical mythology. I am thinking, for 

13. There are many texts of Heidegger in which the Ge-stell is thematically mentioned. It suffices 
here to give only one representative text: Heidegger 1953.
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instance, of the resistance of the Titans against the Gods of Olympus. Zeus 
and his brothers established hegemony by vanquishing this race of giants, 
but in no time their divine order was disrupted by conflicts among the 
Gods. Greek mythology is rich in stories of love and hatred, of jealousy and 
revenge. The coexistence of the Gods mirrors the order of a nature which 
bears within it elements of anti-nature that introduce disorder into the pic-
ture. A stable order seems “natural” so long as it is preserved, but the shadow 
of resistance and the threat of disorder is no less natural. 

Plato refers to the conflict between the Gods and Titans as a struggle 
over the nature of being (ἀμφισβήτησιν περὶ τῆς οὐσίας).14 He was referring 
to the ongoing dispute over the central theme of ancient Greek metaphys-
ics: for some, ousia was a material body (σῶμα); for others, it was an idea. 
More than a metaphysical disagreement over what being is, the dispute 
hearkened back to an existential conflict at the core of life itself depicted in 
the battle between the Gods and Titans. When the question of the relation 
between nature and anti-nature is transferred to the conceptual framework 
of philosophy, it becomes banal and lifeless, and is allowed to descend into 
a mere discussion of the relationship between the ideas of harmony and dis-
harmony. “Anti-nature” implies something internally deeper than a juggle of 
words, something closer to the battles on Olympus.

The Judea-Christian myth of Lucifer, the fallen angel, points us in the 
same direction. In Isaiah, 14:12 we read: 

How you have fallen from heaven,
morning star, son of the dawn!

You have been cast down to the earth,
you who once laid low the nations! 

The morning star refers to the cruel tyrant of Babylon who once bore on his 
head a crown of lightning but had been vanquished. The name Lucifer, the 
bearer of light and once radiant archangel who fell from the heavens, derives 
from this legend.

The image of Lucifer the fallen angel discloses the intuitive understand-
ing of an ancient people that beauty is conjoined inseparably with ugliness, 
just as light is with darkness. It is the same wisdom that knows to expect the 

14. Plato, The Sophist, 246a.7–8
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presence of evil in a world that aims at the good. As we read in the Book of 
Revelation 12, the shining angel who descended to the darkness was trans-
formed into a formidable dragon who rebelled against the divine order. The 
imagery draws a clear link between the reality of anti-nature and the prob-
lem of evil.

A similar pattern is visible in Buddhist mythology, where the demon king 
Pāpīyas is said to dwell in the sixth and highest heaven of the “six-worlds” 
universe. The most detailed narration of the story is to be found in the Sutra 
of the Origins of the Bodhisattva (菩薩本縁経).15 The scheming Pāpīyas cov-
ers up for the status of the God Indra to protect it from being usurped by 
the king Vijitāvin, a Bodhisattva in one of the former lives of Śākyamuni 
Buddha.16 In the sutra, Indra, originally a Hindu God, appears as a guard-
ian deity of Buddhism, but his actions are those of the demon Pāpīyas. In 
other words, the two contrasting figures, the guardian deity of Buddhism 
and the heathen deity resisting the Buddha, are represented by one and same 
divine figure of Indra. This resonates with the Judeo-Christian myth where 
the angel of light and beauty who served God and the fallen angel of dark-
ness and evil are originally the same figure. Both religious traditions mani-
fest the intuition that within the divine nature itself a resistant anti-nature 
is present.

The groundlessness of the “anti-”

With everything that has been said so far, we have yet to reach the 
innermost reality of anti-nature. The contrast between extremes like light 
and dark, beauty and ugliness, positive and negative, good and evil is some-
thing external and laid out on a single spectrum. The deepest layer of the 
“anti-” is only disclosed when this externality is internalized.

