
UB \Vien 
1 

FB Ostasienwisserischaften 
Japanologie 

1110WATA 

1111 11 I~ I 1~11~111 ~JII ~IIIJllf I ]Ill ~lll!lllllllll lllll 11111111 
j'• 

·r 

WATANABE HIROSHI A History of Japanese 

Political Thought, 

--------- 1600-1-901 



The LTCB International Library Trust 

The LTCB (Long-Term Credit Bank of Japan) International Library 
Trust, established in July 2000, is the successor to the LTCB International 
Library Foundation. It carries on the mission that the foundation's founders 
articulated as follows: 

The world is moving steadily toward a borderless economy and 
deepening international interdependence. Amid economic global
ization, Japan is developing ever-closer ties with nations worldwide 
through trade, through investment, and through manufacturing and 
other localized business operations. 

Japan's global activity is drawing attention to its political, eco
nomic, and social systems and to the concepts and values that 
underlie those systems. But the supply of translations of Japanese 
books about those and other Japan-related subjects has not kept 
pace with demand. 

The shortage of foreign-language translations of Japanese books 
about Japanese subjects is attributable largely to the high cost 
of translating and publishing. To address that issue, the LTCB 
International Library Foundation funds the translation and the dis
tribution of selected Japanese works about Japan's politics, econ
omy, society, and culture. 

International House of Japan, Inc., manages the publishing activities of the 
LTCB International Library Trust, and Chuo Mitsui Trust and Banking 
Company, Ltd., manages the trust's financial assets. 

L TCB International Library Selection No. 30 



A History of 
Japanese Political Thought, 

1600-1901 

WATANABE HIROSHI 

Translated by 

DAVID NOBLE 

L TCB International Library Trust/International House of Japan 



Principal Periods of Japanese History 

Nara 
Heian 
Kamakura 
Ashikaga (Muromachi) 

Northern and Southern Courts 
Warring States (Sengoku) 
Azuchi-Momoyama 
Tokugawa (Edo) 
Meiji 

710-794 
794-1185 

1185-1333 
1336-1573 
1336-1392 
1467-1568 
1568-1600 
1600-1867 
1868-1912 

This book originally appeared in Japanese as Nihon seiii shisoshi: 17-20 seiki 
(Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press, 2010). International House of Japan retains the 
English-language translation rights under contract with Watanabe Hiroshi and 
through the courtesy of the University of Tokyo Press . 

© 2012 International House of Japan 

All rights reserved by International House of Japan. No part of this book may be 
used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except 
for brief quotations in critical articles and reviews. 

First English edition published September 2012 by International House of Japan 
11-16, Roppongi 5-chome, Minato-ku, Tokyo 106-0032, Japan 
Tel: +81-3-3470-9271 Fax: +81-3-3470-9368 
E-mail: ihj@i-house.or.jp 
URL: www.i-house.or.jp/jp 

Printed in Japan 
ISBN 978-4-924971-32-5 



Contents 

Acknowledgments fo_r the English Edition 
lX 

Editorial Conventions 
Xl 

Preface 
AN INVITATION TO THIS BOOK 

1 

Chapter One 
THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF THE MIDDLE KINGDOM: 

CONFUCIANISM 
9 

Chapter Two 
THE SORROWS OF THE SAMURAI 

27 

Chapter Three 
THE MECHANISMS OF SHOGUNAL MAJESTY: 

THE TOKUGAWA POLITICAL SYSTEM 
43 

Chapter Four 
A NATION OF FAMILY BUSINESSES 

61 



Vl CONTENTS 

Chapter Five 
THE LURE OF DANGEROUS THOUGHT: THE ASSIMILATION OF 

CONFUCIANISM AND RESULTING TENSIONS 
77 

Chapter Six 
A NEIGHBORING ORTHODOXY: 

THE ZHU XI SCHOOL OF NEG-CONFUCIANISM 
103 

Chapter Seven 
THE PARADOXES OF LOVE: 

THE THOUGHT OF ITO JINSAI AND ITO TOGAI 
121 

Chapter Eight 
SERVING THE "KING OF JAPAN": 

THE PHILOSOPHY AND POLICIES OF ARAI HAKUSEKI 
137 

Chapter Nine 
AGAINST MODERNITY: 

THE THOUGHT OF OGYO SORAI 
159 

Chapter Ten 
AMORALI1Y AND REBELLION: 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE SORAI SCHOOL 
181 

Chapter Eleven 
ANTI-URBAN UTOPIANISM: 

THE THOUGHT OF ANDO SHOEKI 
197 

Chapter Twelve 
"HONORABLE PEASANTS" AND PROTEST 

215 



\ 
Chapter Thin \n 

A PECULIARLY "PURb EART": 
THE THOUGHT OF MOTOC l NORINAGA 

229 

Chapter Fourteen 

"MOTIVATING THE PEOPI... ": 
THE THOUGHT OF KAIHO SE lYO 

253 

Chapter Fifteen 

DEFINING "JAPAN": CHANGES INC 
275 

Chapter Sixteen~--~~.::,,.. 
SEXUALITY AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 

293 

Chapter Seventeen 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE WESTERN WORLD: A RADICAL SHIFl 
315 

Chapter Eighteen 

THE OPENING OF JAPAN 
AS A PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION 

333 

Chapter Nineteen 

COLLAPSE AND TRANSFORMATION 
353 

Chapter Twenty 

THE MEIJI PUSH FOR "CIVILIZATION" 
373 

Chapter Twenty-One 

THE AMBITIONS OF FUKUZAWA YUKICHI 
391 

Vil 



VIII CONTENTS 

Chapter Twenty-Two 
REASON, JUSTICE, AND ROUSSEAU: 
THE THOUGHT OF NAKAE CHO MIN 

417 

Afterword 
435 

Appendices: 
Chronology I Tokugawa Shoguns I 

Maps: Japan and East Asia (Mid-Eighteenth Century) I Provinces of 
pre-Meiji Japan I Major Cities of pre-Meiji Japan 

437 

Notes 
445 

Bibliography 
493 

Further Reading 
525 

Illustration Credits 
529 

Index 
531 



Acknowledgments for the 1- glish Edition 

A !though I wrote this book in Japanese, I did nc ·te it solely for Japanese 
readers. I intended it for anyone with an interest 1 · · s, ethics, and 

history; my hope was to write it in a way that might be unders d by any
one with the intellectual curiosity to read it. Even so, I am aware at the 
translation of this work into English presented significant difficultit The 
thought and vocabulary of the figures appearing in it will be comp ely 
new to many in the English-speaking world. Moreover, they wrote 
variety of styles (including classical Chinese) that are very different fr 
the language of present-day Japan. So I would like to express my profoun 
gratitude to David Noble, who took up this daunting task and produced a 
splendid English translation. 

The completion of this English edition was also made possible by the 
labor of three very talented editors. Saji Yasuo supervised the entire pro
cess of translation and production, working unstintingly and meticulously 
to ensure the quality of the book. I think any reader who takes this book 
in hand will be able to see the care that went into every part of it, from 
the cover and interior design to the supplementary materials following 
the main text. Janet Ashby played a crucial role as copyeditor and indexer. 
Imoto Chikako took on several difficult and exacting tasks, including that 
of checking the translation, proofreading the galleys, and preparing the 



X ACKNOWLEDGMENTS FOR THE ENGLISH EDITION 

extensive bibliography for this edition. She was also most valuable in dis
covering a number of errors I had overlooked in the original Japanese 
edition. All three of them have my deepest and most heartfelt thanks. 

In closing, I would also like to offer my respect and gratitude to the LTCB 
International Library Trust and to International House of Japan for select
ing my book for translation and making the publication of an English 
edition possible. 

Watanabe Hiroshi 
Yokohama, July 2012 



Editorial Conventions 

Names 
Names are written in the manner common to Japan, China, and K~o.'11§$dii'i~~ 
with the family name appearing first, followed by the personal name. 
Full names are given on first mention. The way Japanese individuals are 
referred to thereafter follows the conventions of Japanese historical stud-
ies, 1.e.: 

(1) Confucian scholars, literary figures, artists, and the like are gener
ally referred to by their pen names (J. go, C. hao). Examples: Jinsai, 
Sorai, Chomin for Ito Jinsai, Ogyu Sorai, and Nakae Chomin. 

(2) Historical figures such as shoguns and daimyo are often referred 
to by their personal names to distinguish them from the many 
other members of their house (ie) sharing the same family name. 
Example: Ieyasu for Tokugawa Ieyasu. 

(3) Figures who do not correspond to either of the aforementioned cat
egories are, as a rule, referred to by their family names. Example: 
Fukuzawa for Fukuzawa Yukichi. 

(4) Emperors, who have no family name and who did not adopt pen 
names, are referred to by their posthumous names. 

Age 
In general, ages of individuals are given according to the traditional East 
Asian way of calculation, which is to express people's age in terms of each 
year they have experienced since birth. In other words, a person born in 
1666 would be regarded as one year old that year, two years old in 1667, 

Xl 



XII EDITORIAL CONVENTIONS 

and so forth. One became a year older not on one's personal birthday, but 
on New Year's Day, along with every other living person. 

