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   The general suggestion in this presentation is that, while most contemporary analytic philosophers 

of the life’s meaning tend to focus attention just on one type of the problems concerning 

meaningfulness, there exists another type of the problems that are relevant to our philosophical interest 

in the same subject. A part of what I intend to do by suggesting this is criticism of the current situation 

of philosophy of the meaning of life, while I have a more ambitious intention to provide a new topic 

that could be fruitfully discussed in the same field. If I divide the meaning of our key term ‘meaning’ 

into measurable and interpretative (to be explained in another handout), then what I argue would be 

that the contemporary philosophers of the analytic trend systematically neglect the problems 

concerning the latter kind. 

   One of the reasons why I introduce a post-war Japanese Marxist philosopher Umemoto Katsumi 

(1912-1974) in this presentation is that he can be regarded, I would suggest, as asking a question about 

the interpretative meaning of human life and agency. Independently of my present interest, however, 

Umemoto has attracted attention of several researchers particularly in the context of concerning how 

Japanese philosophy developed after the Second World War, because the so-called ‘Subjectivity 

Debate’, which Umemoto himself sparked, could be conceived as the first controversy of the very 

early post-war period (i.e., about 1947-49) in which the debaters elaborated their own thought instead 

of just importing or imitating theories made from abroad. I will therefore explain what the subjectivity 

debate is and why it matters, insofar as relevant to my present concern. 

   In the following, I would mainly try to explain Umemoto’s suggestion which triggered the 

subjectivity problem, as reference materials for my about 20-minute talk. What the subjectivity 

problem is will be briefly explicated at the final stage of my explanation. 

 

1. 

 

   In order to understand why Marxism became a major branch of Japanese philosophy just after the 

war, it might be essential to know that being a member of the Communist Party had been criminalized 

by the notorious peace preservation laws enacted in the nationalistic atmosphere of pre-war Japan. It 

would not be surprising that many post-war Japanese young intellectuals hoped to innovate their 
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philosophy of a new age by investigating the Marxist thought, since this had been a suppressed idea 

they believe which had been coined for changing the world in a radical way. A situation emerged, as 

a result, in which Marxism appeared to many young thinkers not to be a developing perspective 

capable of revision or melioration but to be the completed theory leading them to the goal of human 

emancipation. 

   What we should remark at the outset is that, in such a situation of Marxism’s being somehow 

absolutized in Japan, Umemoto argued for the necessity to supplement the position in question by 

bridging its theoretical gap. He was repeatedly criticized by other Marxists, e.g., Matsumura Kazuto, 

for his understanding of the position in question, though this presentation does not consider whether 

Marxism as adequately understood suffers from lack of something or not. I would rather pay attention 

to what Umemoto means by Marxism’s gap, because I suppose that his argumentation would 

contribute to deepening our understanding of philosophical issues around life’s meaning. 

   The remaining part of this section, and the next section (i.e., Section 2), will introduce Umemoto’s 

theme on historical materialism of Marxism, which many of us (including me) would grasp as a 

familiar suggestion concerning free will and determinism. 

   The question posed by Umemoto, which evoked a heated controversy named ‘Subjectivity Debate’ 

as already mentioned, is summarized by Tajima Masaki, a contemporary Japanese philosopher of so-

called Ōmori School, in the following way: 

 

   Wouldn’t be non-sense to say that a communist who devotes herself or himself to revolution is an 

ethical subject, if communist revolution was historically necessary? Is ethical subjectivity 

compatible with historical necessity?1 

 

As well known, according to historical materialism, the advent of proletarian revolution is historically 

necessary in the sense that, whoever strives against the tide of history, the present capitalist class 

domination, e.g., in Japan will be overthrown through the material-economical process governed by 

an objective law of production relation. It would be, however, reasonable to ask whether this picture 

brings about some absurdity, because, intuitively speaking, there would be something incoherent in 

saying, “Workers of the world, unite!” if the ‘sub-structural’ law-abiding mechanism determined the 

future completion of revolution independently of human ‘super-structural’ intention. It seems, to the 

contrary, that any call for action requires agential subjectivity of the sort incompatible with 

determinism. Umemoto himself says that 

 

   Anything which results from the necessary determination by a preceding thing cannot be [properly] 

                                                      
1 http://blog.livedoor.jp/easter1916/archives/52516248.html 
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called ‘action’. (Umemoto 1947: 21) 

 

Determinism held by Marxism thus carries with it a difficulty concerning agency, or so Umemoto 

suggests. 