To verify this hermeneutically, we need to take a clue from human expe-
rience. I suggest the phenomenon of “freedom.” As humans, our instincts 
drive us not only to respect what is good but also to do what is evil. This 
tendency is part of free will, which is disposed to resist outside control, even 

15. See: http://21dzk.l.u-tokyo.ac.jp/SAT/satdb2015.php .
16. For a comparative reflection on the demon king Pāpīyas and the God Indra, see Itō 2006, 

109–11. 
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when we are ordered to do good. Kant introduced the notion of “radical 
evil” as an original disposition in human nature that stands opposed to the 
the will to goodness, which is also a fundamental part of our makeup. Kant 
maintains that, despite the story of Adam and Eve, the origins of evil in the 
Old Testament remain “inexplicable.”17 For him, free will is not to be seen as 
one of the poles along a contextually structured and therefore “explicable” 
spectrum of good and evil. When he says that the origins of evil are inexpli-
cable, he means that evil is not an opposite extreme or anti-pole of the good, 
and indeed that the ground of the duality between good and evil needs to 
be detached from the idea of a “ground.” Free action has the character of an 
ungrounded act, an act from an Ungrund.

Here again, we may turn to mythology for an archaic intuition of this 
groundlessness, namely in the story of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Para-
dise. In the natural world of the Garden of Eden, they were free, but their 
freedom was conditioned on their not eating the fruit of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. Their freedom entailed an “anti-freedom.” The 
divine prohibition was an “anti-freedom within freedom itself,” a direct con-
tradiction to the concept of freedom. To exercise freedom is to encounter 
this prohibition. When Adam violated this “anti-natural” ban, he forfeited 
the freedom that had been granted him in the natural world of Paradise 
and had to be expelled. Ever thereafter, his descendants bore the mark of his 
original offense against the divine prohibition.

The story of Adam and Eve exposes the structural contradiction at the 
heart of the idea of freedom. The upshot of the story is not, however, a com-
pletely negative history. It has also a positive and creative consequence: as 
a result of violating the prohibition, humans acquired the ability to “create 
from nothing” (ex nihilo), which had previously been exclusive to God and 
denied his creatures. People began to produce things through labor. Indeed, 
as Hegel pointed out in his Lectures on Philosophy of Religion, “Labor 
becomes pronounced as a penalty for sin.”18 Though not strictly a creatio ex 
nihilo, labor is a creative production of things. Hegel, who was convinced of 

17. “…wodurch also der erste Anfang alles Bösen überhaupt als für uns unbegreiflich… vorg-
estellt… wird” (Kant 1956, 47).

18. “Als Strafe der Sünde ist ausgesprochen die Arbeit” (Hegel 1831, 259). 
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“the unity of divine nature and human nature throughout history,”19 under-
stood the banishment from Paradise as the reclamation of this unity by 
human beings, but much the same argument can be constructed today with-
out recourse to the concept of God. Modern technology has succeeded in 
creating new forms of matter and life that would never have been produced 
through the workings of the natural world alone. Whether it is people or 
cyborgs who use these products, the technology is approaching the status of 
an imago Dei. 

An imago or copy is, of course, different from the original. But what pre-
cisely is the difference here between God and the image of God? We may 
take a hint from the fact that the story of the expulsion from Paradise does 
not tell us why Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s order, only that they did so. 
Eve was tempted by the snake to eat of the forbidden fruit from the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil, and she tempted Adam to do likewise. The 
ground of their reasoning is not explained or justified. In Genesis 1:27, we 
read: “God created humankind in his own image.” So precisely why did Eve, 
an imago Dei, succumb to the temptation and seduce Adam, also an imago 
Dei, into yielding as well?

Christian theologians have struggled to explain the ground of original sin 
without having to fault God as the supreme Good. Kant’s remarks on the 
inexplicability of evil derive from this same enigma. The only way to answer 
this why would be to point to a without a why (ohne Warum) that does 
not answer to a rational because. This suggests another mode of thought, if 
indeed we may speak of “thinking” at all in this context. The nature of logi-
cal, rational thought is to ground itself in one or the other because. Think-
ing without a why requires that we let go of causal and rational modes of 
thought. But how it is possible to think without a why and not fall into 
irrationality? In his treatise on “Freedom,” Schelling described this realm of 
without a why as a non-ground (Ungrund), a concept originally developed by 
the German mystic Jacob Böhme.20 

The non-ground is not the same as the abyss (Abgrund), which refers to 
an unfathomable depth hidden from view. The abysmal ground relates to 
the ground as its opposite pole. To borrow Plato’s language, the non-ground 