Calendar and Dates 
Until a government order declared that the third day of the twelfth 
month of the fifth year of the Meiji era would become 1 January 1873, 
the Japanese calendar was completely different from the Western calen
dar. First of all, it was a lunar calendar, arranged so that as a rule the full 
moon fell on the fifteenth day of each month, and months were either 
twenty-nine or thirty days in length (never thirty-one or twenty-eight). 
The discrepancies that naturally arose between this lunar cycle and the 
solar year were corrected by the occasional insertion of an intercalary 
month. Thus, though there were normally twelve months in a year, 
sometimes there would be thirteen. This meant that the first day of the 
first month of a new year could differ by as much as fifty days from 1 
January in the Gregorian calendar. 

For the most part, dates in this book have been converted to the roughly 
corresponding years in the Gregorian calendar. Days and months are also 
given in Western form, except when citing letters and other documents. 

Era Names 
Prior to the introduction of the Western calendar, Japan did not, of 
course, use the birth of Christ as a starting point in its calendar. The 
common people thought of years in terms of the twelve-year (and larger 
sixty-year) cycles of an astrological system originally borrowed from 
China. Officially, years were numbered according to era names, or 
nengo. From Meiji onward, the eras have been defined by the reigns 
of the modern emperors. But in premodern times, era names could 
be changed for a variety of reasons, including major natural disasters. 
During the Tokugawa period, the longest era (Kan'ei, 1624-44) lasted 
for some twenty years; the shortest (Genji, 1864-1865), only about a year. 

Transliteration of non-English Words 
The Hepburn system of romanization is used for Japanese terms, including 
the names of persons and places. Long vowels are indicated by macrons 
except in familiar olace n;:imps rnrh '.l< Tnl,,,,... nMl,n v .. ~~~ __ ..] LL -



EDITORIAL CONVENTIONS XIII 

four major Japanese islands (Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku, Kyushu). An 
apostrophe is used to distinguish syllable-final n from n at the beginning of 
a syllable. The spelling of non-Japanese words that have been incorporated 
into Japanese reflects the way these words are pronounced by Japanese 
speakers. 

Chinese words are romanized using the pinyin system; the romaniza
tion of Korean words follows the McCune-Reischauer system. 

Citations 
Unless otherwise noted, direct quotations from published English sources 
preserve the original capitalization and spelling. A major exception is the 
Chinese terms in James Legge's translations, which have been converted 
without comment into pinyin. 

In the bibliographic information, the word "volume" is generally 
reserved for physically separate volumes, regardless of whether the work 
is modern or premodern. The word "book" is used for~ (J. kan, C. juan) 
and other large premodern text divisions that may or may not coincide 
with the physical volumes. 

Key Historical Tenns 
(1) Meiji Revolution 
The epochal transformation referred to in this book as the Meiji Revolution 
has in the past frequently been known as the Meiji Restoration, no doubt 
reflecting the assumption (shared by the official government interpretation 
until 1945) that its defining event was the formal restoration of sovereignty 
to the emperor. But in truth, the emperor did not gain absolute power; 
what occurred was a transition from rule by a hereditary military elite first 
to a polity of leading revolutionaries, and then to one centered on a popu
larly elected national assembly. Moreover, the events of the Meiji period 
wrought profound changes in every aspect of the lives of the Japanese 
people, from society and economics to law, culture, education, and even 
language. If this cannot be called a revolution, what can? 

In recent years there has been an encouraging tendency in influ
ential texts such as Marius B. Jansen's The Making of Modern Japan 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000) and Andrew Gordon's A 
~ ,< 1 ; ,_ r , 



XIV EDITORIAL CONVENTIONS 

Oxford University Press, 2003) to avoid the misinterpretation embedded 
in the term "restoration" and to speak instead of the Meiji Revolution. 

(2) Bunmei Kaika 

From the late Tokugawa period to the 1890s, the Japanese expressions bun
mei, kaika, and bunmei kaika were all used more or less interchangeably as 
translations of the word "civilization." As noted in chapter 20 of this book, 
there was a fusion taking place here with traditional Confucian concepts
and, in the case of kaika, with a somewhat different set of associations 
involving a colloquial Japanese expression using the same kanji. However, 
many scholars of Japan in the English-speaking world are under the mis
apprehension that kaika was a translation of "enlightenment" and that the 
phrase bunmei kaika should be rendered as "civilization and enlighten
ment." This misunderstanding may have its origins in the conceptual 
similarity between kaika (written with the kanji for "opening up") and the 
standard Japanese compound for "enlightenment," keimo, which literally 
means "to open (i.e., free from) ignorance." There is, in fact, no basis in 
the historical source materials for assuming that kaika was utilized as a 
translation of "enlightenment"; in addition, conflating the two terms invites 
unwarranted associations between the bunmei kaika of nineteenth-century 
Japan and the Enlightenment of eighteenth-century Europe. Accordingly, 
in this book kaika and bunmei kaika have been translated as "civilization." 



Preface 

AN INVITATION TO THIS BOOK 

QUESTIONS OF POLITICS 

I s the world as it should be? If we continue as we are, is there a future 
for the human race? And what of the country in which I live? If it is 

less than perfect, or could at least stand improvement, what should I do 
to change it? 

People have been struggling with questions such as these since 
ancient times. Philosophies and religions promising definitive solutions 
have arisen repeatedly, and an immense amount of blood has been spilled 
in such experiments. But in point of fact, none of them have delivered 
especially marvelous results. It is possible that such questions are ulti
mately unanswerable. Perhaps we can do no more than live in an ad hoc 
manner, responding as best we can to a world of infinitely evolving com
plexity. But can we really go on dancing forever in the dark, in a direction
less and unceasing improvisation? 

If the world and its nations are, in the final analysis, assemblages of 
individuals, then we are faced with the basic question of philosophy and 
ethics: How should one live? And as long as people must live collectively, 
they must grapple with the issues that arise in the course of their com
mon affairs. If we think of these as being essentially political issues, then 
we arrive at the questions of how politics and government should be con
stituted and managed, and what conditions are necessary to enable this 
(though there are some who think that we would be better off without 
governments or politics altogether). Given the present tightly integrated 
state of human society, we live in a political context that makes it impos
sible to avoid such issues and questions. 



2 PREFACE 

An important preliminary to their serious consideration is a review of 
the various solutions previously proposed. Investigating and understand
ing the political thought of the past-encompassing not only attempts at 
systematic reflection, but also less articulate thoughts and feelings; and not 
only perspectives on life and ethics, but also views of nature, man, and 
society-may offer us both stimuli and materials for a radical rethinking 
of politics in the present (differences in historical context notwithstanding, 
and insofar as we are capable of understanding the past from our present
day vantage point). 

JAPAN, THE MEIJI REVOLUTION, AND THE JOYS OF HISTORY 

This book is concerned with Japan from the Tokugawa period (1600-
1867) to the middle years of the Meiji period (1868-1912). During the 
Tokugawa period, the majority of the people living in the central islands 
of the Japanese archipelago (Honshu, Shikoku, Kyushu, and the neigh
boring smaller islands)-or, to put it another way, in the lands ruled by 
the Tokugawa shoguns and the great daimyo (local lords) who were their 
vassals-had a clear perception of themselves as belonging to a collectiv
ity known as Japan (Nihon or Nippon) as distinct from China or India 
(which were usually referred to as Kara and Tenjiku in contemporary par
lance), and were thus conscious of themselves as being Japanese rather 
than Chinese or Indian. The principal subject of this book is the thoughts, 
ideas, consciousness, and sentiments of the Japanese, so defined, with 
regard to politics-as well as the ways in which these changed over time. 
In other words, this book will not attempt to discuss the thought of the 
people living in what was defined in period maps as Ezo or the Kingdom 
of the Ryukyus (most of present-day Hokkaido and Okinawa), because 
their experience was not defined by inclusion in the Tokugawa polity. 

How did the "Japanese" of that era think about the political ques
tions we have just raised? How did they conceive of their nation and 
their world? How did such conceptions change over time? In fact, the 
evolution of political thought in this relatively isolated island nation 
during the period in question is unique to the point of being somewhat 
freakish. Nor did it have much impact on thought outside the Japanese 
archipelago. In this sense. it mav r::ill tn rninrl thP dr':ln<TP cin;m,.,l~ A ~1,-
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Galapagos Islands, pursuing their own evolutionary path. Yet it was pre
cisely their strangeness, of course, that made these animals the founda
tion for Darwin's research and established one of science's greatest-and 
most universal-theoretical achievements. 