   What I have to add in a hurry is that I have no intention to beg the question on the issue about 

compatibilism. My presentation would rather attempt to develop the idea presented in the last 

paragraph in the way that even the compatibilists of agency and determinism at the ontological level 

will find something problematic in the thesis of historical materialism at the level of interpretative 

meaning. Before going on to this issue, however, I will introduce Umemoto’s position as it is. 

 

2. 

 

   Umemoto published at least ten articles concerning the subjectivity problem of Marxism, though 

this presentation focuses on the chronologically first one, titled “The Limit of Human Freedom” (1947), 

because this already developed the author’s essential view. Some preceding study interprets 

Umemoto’s view as almost the same as George Lukács’, who suggested that the proletariats could be 

subjects of history since they would be correctly conscious of the objective condition that they 

themselves are reified (as labor force) in the commercial relationship at the capitalist stage of social 

history (Koschman 1996: 128). Lukács’ idea is, in brief, that adequate consciousness or knowledge 

makes slaves of the necessity into subjects who internalize this destiny, and I would suppose that this 

is a possible reply to the question above mentioned. This section will, however, conclude that this idea 

is not the same as Umemoto’s view, which I would rather qualified as absurdism2 somehow similar 

to my own position (Yamaguchi 2017). 

   In order to grasp Umemoto’s somehow twisted perspective, it might be useful to divide freedom 

into two kind, i.e., phenomenal freedom and principal or fundamental freedom as it were. Umemoto 

accepts, on one hand, a Marxist view that the humanity has been getting freer by uncovering hidden 

laws or mechanisms of nature and society. He calls this process by ‘transition from contingency to 

necessity’ and identifies it with the creative moment of human-freedom augmentation. What we should 

remark here is that Umemoto, who poses a question about freedom and agency to Marxism, admits 

the existence of some of freedom within the Marxist framework. 

   Umemoto, however, asks what is about the fundamental principle or ground of such a creative 

process, as follows. 

 

                                                      
2 By ‘absurdism’ I generally mean a philosophical view or, more properly, attitude which accepts some 

mutually inconsistent theses. As to absurdism in the free-will debate see Nagel 1989. 
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   The human history began at the moment of transition from contingency to necessity, which brought 

about freedom. Our history, therefore, is a trajectory of freedom; but what is then the ground of 

possibility of such an original freedom, which incorporates a contingency into a series of 

necessities? This question does not only apply to the unique beginning of the human history, 

because such an original creation happens at every moment of the history. […] What is, then, 

behind such a ‘creation’? (Umemoto 1947: 17) 

 

The point is, I would suggest, that Umemoto considers the condition of the possibility of freedom and 

creation, and, according to him, a gap of the materialistic framework of Marxism shows up through 

consideration of such a condition. He says Marxism supposes that 

 

   […] the original transition from contingency to necessity were just an objective necessity 

represented in the subjective dimension, and our ability of deciding to act […] were just a 

representation of the objective necessity. (Umemoto 1947: 18) 

 

This implies, however, that “human history as properly understood could not exist at all” (Umemoto 

1947: 18), because, as the quotation suggests, if something which appeared to be a creative agency 

turns out to be a part of a necessity just in a disguising appearance as it were, then it actually cannot 

be took for any proper creation and, as a result, human history, which requires a creative moment, can 

neither exist. The gap Umemoto suggests there is in Marxism is, therefore, that this view could not 

accommodate the ground of free and creative agency within its materialistic framework while the 

human history, whose existence Marxism necessarily admits, requires a free creativity of a human 

subject. 

   What is the most interesting in the context of my presentation is, I remark, not whether Umemoto’s 

incompatibilistic argument just developed is correct, but how he deals with his question, because he 

will not finish his consideration by espousing simple incompatibilism. I would quickly introduce 

Umemoto’s baseline: 

 

1. Umemoto suggests that the ground of creation or freedom is not compatible with materialism of 

Marxism in the sense that the latter cannot incorporate the former within its framework (as just 

explained). 

2. He does not quit being a Marxist in order to save creation. 

3. He does neither give up creation (because Marxism accepts existence of the human history which 

requires a creative moment). 