19. “Die Einheit der göttlichen und menschlichen Natur” (Ibid., 273).
20. See Schelling 1834, 406ff. Regarding Schelling‘s argument,see Ōhashi 2012 and 2015.
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constitutes “the other side” (ἐπέκεινα),21 that is to say, “the other side of the 
ground in general.” But this “other side” is not an infinitely distant. It must 
be present in the real world. The totality of existing things stems from the 
“onset of creation,” in which there is no preceding cause and which consti-
tutes therefore a groundless “nothing.” Schelling mentions human “char-
acter” and “action” as examples of this non-ground.22 Had he extended his 
horizon to include the totality of existing things, he might have liberated 
“non-ground” from thinking and transferred it from mystic speculation to 
phenomenological description.23 

Hegel, who had also tried to develop a philosophy of nature and acknowl-
edged the profoundness of Schelling’s insight, avoided the idea of “non-
ground.” Instead, he aimed to construct a system of the “Absolute” in which 
every “other” is negated through a “negation of negation” that preserves 
what has been negated at a higher level of reality. In the human world, this 
process of sublation does not always proceed as harmoniously as it does in 
the world of external nature. As he says, “The calm appearance that devel-
opment takes in nature shows up in the spirit as a hard, unending struggle 
against itself.”24 The harmonious identity of the outer world of nature, he 
understood, is replaced in the world of the spirit by the presence of an “anti-
nature” in itself. Accordingly, he refers to the Idea or implicit structure of 
reality as “spirit in itself asleep in nature.”25

Seen from a religious standpoint, this anti-nature lies within the inner-
most recesses of the spirit. Kierkegaard says in The Concept of Anxiety that 
the divine prohibition was a cause of anxiety for Adam “because it awoke 
in him the possibility of freedom.”26 Consciously or subconsciously, a pro-
hibition harbors the temptation to violate it and hence evokes a feeling of 
freedom willing to forego peace and tranquility to attain a higher state. 
Consciousness of freedom entails an awareness of the finitude of existence, 

21. Plato, Politics, 509b.9.
22. Schelling 1813, 93.
23. See Ōhashi 2016. 
24. “Die Entwicklung, die in der Natur ein ruhiges Hervorgehen ist, ist im Geist ein harter 

unendlicher Kampf gegen sich selbst” (Hegel 1823, 76). 
25. “Die Idee oder der in der Natur schlafende ansichseiende Geist…” (Hegel 1817, 384). 
26. “Das Verbot ängstigt ihn, weil das Verbot die Möglichkeit der Freiheit in ihm weckt” 

(Kierkegaard 1844, 43).
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the extreme form of which is one’s own mortality. The confrontation with 
finitude can involve having one’s existence thrown back on oneself as that 
which can never be represented or replaced by an “other.” To the believer, 
this “self ” is realized in the presence of God, where one becomes a truly 
singular “individual” (der Einzelne). In Kierkegaard’s words, “As an ‘indi-
vidual’ one stands alone, alone in the world and alone before God.”27 And 
elsewhere: “The individual can refer to one individual among others or to 
each individual.”28 The singular individual is solitary but not isolated. Given 
this “dialectic of the individual,” it must be possible to conceive of a “coexis-
tence of individuals among themselves.” Kierkegaard did not go into detail 
regarding the idea of the individual, let alone its coexistence in society. He 
preferred to pit the “individual” against the “mass,” citing in his defense the 
fact that the scriptures never enjoin us to “Love the mass.”29 Again and again 
he declares that “the mass is untruth,” the “truth”—and only way to exist as a 
believer—residing in the “self ” of the singular individual.

Kierkegaard’s idea of the “mass” was a society in which everything is “flat-
tened” to a lowest common denominator.30 For the modern world, mass 
society is the “natural condition” into which all citizens are born. From the 
viewpoint of mass society, those true individuals who have awakened to 
themselves are in some sense anti-social and “anti-natural” human beings. 
The “anti-” here is directed against the pseudo-natural, the “untrue” form 
of mass society. It is not an opposition from without but emerges from deep 
within society itself, that is, from the soul of the human individual living 
in society. It is “anti-nature in nature itself,” that “anti-everydayness,” that 
marked for Kierkegaard as the zenith of “truth” and “has to do with the 
human ability to be an ‘individual’ in the highest sense of the word.”31 In the 
individual, the “anti-” manifests itselfas something singular and “sublime.”