People's thoughts are profoundly determined by the political and 
social institutions and the structures of communication of the times in 
which they live; but conversely, their thinking also shapes these politi
cal and social systems. Take the Meiji Revolution (often called the Meiji 
Restoration), for example. One Russian revolutionary who was an eye
witness to its unfolding pronounced it to be "to my knowledge, the most 
complete and radical revolution in history." 1 This immense political, 
social, economic, and cultural revolution was touched off by the arrival 
in 1853 of a small flotilla of warships dispatched to Japan by the U.S. 
government. A scant fourteen years afterward, the Tokugawa shogunate, 
a military regime that had endured for two and a half centuries, precipi
tously collapsed; the emperor was at least nominally restored to power; 
and the "forbidden precincts" of the imperial capital relocated for the 
first time in history from western Japan to the former shogunal capital 
of Edo, soon renamed Tokyo. Why? And how was it that a group of men 
who had come to power under the slogan "expel the barbarians" (joi) 
suddenly reversed themselves and initiated a pursuit of "civilization" 
(bunmei kaika) explicitly modeled on that of the Western nations, eventu
ally structuring their national polity as a constitutional monarchy with a 
parliamentary system? 

Such a turn of events was completely inconceivable when Tokugawa 
hegemony over Japan was established in 1600; when harsh anti-Christian 
edicts were issued soon afterward; or when, in 1673, the shogun flatly 
rejected a British request to reopen trade relations. Yet the conditions that 
would propel the country into collapse and subsequent reform as a result 
of a comparatively minor external blow must have been forming well in 
advance of the arrival of Commodore Perry's ships. What was happening 
in this country-which under Tokugawa rule had grown to be one of 
the most populous in the world-to so radically transform its politics and 
society and give birth to a new order? A principal theme of this book will 
be to explore the intellectual origins-and outcome-of this major event 
: _ _____ l.] L:.L---· 
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Yet the adventure of history is a joy in itself, regardless of what other 
significance it may possess. For us humans, nothing is more interesting 
than other people. Such a multitude of different types and kinds of peo
ple are born into this world to strut their brief time upon its stage; the 
attempt to know and to understand what they thought and felt and did 
in their time here is something that has long provided many of us with 
profound pleasure, and that no doubt will continue to do so. Another aim 
of this book is to share that joy with my readers. 

BOARDING A TIME MACHINE 

Investigating the past, one is often seized with the desire to board a time 
machine to walk the city streets and meet the people of some specific 
period-even if only for fifteen minutes or so. But in fact we already 
have at our disposal a highly advanced time machine: the written word. 
It is a device that permits us, at least to a certain extent, to commune 
with the sentiments of a lady of the Heian court, disappointed in love 
some thousand years before our time. We might also use it to attempt to 
comprehend the complex feelings that a warrior of the Warring States 
period, some four hundred years ago, had toward his lord and master-or 
to appreciate a detailed analysis of current conditions and policy propos
als generated by the superb brain lodged within the topknotted head of a 
samurai in the city of Edo. 

In what follows, we will use this splendid time machine to travel 
back to a period between one and four centuries prior to our own-a trip 
upstream against the flow of history to the beautiful archipelago of Japan. 

For, indeed, these islands were once lovely in a way we can scarcely 
imagine. Western visitors to Japan in the late Tokugawa and early Meiji 
years spoke almost universally of feeling that they had been transported to 
a dreamlike and enchanted land, like something in a fairy tale. Here, for 
example, are the words of Georges Bousquet, a Frenchman who visited 
Japan in 1872: 

There are few impressions comparable to those that mark themselves 

upon one at the first sight of dry land and of the port where one will 

debark after fifty days of ocean·travel. How avidly one contemplates the 
llnPS ofthP ('(V::1<:t,;,nrl thP C'f"Pn P r11+l"'\ .......... r,.C ...... l...l ..... 1-.. ,.,. .c ...... _ ..... ---'- ----- 1 All, _ 
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often, one finds that this first glimpse is nothing but a deception ... But 

this is not the case for a voyager who enters Edo Bay and drops anchor 

offYokohama. Whichever way he turns, he sees hills verdant throughout 

the seasons, picturesque cliffs, villages set amidst stands of trees that 

seem about to plunge into the ocean; then, on closer approach, the vaca

tion houses (bungalows) climbing "The Bluff," a well-proportioned quay 

lined with elegant mansions, a white city at the foot of a green mountain. 

If, perchance, the sun shines brilliantly in the transparent skies of winter, 

the entire scene takes on an enchantment that justifies the enthusiasm 

professed by sailors and tourists who have seen nothing of Japan but the 

coastline and environs of Yokohama, when they declare that they have 

encountered "the climate of Provence under the skies of Sicily."2 

5 

This was what Tokyo Bay was like before Japan's industrial revolution, 
the devastation of World War II, and postwar recovery and runaway eco
nomic growth. 

By the time of the "opening" of Japan, Edo (renamed Tokyo in 1868) 
was already one of the world's most populous cities. Yet in it there was 
neither a single horse-drawn carriage nor a single steam engine to be 
seen. It must have been remarkably quiet, even in daytime, especially in 
the Yamanote area, the hilly districts of the city largely occupied by resi
dences of high-ranking samurai. The first U.S. envoy to Japan, Townsend 
Harris, remarked that "the tameness of all kinds of wild animals ... in 
Japan is surprising."3 Other observers noted ibises sporting in the moat 
of Edo Castle and cranes dancing in the sky high above its main gate, 
the Otemon.4 There were no gas lamps or electric lights. On clear nights 
the sky above Edo was ablaze with the Milky Way; on nights when moon 
and stars were obscured, the streets were plunged into darkness. As a rule, 
people got about on foot. Forty kilometers was a standard day's journey. 
If you went to the villages on the city outskirts, where some 80 percent of 
the total population resided,5 you would find every available inch of the 
land cultivated by the industrious peasantry (and also scent the ubiquitous 
odor of the human waste used as fertilizer). 

Yet, compared with the present, life was terribly impoverished. Not 
everyone lived in nice tatami-matted mansions. The majority of the "tradi-
.: ___ 1,, ]_ _______________ ,.] ._,.1 ___ --- 1.. •• L _____ ;_JL. __ i__--1:.l ______ ] __ l\ ,,. ___ _ 
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people slept like livestock on straw or rice husks strewn on dirt floors. 6 The 
mortality rate for young children was shockingly high: it was common to 
have only two surviving children out of five births.7 In other words, parents 
might lose better than half their children in infancy or early childhood
in some cases through the deliberate practice of mabiki, or "thinning" 
(i.e., infanticide). The bodies of Tokugawa-period adults were considerably 
smaller than those of present-day Japanese.8 Malnutrition was probably a 
significant factor. 

But there was a lively intelligence at work in the heads of the men 
and women of Japan. By contemporary world standards, the literacy rate 
was amazingly high. 

All persons in Japan-men, women, and children of all classes from 

highest to lowest carry-or have at hand borne for them-paper, pen 

(brush), and ink. All are educated to read and write: and the people, 

even the lower classes, habitually write-their communications by let

ter being more general than amongst ourselves.9 

These were the observations of Ranald MacDonald, an American who 
surreptitiously entered Japan in 1848 and was taken into custody and forc
ibly repatriated from Nagasaki the following year. We should probably 
allow for some exaggeration, but a number of other contemporary sources 
provide similar testimony.10 

Moreover, a nationwide market economy had already been established. 
In Osaka, merchants traded in rice futures; the various regions of Japan 
vied with one another to produce and market local specialty goods. Sir 
Rutherford Alcock, the first British diplomatic representative to Japan, 
wrote, "I should say that theirs was a material civilisation of a high order, 
in which all the industrial arts were brought to as great perfection as 
could well be attainable without the aid of steam-power and machinery." 11 

Merchants were locked in fierce competition with one another for suc
cess in this developed market economy. The popular phrase risshin shusse 
("getting ahead in the world") was part of everyday speech in Tokugawa 
Japan, even before the wave of modernization ushered in by the Meiji 
Revolution of 1868. 

The publishing industry flourished accordingly. From novels, erotic 
lltPr-:Jhn·p -:Jnrl At-hPr rli",:::i,rc,irn,c- .J." rl~,.,.-1-;'"'T"'lnr;=" ..,, .. ""',l -1-.,.....,.,,1-h,,....,...l,.,.... ._.... ......... ~ .... 1... ..... £ 
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business success, and serious works of Confucian philosophy, Buddhism, 
history, and even Western studies, a diverse multitude of books were pub
lished and sold. In terms of the spoken language, the country was still 
fragmented among a plethora of strong regional dialects to the point that 
travelers from Edo encountered difficulty communicating with locals if 
they strayed even a little from the main highways, 12 but a text in sorobun, 
the standard style of the period for both personal correspondence and 
official documents-a cursive mix of Chinese characters (kanji) and one 
of the two Japanese phonetic syllabaries, hiragana-could be read and 
understood throughout the country. (A text written in literary Chinese, or 
kanbun, could be read throughout all of Northeast Asia.) A doctor living 
in remote Hachinohe in the northern part of Japan might very well issue 
a book through a Kyoto publishing house.13 There were no magazines as 
we know them, but people wrote book reviews and engaged in literary 
debates. Various intellectual networks flourished and spread, constituting 
a kind of "republic of letters." Direct, formal participation in the political 
sphere was restricted to male samurai of a certain status, but even out
side that elite there was much political discussion. This broadening dif
fusion of knowledge and unfolding of debate directly or indirectly related 
to the affairs of government must have gradually worked to change the 
consciousness of the power-holders as well, quietly preparing the way for 
the events of the Meiji Revolution. 