 

It seems that Umemoto’s thinking got into a dead end, because he apparently tries to accept three 
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theses all of which could not hold at once. It can be, therefore, said at least some sense that Umemoto’s 

position is internally incoherent, and I will qualify this as a sort of absurdism. 

   I should hastily remark that just accepting an internally incoherent view is in itself not any answer 

to the question at issue, i.e., what the ground of free creativity is. Umemoto, as we will see just below, 

will attempt to solve this problem by appealing to the concept of nothingness. What we have to keep 

in mind before reviewing his argument is that Umemoto’s appealing to nothingness should be 

understood as a sort of last resort in the sense that the realization that any item in the domain of being 

cannot contribute to solution of the problem in question would force the philosopher to speak of 

nothingness, of which else one should not speak and must be silent. The remaining part of this section 

introduces Umemoto’s argument referring to nothingness. 

   To explicate at which depth the fundamental freedom has its place, Umemoto argues at first that 

 

   to consider natural-scientific understanding as an action toward nature […] any action involves an 

ego’s [i.e., a subject’s] being posited under a certain condition, and therefore the freedom of an 

agential subject in the historical horizon is presupposed behind the position of the ego in natural-

scientific understanding. (Umemoto 1947: 21) 

 

Certainly, if we natural-scientifically understand nature (including us) as combination of physical 

matters, then we do not objectify any fundamental freedom within the materialist framework3. Such 

an understanding as epistemic action, however, presupposes its agent or subject. Agential freedom, 

therefore, can be regarded as something ‘behind’ or ‘transcending’ the perspective of natural science. 

It is not any so-called Innerweltliches Vorhandensein, to use Heideggerian terminology. 

   What we have to grasp the next is that, according to Umemoto, freedom of the fundamental sort 

keeps being at the level of presupposition, so that we can never objectify it within materialism, as he 

says as follows. 

 

   Can our self-consciousness conceive the freedom behind, if natural-scientific understanding […] 

asks about the behind? It is always suggested, however, that the subject of understanding cannot 

be identified with its object. The epistemic self, therefore, regresses in infinite when one attempt 

to objectify it. It turns out that, if we ask about the possibility of freedom behind, we would 

inevitably face such an abysmal depth (Umemoto 1947: 22). 

 

This passage, I suggest, is the essential explanation of Umemoto’s conception of nothingness, because 

the inconceivability developed in the quotation constitutes nothingness in his argumentation. The point 

                                                      
3 Remark that, according to the Marxists, Marxism was a kind of science at least in the early post-war era. 
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is that, in Umemoto’s view, ‘nothingness’ is not the name of a mysterious substance outside of science 

but rather the reference to the actual process of the infinitely repeated setback of our conceiving 

fundamental freedom. He says in fact that 

 

   If a human being grasped the possibility of freedom behind, then he should totally go out of himself. 

If she or he actually tries to do so, however, a repetition of the self-consciousnesses holds, which 

makes it unable for him to go out of himself. The human being thus should call freedom [of the 

fundamental sort] by ‘nothingness’. (Umemoto 1947: 22-23) 

 

The reason why fundamental freedom be nothingness is, in brief, that, in Umemoto’s view, it is 

something we cannot conceive and therefore beyond the domain of beings, which we can in principle 

grasp from the natural-scientific perspective. What we should remark is that Umemoto does not 

completely purge out the absurdity of his position by appealing to nothingness, because the ground of 

creative agency always keeps being at the level of presupposition and never objectified, which means 

that Umemoto would speak of something he could not speak of in a sense. His concluding position, I 

would suggest, should be therefore construed as some sort of absurdism. 

   What Umemoto did was complement a gap of Marxism he suggested there be with the item of 

nothingness, which reminded post-war intellectuals of the pre-war tradition of the Kyoto School. The 

young Marxists of the new age naturally found the strong necessity to show that Umemoto’s 

suggestion is wrong or at least is not adequate. The mutual examination and criticism between them, 

as a result, brought about a relatively extensive philosophical controversy in the early post-war period 

which would be later named ‘subjectivity debate’, as mentioned at the beginning of this material. This 

presentation has no time to develop a detailed consideration on the content of the debate, to which I 

would devote myself at another chance in a not so distant future.  
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