27. “Als der ‘Einzelne’ ist er [der Mensch] allein, allein in der ganzen Welt, allein vor Gott” 
(Kierkegaard 1850, 97).

28. “Der ‘Einzelne’ kann einen Einzigen unter allen, und er kann jeden bedeuten“ (ibid., 89).
29. Ibid., 85. The promising young Kierkegaardian scholar Anna Berres was studying this 

idea of “the coexistence of singular individuals” when she passed away suddenly in 2017. The 
third and final section of her dissertation, “Verhältnis zum anderen Menschen. Erfahrung des 
und der Anderen,” was left unfinished. 

30. Kierkegaard 1845, 89–97.
31. “…daß es über Menschenkräfte geht, im höchsten Sinne der ‘Einzelne‘ zu sein” (Kierke-
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Kierkegaard’s treatment was taken over by Heidegger in an extended exis-
tential analysis of the human being in Being and Time.32 There the atten-
tion to the singular individual is expressed as the pursuit of “authenticity” 
(Eigentlichkeit). Without going into further detail, I would only point out 
that Heidegger transfers the pious and religious mode of Kierkegaard’s 
thought over to the field of existential philosophy. In another context, but 
again only in passing, we may note Levinas’s remark, “La vie est vie malgré 
la vie.”33 The mere mention of “malgré” lifts the veil on the presence of “anti-
nature in the nature of the life.” The “anti-nature” that Schelling sounded 
to its depths in the “non-ground” takes on an existential “loftiness” in 
Heidegger and Levinas.

A provisional conclusion

If we take the biological ecosystem as a model from the natural 
world for “coexistence” in the historical world of human beings, things like 
the depths or heights of the individual person might strike us as antisocial 
and hence “anti-natural.” No doubt, the kind of antisocial behavior that 
often accompanies artistic creativity or spiritual genius may seem no more 
than self-isolating alienation from the very life-world that gave one birth 
and on which one depends for support. But is the social life-world the only 
true standard of coexistence? If everything that does not measure up were to 
be excluded or suppressed, we would soon end up in a surveillance society 
like animals caged for breeding: well taken care of but deprived of freedom 
of thought and speech. It is not hard to think of examples around the world 
that approach such conditions, and even within supposedly democratic 
societies, one can find signs of tendencies in that direction taking root.

Further work remains to be done on the idea of “anti-nature in nature 
itself,” beginning with a reconsideration of the logical status of “self-iden-
tity.” Talk of an “anti-nature in nature” or “life against life” seems to run 
counter to the “law of identity” which is fundamental to formal logic. How 
can identity logically be said to contain non-identity? As indicated at the 

gaard 1850, 92).
32. See Heidegger 1927, §§61–62.
33. Levinas 1974, 143. 
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outset, Nishida, Heidegger, and Wittgenstein laid the groundwork for this 
problem.

Mention was also made of the nature of modern technology as a neces-
sary part of any discussion of the “otherness” of material things. The further 
technology advances, the more complex the problems seem to become. As 
the world of “things” takes shape as a basic Ge-stell for human life and arti-
ficial intelligence invades more and more of the social structure, the whole 
system may so devalue critical thinking that we begin to find the prospects 
of life as happy automatons more and more appealing. Is a technologically 
engineered society the only possible future that awaits us? Or is there still 
room for Adams and Eves to violate the prohibitions and be cast out from 
the Garden of Ge-stell to imagine new forms of social order in which nature 
and technology can safely coexist? Such are the questions that open out 
before us.

The problems raised here are not reified abstractions but touch on ethical 
and social concerns of everyday life that will need attention in the reforma-
tion of the social order and the framing of new structures. Should noncon-
formists, anti-social individuals, the mentally disabled, and the like be held 
in confinement or can room be made for them in a liberal society to coexist 
and make meaningful contributions? The decision may very well hinge on 
our level of insight into the “anti-nature in nature itself ” and what we do to 
develop it. 

In all of these development, we would do well to keep the idea of “non-
ground” that emerged from Christian mythology in contact with prec-
edents in Mahāyāna Buddhist teachings on “emptiness” (Skt., śūnyatā). As 
the proverb reminds us, 温古知新: “Preserving the old helps in recognizing 
the new.”
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