Yet it is also true that when we suddenly encounter it in their writings, 
the thought of the Japanese of this period can seem as strange and exotic, 
even to modern Japanese, as their dress and hairstyles. Sometimes it may 
even seem infantile. When it does, however, we would do well to reflect 
on our own ignorance and lack of understanding. These people, like us , 
were discriminating adults. If what they say seems comic or strange to us, 
it is probably because it is based on certain premises unknown to us as 
modern people. When we try to bring these unseen premises to light-in 
other words, make a solid effort to view these people of the past in their 
own historical context-they will appear before us in proper proportion 
and perspective as people much like ourselves, struggling with the various 
problems and difficulties of coexisting with the diversity of other humans 
in their world, and quietly trying to make some sense of it all. 





Chapter One 

THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF THE 

MIDDLE KINGDOM: CONFUCIANISM 

INTRODUCTION 

C onfucianism is perhaps the most powerful political ideology yet 
conceived by the human race. From the time of its articulation by 

Confucius (Kong Qiu, 552-479 BCE), it gradually won out in competition 
with a variety of other streams of thought and for nearly two millennia 
reigned virtually uncontested as the orthodox philosophy of one of the great
est empires in world history. For all of East Asia on the verge of entry into the 
modern era, Confucianism had become an ethical and political philosophy 
possessing paramount authority. In Tokugawa Japan, Confucianism formed 
the nucleus from which the political thought of the intelligentsia evolved; 
it would also play a crucial role in the Meiji Revolution. So we will begin 
with an overview of Confucian political thought. 

There were many different schools of Confucianism offering differ
ing interpretations of its central ideas. Here, we will introduce the core 
concepts of Confucian philosophy, and particularly those that formed the 
unquestioned premises of Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism. This major school, 
systematized by the Song-dynasty philosopher Zhu Xi (1130-1200), 
became the orthodox tradition of Confucian thought in the Ming and 
Oing dynasties and in Chason-dynasty Korea, and because of this also 
served as the foundation for the historical development of Confucianism 
in Tokugawa Japan. 

Confucian scholars, particularly the Neo-Confucians, generally sub
scribed to the following ideas. 
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HEAVEN AND MAN 

In this world, there is heaven and there is earth. Between heaven and 
earth lives mankind. There is no other world. What Buddhists and oth
ers may say about this world being illusory is simply not the case. This 
world, definitely and unmistakably formed of heaven, earth, and man, 
is the only world that exists. (This is of course a premise whose logic has 
been questioned by philosophers from Zhuang Zi to Descartes. But the 
Confucians proceed from this solid sense of present reality.) 

Heaven does not simply mean the sky above. It subsumes the sky, but 
if we were to put what the Confucians called "heaven" into modern terms 
we would probably say "nature" or "the universe." The stars and moon, so 
immediate in a clear night sky that one could almost reach out and touch 
them; the reliably, endlessly traversing sun; the generally predictable cycle 
of the seasons; the constantly changing weather-all of these phenomena, 
transcending human artifice, are the movements and workings of heaven. 

The blooming of the plants and trees and the sprouting of seeds and 
shoots as they greet the warmth of spring, their growth under the bounty 
of sun and water, and their eventual ripening and maturation-these, too, 
are the operations of heaven. The growth and reproduction of the animals 
that feed upon the plants are also simply another aspect of the activities of 
heaven. Thus, while the word "heaven" is an antonym for "earth," it also 
subsumes the earth (and even in modern Japanese, the standard word for 
natural disasters, including earthquakes, is tensai, or "heavenly disaster"). 

Human beings use the plants and animals to nourish their own lives 
in the midst of the round of the seasons: they are born, grow up, have 
children of their own, raise them. The immense operations of heaven are 
what make human life possible; and, in this sense, human beings are just 
another element in this vast enterprise. We are but a part of nature and 
the universe, born of its workings and returning to them. In short, one can 
distinguish among heaven, earth, and man, but at the same time they are 
all subsumed by heaven. 

Heaven does not speak, but it naturally and constantly causes all 
things to grow and makes it possible for them to live-though of course 
at times it also visits terrible disasters upon them. Despite this crueler 
;:J .~nf'rt WP h11m;:in~ h;:ivp m;:in;:iaprl t() c11n,ivf' ;:inrl in fort R()11r id, thc,n1-c 
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to the beneficence of heaven. This is the fundamental and unchanging 
will of heaven. It is sublime; surely no one can fail to hold the vastness of 
nature-namely, heaven-in awe and reverence. 

Believing these things, the Confucians worked to construct an 
immense ethical and philosophical system without recourse to a transcend
ent, anthropomorphized deity, relying instead upon the concept of nature 
itself, much like the radical thinkers of the European Enlightenment.1 

Human life, like that of the plants and animals, could be said to be part of 
the workings of nature. Yet man is also quite different from the birds and 
beasts. If we lived naked amid the trees, with men and women mating pro
miscuously, children not knowing their fathers; with no families, no written 
language, no etiquette or mores; with the strong preying upon the weak, and 
no one mourning the deaths of their parents - then we would be living as 
animals, not human beings. Humans do not live that way, and have never 
lived that way. Human beings have a unique spirit that gives them pride 
of place among the "ten thousand things" constituting the universe. The 
Shujing (Classic of History, one of the Five Classics considered part of the 
core of the Confucian canon) states, "Heaven and Earth is the parent of 
all creatures; and of all creatures man is the most highly endowed."2 Kong 
Anguo's ancient commentary on this passage says that "among the things 
born of heaven and earth, man alone is regarded as noble." Heaven has 
given birth to humankind to occupy the apex of the great chain of being. 

Unlike the birds and the beasts, human beings possess the capacity 
to live socially, ethically, culturally. It is literally a natural endowment (or 
"heavenly nature"; C. tianxing, J. tensei). And this innate human nature is 
fundamentally good. 

Accordingly, Confucians believed that there was a universal, natural 
way for all human beings to live that embodied certain social, ethical, 
and cultural characteristics in accordance with innate human nature. 
Confucian thinkers did not adopt the extreme form of human excep
tionalism common today, which claims that among the creatures of the 
earth, Homo sapiens alone has no "nature," because what we call human 
"nature" is in fact socially and culturally constructed. 

For example, all people- no matter how "primitive" one might con
sider them-use language. This is not like the use of fire or the wheel, 
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discovered or invented at a particular place and time and then diffused 
among humanity. It is something innate to human beings, this capacity 
for language. 3 Similarly, humans are social animals, and possess innate 
capacities appropriate to this (most likely programmed into the human 
genome). Even in our present era of cultural relativism, people will say 
of a particularly cruel or brutal criminal, "That guy simply isn't human." 
This is because possession of a certain minimal level of socialization and 
ethics seems fundamental to our species. This way of thinking is very 
close to the Confucian position.4 

"RITES" AND THE "WAY" 

Confucians used the term "rites" (C. li, J. rei) to refer to the concrete and 
specific forms constituting a human way oflife. "Rites" denoted everything 
from the etiquette and manners of daily life to coming-of-age ceremo
nies, weddings, funerals, and ancestor worship-as well as all of the more 
complex institutions of society and government. It may seem strange to 
lump customs and manners together with institutions under the heading of 
"rites." Yet all of these things are templates for human behavior in which the 
social and ethical aspects of humanity are concretely manifested. And it is 
these "rites" that are the true and clear dividing line between human beings 
and the birds and beasts. Animals, unlike people, have no established rites. 
Humans are social and ethical beings, and this means, in concrete terms, 
that they are "ritual" beings. 

The parrot can speak, and yet is nothing more than a bird; the ape can 

speak, and yet is nothing more than a beast. Here now is a man who 

observes no rules of propriety; is not his heart that of a beast? 5 

Of course, particular rites are established by human beings. They 
do not derive from anything in nature. In this sense, the concrete forms 
taken by society and culture are all human constructs and the products of 
human invention. But the fundamental impulse to behave in accordance 
with these rites is an integral part of the humanity with which we are 
endowed by heaven (or nature). 

Nor are rites an arbitrary invention. They may change with different 
eras in history but are rooted in the basic principles of our humanitv. This 
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is what is called the Way (C. dao, J. do or michi). Conversely, we might say 
that particular rites are concrete manifestations of the Way in accordance 
with historical conditions. 

The Way originally signified the path that human beings walk
or the path that they should naturally walk insofar as they are, in fact, 
human. Stray from that path, and you have stepped into the tracks of the 
animals. The Way is a path open to any and all human beings. Pathways 
limited solely to those possessed of special talents and abilities are not the 
Great Way of all under heaven.6 

The Way has no goal. It does not lead to heaven or paradise.7 Such 
things do not exist. But as long as human beings are human, it is a path 
that we should-and can-advance along. 

THE FIVE RELATIONS AND THE FIVE CONSTANT VIRTUES 

The Way naturally consists in a manner of living befitting good members 
of society and civilized beings in the everyday world. Abandoning secular 
life and renouncing marriage and children are not the Way, for if such acts 
became the universal Way, humankind would perish. Nor are difficult and 
demanding ascetic practices the Way, for they would make the Way inac
cessible to the majority of people. This would be straying into false paths, 
or even, according to the Analects of Confucius, heresy. One should live 
in an upright manner in this world amid the overlapping networks of one's 
human relationships. This is what human life is about. 

For Confucians, there were five crucial human relationships in this 
world, known as the Five Relations: between father and son, ruler and 
vassal, husband and wife, elder and younger, friend and friend. Human 
birth, life, and death are basically played out within the context of these 
relations. Between father and son there should be filial affection and love; 
between ruler and vassal, just and proper relations; between husband and 
wife, a differentiation of roles; between elder and younger, a recognition 
of precedence; between friends, honesty and trust. 

Among the five, the bond between father and son is central. The texts 
say "father and son," but this really means "parent and child"; mothers and 
daughters are included. Parents love their children deeply, and children 
return that love with feeline:s and expressions of respect. These sentiments 
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span generations, from great-grandparents to great-grandchildren. They 
are considered to be the fundamental human ties, the very core of what it 
means to be human. 

This is because people are necessarily born as someone's child, grand
child, great-grandchild; and in the normal course of things can expect to 
become someone's parent, grandparent, ancestor. In other words, people 
do not exist as isolated individuals. It is baseless to assert that a naked, 
unencumbered, individual self precedes all else and that we can form our 
identity by choice. People are not isolated and abstract beings; they are 
always someone's child. This is an absolute and undeniable bond. And it 
naturally precedes all other conditioning, forming the central core of one's 
identity. No matter what age one may be, is it not natural to express filial 
piety and affection for one's parents (and what's wrong with a father- or 
mother-fixation, anyway)?-or so Confucians thought. Therefore, when 
relations between parents and children are not harmonious, this is more 
than unfortunate. It is an ethical wrong that goes against fundamental 
human nature. (We will consider relations between ruler and vassal, and 
husband and wife, later in the book.) 

Viewed in this way, there are a variety of appropriate and desirable 
ways for people to relate to other people: as parents and children, as rulers 
and vassals, as husbands and wives, as elder and younger, as friends. People 
are understood as multifaceted beings playing a shifting variety of social 
and ethical roles in accordance with their relationships to the other people 
with whom they come into contact. And the Way governing these relations 
applies universally to all humanity. It is not, like bushido (the way of the 
warrior) in Japan or chivalry in the West, a set of virtues associated with a 
particular caste or status group. This is because the different positions and 
roles were ones that anyone could conceivably occupy (with the exception 
of ruler and vassal, which were not normally thought of as open to women). 

For the Five Relations outlined above to be conducted successfully, 
the Five Constant Virtues-humanity, righteousness, rites, wisdom, and 
faithfulness-must be practiced. 

Humanity, or benevolence, is especially important. This virtue is 
often explained using the word "love." Love is an essential virtue run
ning through all human relations . And in Confucianism love is the 
foundation for Pthirs :rnrl thP rnrP nf n11r h11nv:mih, 8 
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However, love and gentleness alone are an insufficient basis for eth
ics. One must manifest that love appropriately and correctly in response 
to the person one is dealing with and the nature of the matter at hand. 
This correctness is righteousness. 

Moreover, this should be manifested according to generally estab
lished norms of appropriate behavior: in other words, rites. 

All of this must be accompanied and supported by wisdom. Wisdom 
and intelligence are essential for maintaining appropriate behavior in this 
complex world. Like Aristotle, Confucians believed that the possession of 
wisdom is an indispensable element of morality. The world is a harsh place; 
to be ignorant and yet pure of heart is not worthy of esteem. Ethics and 
morality require intelligence. And can we say that the Confucians were 
wrong, that this was merely the self-serving thinking of an intellectual elite? 

Finally we have faithfulness , which means the consistent, depend
able, reliable practice of the other four virtues. 

Through the interaction of these Five Constant Virtues of humanity, 
righteousness, rites, wisdom, and faithfulness, the Five Relations can be 
conducted appropriately and successfully, and people can fulfill their lives 
as human beings. 

THE SON OF HEAVEN AND ALL UNDER HEAVEN 

But here we encounter a problem. In actuality, people sometimes-if not 
often-behave more like animals than human beings. People are not perfect. 
Their inborn nature may be good, but they can stray from the human path 
and commit cruel and brutal acts. The Confucians were well aware of this. 

So what is to be done? Appeal to a supreme being is impossible, because 
such a being does not exist. Nor does some idea of self-governance provide 
a solution. Ordinary people do not possess the capacity to rule ordinary 
people. Some outstanding man is needed to lead the people, to serve as 
guardian of society and ethics and guarantor of civilization. This is the 
ruler. In this sense, rule and dominance are indispensable components of 
human life. Insofar as human beings seem to be born requiring such an 
arrangement, the existence of the ruler is the will of heaven, a law of nature.9 

Who, then, is to be the ruler? Not the strongest man, but the most 
h,,m.,n .o .f-1.a mA0f- .cd-1.~f"'.,ll,:, ..,rl,,..,n,...Prl thP nnP ,11hf"\ mf"\ct f"f"'\mnlPtPlu 
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embodies civilization. The finest example of a human being, personifying 
all of the Five Constant Virtues. And since it is only natural for human 
beings to want to live as human beings, it is natural that they should seek, 
select, and follow such a person (almost always a man, for reasons to be 
discussed in chapter 16) to rule over them, in their own interests. 

This ruler was known as the "son of heaven" (C. tianzi, J. tenshi; 
in antiquity, also called "king" [C. wang, J. o] and, after the unification 
of the various warring kingdoms under the Qin dynasty, "emperor" [C. 
huangdi, J. kotei]). This was because he was regarded as the representative 
of the will of heaven, of the forces of nature that gave birth to mankind 
and nurtured it. The son of heaven thus received his throne from heaven 
itself, and the realm over which he ruled was called "all under heaven" 
(C. tianxia, J. tenka) - the abode of all mankind. 

The selection of a specific individual to fulfill this position of 
supreme responsibility was not considered to be a matter to be decided 
by nominations and voting. For it was not merely a human affair: it was 
ordained by heaven, which designated the appropriate person as its repre
sentative, bestowing upon him what was called the "mandate of heaven" 
(C. tianming, J. tenmei). 

Having received this mandate, the Chinese emperors built palace 
complexes situated on a north-south axis, so that in audience with their 
officials and subjects they always faced southward, with their back to true 
north- for the center of heaven was thought to be the zenith of the north
ern heavens as indicated by the pole star, around which all the other fixed 
stars revolved. The only time the emperor himself faced north was when 
he made offerings to heaven, which was his sacred privilege and duty as 
the recipient of heaven's mandate. The Temple of Heaven, now one of 
Beijing's most popular tourist attractions, was the place where such cer
emonies were enacted. 

EMPEROR, OFFICIALS, PEOPLE 

Emperor 
Rule by the "son of heaven" was for the sake of "all under heaven." The 
people did not exist to serve the emperor; rather, the emperor existed to 
serve the oeoole. There m::iv not h::ivP hPPn ::i rlPrnnr,·::itir "on,,PrnmPnt hu 
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Temple of Heaven, Beijing. 

the people," but there was definitely a populist concept of "government for 
the people." 

The rule of the son of heaven was benevolent, issuing from the com
passionate desire to enable all people to live as fully human beings. This 
benevolence, the foundation of humanity, found its greatest expression 
in government. Government should be a process by which exemplary 
men provide aid and guidance to those less fully endowed, prompted by 
the sincerity and compassion that are the essence of humanity-just as 
heaven, in its profound generosity, gives and sustains the life of all beings, 
or as a loving parent cares for a child. 

As a parent, the son of heaven encourages the livelihood of his peo
ple, instructing and guiding them. But sometimes he must also sternly 
rebuke or punish them. This, too, is for their own good. It is done reluc
tantly, with love. In fact, Confucians frequently spoke of the ruler as 
"father and mother of the people." Even though it was taken for granted 
that he should be male, he was not called merely "father of the people." 
As the representative of heaven, which gives birth to all things, the ruler 
must also possess a maternal aspect. In this sense, the son of heaven func
tioned as an androgynous being. 

This combination of paternalism and maternalism would probably 
be regarded by Kant and other European thinkers as the worst sort of 
h ,rc,nnu mc,rlp c,l] thP mnrP rlP~tr11rtivP nf inrlivirl11::il ::111tnnnmv hv its 
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apparent benevolence. But the Confucians did not believe actual human 
beings to be quite as splendid as Kant supposed. 

Officials 
No matter how extraordinary a person he might be, the son of heaven 
could not rule single-handedly. He needed assistants, who were known as 
chen (J. shin), a word signifying "vassal." The ruler established proper lord/ 
vassal relations with these men, and together they governed the people. 

And who should assist the emperor? Men of outstanding character
though perhaps not as outstanding as the son of heaven himself. Men of 
virtue, embodiments of civilization. This was not to be a technocracy, but 
an "ethicocracy": a government of moral men. If the selection of these 
assistants to the emperor functioned as conceived, then what was left as 
the common people would be a relatively ignorant and unimpressive lot. 
As Zhu Xi wrote in Mengzi jizhu, his commentary on Mencius, in a world 
governed by the Way, status and rank exactly reflect the degree of virtue 
each person has attained. 

The ruler should trust his vassals, and the vassals should be loyal to 
the ruler. This loyalty should be wholehearted and sincere. But it should 
not be slavish devotion to the person of the ruler. When the ruler is mis
guided, it is the duty of the vassal to admonish him. Their relationship is 
a moral one, based on service to the people. If repeated admonishment 
is not accepted by the ruler, then the relationship should be abrogated: 
"According to the rules of propriety for a minister, he should not remon
strate with his ruler openly. If he have thrice remonstrated and is still not 
listened to, he should leave [the ruler's service]."10 

People 
On the other hand, the obligation of the people to be faithful and loyal to 
their ruler was not often mentioned. The common people were common 
precisely because they were relatively ignorant and insufficiently practiced 
in virtue. It was the duty of the ruler to instruct and guide them. Thus gov
erning was a form of education. If the people were unruly and rebellious, 
that was the fault of the ruler. Who would hold children responsible for 
the deficiencies in their education? 
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For this reason, if the common people treated the fall of a dynasty as 
a matter they need not trouble themselves about, this was not construed 
as a moral failing on their part. In other words, the concept of "nation," 
as famously articulated by Meiji-era thinker Fukuzawa Yukichi (whom we 
will discuss in chapter 21), simply did not exist. 11 

In this sense-and this has often been misunderstood in Japan
Confucianism was not designed to instill the common people with 
patriotism and loyalty to the emperor. It was a teaching to be studied and 
adhered to faithfully by the ruling elite, and therein lay its power. 

RITES AND MUSIC, SCHOOLING, AND THE EXAMINATION SYSTEM 

But how was such rule to be effected? First of all, through the civiliz
ing influence of rites and music. Confucianism did not see violence as 
the essence of politics. The making of laws and the punishment of viola
tors with the use of force were not understood to be the principal task or 
concern of government (though unfortunately they were also necessary). 
Government should first and foremost proceed through moral suasion, 
with the son of heaven serving as the exemplar of virtue to his people like 
a splendid teacher to his pupils. 12 In concrete terms this meant establishing 
the rites, taking the lead in observing them, and behaving with correctness 
and grace. The common people are, after all, people. If they are made 
aware of their barbarism, they cannot but feel shame, aspire to civilization, 
and bestir themselves to become a part of the larger social order. 

Music is also important. The beauty and formal correctness of court 
music, and the practice of it, shape people from within, and set them on 
the path to proper living.13 

The second way of effecting rule was the institutionalization of edu
cation-in other words, schooling as an integral aspect of government. If 
government itself is a form of education, then it is only fitting that the state 
should establish schools and administer them. According to Zhu Xi, in the 
ideal world of antiquity, there were primary schools (C. xiaoxue, J. shogaku) 
everywhere, where any child (any male child, that is) could study begin
ning at the age of eight. Then, at fifteen, the sons of the imperial house, 
the legitimate sons of the nobility, and outstanding students selected from 
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among the common people could proceed to higher education (C. daxue, 
J. daigaku). 14 

The third element of effective government was to appoint men of vir
tue as imperial officials. There were two principal means to accomplish 
this. One was a system for recommendation of promising candidates on a 
regional basis. The other was an open, public system of written examina
tions called kefu . The concept behind kefu was that humane and virtu
ous individuals could be selected by having them submit written essays 
on their understanding of the literature making up the Confucian canon 
(chiefly the Four Books and Five Classics) and embodying the Way.* 
Kefu had already been implemented in sixth-century China. By the tenth 
century, during the Song dynasty, it was perfected as a system for select
ing the officials of the imperial bureaucracy. In Japan, this was the era 
of the Heian court; Europe was still in its Middle Ages. Yet in this era of 
human history China already had a system by which individuals, regard
less of their birth, could be selected for office on the basis of written 
examinations and through meritorious service could rise to become the 
highest officials of the empire. This system endured into the early twen
tieth century, when Mao Zedong was growing up. Confucianism did not 
merely look good on paper. 

CULTIVATING THE SELF, GOVERNING THE PEOPLE 

Where, then, did these men of virtue come from? Tradition tells of a few 
cases of people whose character seems to have been fully and perfectly 
formed from birth (we call them sages). The Doctrine of the Mean speaks 
of individuals "born with the knowledge of" the Way who could practice 
it "with a natural ease."15 Confucius, for example. 

By contrast, most people, such as ourselves, have characters that are 
far from perfect. In that sense, we have not achieved our full potential as 
human beings. Nonetheless, we are human beings, our innate nature is 
good, and, with effort, we can become the kind of people we are meant to 

* The Four Books were Daxue (The Great Learning), Lunyu (Analects), Mengzi 
(Mencius), and Zhongyong (The Doctrine of the Mean). The Five Classics were 
Yiiing (Classic of Changes), Shuiing (Classic of History), Shiiing (Classic of Poetry), 
Liii (Classic of Rites), and Chunqiu (Spring and Autumn Annals). 
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be. As stated in the same passage quoted above, people can come to know 
the Way "by study" and practice it "from a desire for their advantages" or 
else come to know it only "after a painful feeling of their ignorance" and 
practice it with "strenuous effort." The Chinese characters for "strenuous 
effort" are the origin of the modern Japanese word for "study" (benkyo) . 

What this means is that you, too, can become a sage, if you want to 
put the effort into it. This effort to become a sage was known as xiushen 
(J. shushin), or "self-cultivation." Conversely, people who turned their 
backs on the human birthright of becoming a sage, believing such a goal 
to be beyond them, were said "to do violence to themselves and throw 
themselves away" (C. zibao ziqi, J. jibo jiki).16 

As such moral cultivation or self-mastery is pursued, there is a ripple 
effect. First, relations with one's family members are greatly improved; 
eventually the positive effects can extend to good local government and 
even the peace of all under heaven. Or, as the expression derived from The 
Great Learning runs, "Mastery of the self, harmony in the family, order in 
the land, peace for all under heaven." This is not some idealistic fantasy 
that harmony in a single family in some remote mountain village will 
magically extend its influence on a global scale. It is instead predicated on 
the idea that as people advance in their moral cultivation and self-mastery, 
they will become involved in government-that self-cultivation and self
mastery would naturally place men in positions of leadership. 

It is important to note that self-cultivation and self-mastery were not 
seen as means to the end of becoming a ruler. They were instead aimed 
at self-realization, at becoming as fully human as one could. This in itself 
was the goal. Yet self-cultivation was essential to those involved in govern
ing, and it was only natural for men who had achieved such self-mastery 
to concern themselves with government. 

THE THREE DYNASTIES AND REVOLUTION 

According to the Confucians, once upon a time an ideal world had actu
ally existed in which perfected human beings-the sages-ruled the 
earth. This best of all possible worlds was not located on some remote 
island, like Utopia, or in a distant future as the culmination of some long 
march of progress. It had really and truly existed in the past. 



22 CHAPTER ONE 

This was the world ruled successively by the sages Yao, Shun, and 
Yu. Yu was the founder of the Xia dynasty, which was succeeded by the 
Shang (or Yin) dynasty founded by another sage, King Tang. This in turn 
was followed by the Zhou dynasty, established through the efforts of three 
sages: King Wen, King Wu, and the Duke of Zhou. The entire period is 
commonly known as the era of Yao, Shun, and the Three Dynasties (Xia, 
Shang, and Zhou). 

From Yao to Shun and from Shun to Yu ruling authority was passed 
on peacefully; the king abdicated his throne, giving it to a worthy vassal 
who was also a sage. In a world in which the "mandate of heaven" was 
given to the most worthy among human beings, this was only natural. 

However, from Yu onward, hereditary dynasties prevailed. Doesn't 
this seem a bit odd, given the political philosophy we have just outlined? 
Some ancient Chinese thought so. In Mencius, one of the Four Books of 
Confucianism, Mencius himself has a dialogue on this very subject with 
a disciple named Wan Zhang. 

In it, Mencius suggests that the will of heaven is expressed in the 
reactions of the people of the realm. Wan Zhang doubts this, and says, 
"People say, 'When the disposal of the kingdom came to Yu, his virtue 
was inferior to that of Yao and Shun, and he transmitted it not to the wor
thiest but to his son.' Was it so?" 

Mencius replied, "No; it was not so. When Heaven gave the kingdom 

to the worthiest, it was given to the worthiest. When Heaven gave it 

to the son of the preceding sovereign, it was given to him. Shun pre

sented Yu to Heaven. Seventeen years elapsed, and Shun died. When 

the three years' mourning was expired, Yu withdrew from the son of 

Shun to Yang Cheng. The people of the kingdom followed him just as 

after the death of Yao, instead of following his son, they had followed 

Shun. Yu presented Yi to Heaven. Seven years elapsed, and Yu died. 

When the three years' mourning was expired, Yi withdrew from the 

son of Yu to the north of mount Qi. The princes, repairing to court, 

went not to Yi, but they went to Qi. Litigants did not go to Yi, but they 

went to Qi, saying, 'He is the son of our sovereign'; the singers did not 

sing Yi, but they sang Qi, saying, 'He is the son of our sovereign."' 17 



THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF THE MIDDLE KINGDOM: CONFUC IANISM 23 

The Confucian concept of heaven was a formidably flexible one. 
Mencius legitimizes hereditary kingship as an expression of the will of 
heaven because people are obeying hereditary kings, and the ruler heaven 
has selected must ipso facto be an embodiment of virtue. Later genera
tions would frequently refer to the emperors as sages. 

Yet doesn't a hereditary system of rule also carry the potential of pro
ducing tyrants and bad rulers? What is to be done in such cases? How 
does Confucian political philosophy respond to this dilemma? 

With admirable consistency. Once again, heaven puts in an appear
ance. First of all, there is what was known as the "correlation between 
heaven and man" (C. tianren xiangguang, J. tenfin sokan). In essence, 
what this meant was that the quality of rule by the emperor, who had after 
all received the mandate of heaven, could not be unrelated to the activi
ties of heaven. If the son of heaven ruled appropriately and well, then the 
operations of heaven itself would also run smoothly and various auspi
cious signs would be manifested. Conversely, if there was a succession of 
natural disasters such as flood , drought, and earthquakes, then this meant 
there was something wrong with the emperor. These were warnings from 
heaven-or its retribution and punishment. In this sense, natural disasters 
were also man-made disasters, and thus political and moral issues that 
related to the person of the emperor. 

Second, there was the revolutionary overturning or overthrow (C . 
fangfa, J. hobatsu) of a dynasty. If an emperor continued tyrannical and 
unjust rule, neither fearing nor respecting the warnings of heaven, his 
officials must remonstrate with him to mend his ways. But what if they 
failed? In that case, honest and upright officials should resign their posts. 
Eventually, this loss of support would extend to the common people. And 
this was none other than the withdrawal of the mandate of heaven. If 
the hearts of the people shifted to support another ruler, then he would 
restore order to the realm ("all under heaven"), and a new son of heaven 
would ascend the throne, as the mandate of heaven was bestowed anew. 
This was called geming (J. kakumei), which literally meant a transfer or 
renewal of the mandate (and which became the term chosen to translate 
the European concept of "revolution" into modern Chinese, Japanese, 
and Korean). 
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The new son of heaven might be one of the previous emperor's vas
sals or officials. In fact, this was probably fairly common. In such cases, if 
the previous emperor refused to give up the throne peaceably, he would 
have to be driven from it, and from the realm. This was fangfa, which lit
erally meant to forcibly cast out-the opposite of the peaceful transfers of 
the mandate of authority that occurred with Yao and Shun. In this man
ner, even violent changes of dynasty were legitimized. 

The eloquent Mencius has a dialogue on this subject. His interlocu-
tor is a king of the Warring States period in China: 

The king Xuan of Qi asked, saying, "Was it so, that Tang banished 

Jie, and that king Wu smote Zhou?" Mencius replied, "It is so in the 

records." 

The king said, "May a minister then put his sovereign to death?" 

Mencius said, "He who outrages the benevolence proper to his 

nature, is called a robber; he who outrages righteousness, is called a 

ruffian. The robber and ruffian we call a mere fellow. I have heard of 

the cutting off of the fellow Zhou, but I have not heard of the putting a 

sovereign to death, in his case."18 

This is an unequivocal affirmation of the act of killing a tyrannical ruler. 
Even in China, this statement met with resistance from those who felt it 
went too far. But if one accepts the basic tenets of Confucianism, its logic 
is difficult to deny. The great synthesist of Neo-Confucianism, Zhu Xi, 
while attaching stern conditions to its exercise, fundamentally acknowl
edged the validity of fangfa as a method of dynastic change. King Tang 
and King Wu were not indicted as regicides; they were respected as sages. 

CIVILIZATION AND BARBARISM 

There is only one heaven. And fundamentally, there is only one Way
one path for a truly human life. So it follows that there should be only 
one son of heaven who receives heaven's mandate to lead the people of 
the world. In other words, there is only one center of civilization for all 
mankind, and the son of heaven should be the leader of all the world 's 
people (as the pope is for Catholics). However, realistically speaking, the 
emperor's influence did not extend in equal degree throughout the world. 
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On the fringes of the empire there were people who remained somewhat 
lacking in the attributes of civilized humanity and led lives closer to those 
of the birds and beasts. These were known as "barbarians" (C. yidi, J. 
iteki) in contrast to the "central flowering" (C. zhonghwa, J. chuka) of 
Chinese culture. 

This conception of civilization and barbarism within the traditional 
Chinese world order was an attempt to account for actual human diversity 
while at the same time maintaining faith in a single, universal culture 
and way of life appropriate for all mankind (an effort that is a bit more 
obvious, or perhaps more honest, than the attempt to square a belief in 
the universal applicability of the American way of life with the concept 
of cultural relativism). The concept was not racially based. If barbarians 
learned to observe the proper rites and live in accordance with the Way, 
then they, too, could become civilized and assimilated into zhonghwa, 
the central culture. In fact, the dissemination and adoption of this cen
tral culture and way of life are no doubt among the elements that have 
shaped the sense of a unitary "Chinese" ethnic identity despite signifi
cant regional divergences in spoken language, physical appearance, and 
so forth. 

Moreover, peoples living nearby on the Korean peninsula, the 
Japanese archipelago, and elsewhere on the periphery of the empire freely 
chose to learn and adopt many aspects of the "rites" developed in China -
written language, modes of dress, political institutions. For a very long 
period of history, the idea that the imperial court of China represented 
the center of civilization and the proper guide to realizing the ideal way 
of life for all mankind carried substantial persuasive power (greater than 
similar claims being made for the United States today). 

How was the "son of heaven" supposed to deal with the barbarians? 
Subjugating them with violence and forcing them to become civilized 
were incompatible with the benevolence he was supposed to manifest. 
So the emperor would acknowledge whoever seemed to be the chief
tains among the barbarians. These barbarian chiefs would from time 
to time send envoys to the son of heaven, bearing him gifts as tokens of 
respect-in other words, tribute missions. Touched by these displays of 
allegiance, the emperor would display his love for these distant vassals 
by officially confirming and legitimating their rule, giving them kingly 
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titles-King of Korea, King of Yuenan (Vietnam), King of Ryukyu, and, 
for Japanese rulers, King of Wana, King of Wa, or King of Nippon. This 
process of acknowledging barbarian chiefs and giving them appropriate 
titles to legitimate their rule was called enfeoffment (C. cefeng, J. sakuho). 
Of course there were various motives on both sides for these relations of 
"tribute" and "enfeoffment," but the official interpretation on the part of 
the imperial court was as sketched above. 

Part of enfeoffment was the bestowing of the Chinese calendar on 
these vassals by the emperor-his official, correct designation of time itself, 
based on the operations of heaven. Another important aspect of the calen
dar was that years were designated with the reign title of the emperor. By 
accepting this calendar, the enfeoffed foreign vassals were pledging alle
giance to his rule and acknowledging his sovereign authority. (Using the 
same logic, Fukuzawa Yukichi wrote in the Meiji period, "Today, everyone 
throughout this nation of Japan giving allegiance to the reign title Meiji has 
concluded an agreement to obey the present government.")19 

In this fashion, the son of heaven-the emperor of China-was at the 
same time the spatial and temporal embodiment of all human civiliza
tion, and giver of order to the world as the representative of the vastness of 
heaven itself. 

A certain segment of the intelligentsia of Tokugawa Japan devoted them
selves to a serious study of this marvelously systematic philosophy-in a 
society that happened to be ruled by proud samurai who were the vassals 
and subsidiary vassals of the shogun in Edo, while the personage known 
as the emperor and son of heaven resided in distant Kyoto. Such a situ
ation could not but provoke debate. And in fact, Confucianism posed a 
potential threat to the entire social and political order of Tokugawa Japan. 
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THE SORROWS OF THE SAMURAI 

INTRODUCTION 

C ommencing with the Onin War in 1467, many of Japan's established 
social and political institutions disintegrated during the anarchic 

civil conflict of the Warring States (Sengoku) period. The warfare was 
extraordinarily brutal and treacherous, and when it came to an end, it was 
not through the kind of mutual agreement or commonwealth envisioned 
by Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan (1651), but through the hegemony estab
lished by the victory of the most powerful warlord. Yet this ushered in 
an era of domestic and international peace for Japan that would surpass 
anything Hobbes or other contemporary Europeans might have dreamed 
imaginable-more than two centuries of uninterrupted tranquility. 

The two principal supports of the absolutist monarchies of early mod
ern Europe are said to have been a standing army and a state bureaucracy. 
In Tokugawa Japan, the two were synonymous: the army was the bureau
cracy; the bureaucracy, the army. In other words, the samurai were profes
sional military men organized into a civil bureaucracy, and their status 
and rank within this system were essentially hereditary. Yet what are we to 
make of a hereditary military organization that persisted for more than two 
centuries in the absence of any significant experience of war? 

Moreover, well into modern times the image of the samurai was one 
against which Japanese men measured themselves and were perceived 
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by the outside world-an image that both stimulated and entranced the 
imagination. What manner of men were these samurai, really? 

In order to answer these questions, we must first return to the era of 
the warring states, and glimpse the storm in which their modes of think
ing and organization were shaped. 

AMID WARRING STATES 

Warriors 
The samurai are more commonly referred to in Japanese as bushi, which 
might be literally translated as "knights at arms." Bearing arms was the core 
of their definition of self. They were warriors, military men, and soldiers. 
They were professionals whose stock in trade was the violence, maiming, 
and slaughter demanded by warfare. And the type of warfare they engaged 
in was not conducted at a comfortable distance with missiles or other 
precision weaponry. They were individuals armed with bows, muskets, 
spears, and swords meeting their enemies face-to-face, close enough to 
feel the clash of arms and the spurt of their opponent's blood. Individual 
valor and prowess still meant something, and an individual's worth and 
accomplishments on the battlefield could be noted and assessed. One 
way of doing so, customary at the time, was to return to camp with the 
severed heads of vanquished enemies, so that their particulars could be 
duly entered in the record books. When the battle was over, the victorious 
general would ceremonially inspect a gruesome lineup of these trophies 
of war in a ritual known as kubi jikken. One contemporary account, Ota 
Gyuichi's Shinchoko ki (Chronicle of Lord Nobunaga), contains entries 
such as "more than 2,700 heads were taken" or "The next day our lord 
conducted the inspection of heads. There were more than 3,000 in all." 
(What a stench it must have made!) 

The fighting was also frequently attended by deliberate destruction, 
pillage ("requisitioning") of crops, and no doubt by rape.1 Nor was this any 
kind of closely held "trade secret." Until the end of the Tokugawa period in 
the late nineteenth century, looting and pillage were often associated with 
the warrior class. Samurai also had a number of terms for stratagems and 
ruses for destroying their enemies-which was of course their raison cl' etre. 
One could expect no salvation or quarter for being beaten "fair and square." 
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Perhaps all wars, past and present, have been like this. It is, then, no 
surprise that certain cultures have disdained military men. In China, for 
instance, there is an old saying that "Good men do not make soldiers, just 
as good iron does not make nails." The dominant view of military men 
in China and Korea was that they were good-for-nothing specialists in 
violence who should be used only sparingly, when absolutely necessary, 
under the firm command of members of the Confucian scholar-elite. But 
in Japan, to the contrary, the saying went, "As the cherry among blossoms, 
so the warrior among men": in other words, each was considered to be 
the quintessence or highest expression of blossom or man. The warriors 
gradually robbed the nobility and the Buddhist temples of their authority 
and power, and during the endless years of civil war eventually established 
near-total dominance, solidifying their own position as the ruling class. As 
a result, they could pride themselves on being warriors-and not nobles, 
clergy, townsmen, or peasants. 

Pride-in other words, the consciousness of status-was an effective 
support for both the morale and the organization of the samurai. For men 
who staked their lives in battle, promises of wealth and rank were not 
enough. If they fell in battle, what good were such things? They needed to 
believe in something that transcended this world, a sacred cause for which 
to fight, if they were to risk their lives in such manner. But the authority 
of Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines, which had a near monopoly on 
the pathways to such transcendence, was a threat to the samurai. (If a 
warlord hesitated to suppress the Buddhist-related Ikko ikki uprisings, he 
would be easy prey for other warlords.) Alternatively, if the samurai could 
have developed an unwavering identification with the nation-state, as the 
military men of the modern world did, then perhaps that would have given 
them a reason for self-sacrifice. But such a sense of national identity had 
yet to develop in Japan. 

So what sustained the samurai on the battlefield in the face of torrents 
of arrows and phalanxes of spears was, more than anything else, a very 
personal sense of honor and of shame. In positive terms this was a striving 
to win fame for one's courage and exploits as a warrior; in negative terms, 
it was a fear of ridicule and disgrace for not living up to the samurai code. 
For a warrior, ambition was nothing to be embarrassed about; the competi
tive urge to make a name for oneself was regarded as completely natural. It 
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was the force that drove them onward. At the same time, an acute sense of 
shame-the feeling that it would be better to die than be scorned by one's 
comrades for not being a true warrior-kept them from retreating. To say 
"he has a sense of shame" (which was really an inverted way of saying a 
man had honor) was a classic compliment among the samurai. 

This might also be seen as a perverse form of self-interest. On the one 
hand, it seems completely irrational for a person to be willing to die to 
preserve an illusory concept like honor. Yet all other factors being equal, a 
band of samurai who prized honor (or feared shame) more than life itself 
was more likely to emerge victorious than one whose members clung to 
life as the supreme virtue. Over protracted years of struggle among such 
bands, it seems the paradoxical result would be the survival of larger num
bers of men who actually valued honor over life. In this sense, as the rib
bons and medals gaudily displayed on the breasts of modern military men 
would also seem to indicate, for a band of warriors the sense of honor has 
a certain professional rationale. 

It was not enough merely to display valor on the battlefield and a 
mastery of the martial arts. One must always behave in a manner appro
priate to the warrior-described as bushi no michi, mushado, buhendo, or 
bushido (all variations on "the way of the warrior") or even otokodo ("the 
manly way"). To renounce one's status as a warrior was described as "giv
ing up one's manhood." (In contrast to the European chivalric tradition, 
no samurai ever proclaimed himself a defender of the faith and, far from 
venerating the fair sex, bushido was characterized by an unconcealed con
tempt for women.) One reason for this diligence was that the battlefield 
was not the only place a warrior must be on his guard. Vigilance and a 
cool preparedness for treachery, duplicity, and sneak attacks were ever a 
necessity. To be caught unawares could be fatal; carelessness in every
day affairs would leave one unprepared for crisis. Moreover, in a society 
in which honor was paramount and one was in constant competition 
with fellow warriors, any sort of behavior that called one's steadfastness 
as a warrior into question was to be avoided. Even a man's vassals and 
retainers kept a close eye on him. To be suspected of cowardice could be 
life-threatening. Ignoring a small slight or insult would only invite larger 
disgrace. It was always necessary to maintain one's pride as a warrior and 
defend against any loss of face. 
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This attitude, concerned as it was with how one appeared in the 
eyes of others, constituted a kind of aesthetic. Naturally, it ran the risk 
of devolving into a shallow dandyism. But the gaze of the other could be 
internalized. Concern with not bringing shame upon oneself as a warrior, 
no matter what the situation and whether anyone else was actually pres
ent as witness, could develop into a self-regulating conscience of consid
erable rigor, upheld by a man's sense of self-respect. As one anonymous 
samurai wrote, even in times of peace "it will not do to rely deeply upon 
the support of others. A warrior must maintain an independent spirit."2 

Lords and Vassals 
One warlord of the Warring States period commented, 

People of low station who depend for their livelihood upon their bet

ters are known as servants. Those of greater or middling station who 

attract those oflower station and extend compassion to them, providing 

them with livelihoods, are known as lords; these are the great generals. 

When lesser men are enfeoffed by these lords and pledge allegiance to 

them, this is known as having a master. When one has a master, the act 

of properly requiting the debt of gratitude that is owed him is known 

as service. 3 

Hobbes posits that in a state of nature men are essentially equal in 
their capacity to kill one another,4 but in fact the lethal capacity of indi
viduals varies considerably, determined not only by physical strength 
but factors such as the ability to plan and organize. The weak can be 
destroyed by the powerful. But there is also the possibility of offering sub
mission in exchange for protection. The powerful then give the weak a 
fief or a stipend (or win their "gratitude" by confirming them in their prior 
holdings), requiring in return that the weak offer them service. Thus the 
master/servant (or lord/vassal) relationship is born (and thus the powerful 
grow ever stronger). 

In fact the samurai normally lived within this relationship of vassal
age, with its symbiosis between the lord's "benevolence" and the retainer's 
"service." A chain of such lord/vassal relationships structured the warrior 
class. This was quite different in nature from a modern military unit, 
whose lines of authority and responsibility make it a type of bureaucratic 
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organization. The feudal relationship was a concrete relationship between 
individuals. In some cases it might be nothing more than a euphemism for 
a temporary state of truce between implacable foes. Sometimes it was an 
alliance of convenience. At times a wary and distanced relationship with a 
powerful warlord, it could also be an intimate and trusting bond between 
a boss and his henchmen. 

There were also warriors whose superior abilities made it possible for 
them to become "itinerant vassals," repeatedly trading upward as they 
shifted their allegiance from one lord to another. On the other hand, 
there were retainers known as fudai, whose loyalty spanned generations: 
"The fudai, for better and for worse, are like the family dogs," wrote a 
fudai samurai, while another source noted, "Those known as fudai are 
retainers who will not leave the house of their lord, whether he do good 
or ill."5 The actual state of lord/vassal relations varied considerably, and 
shifted according to circumstances. 

Catholic priest Alessandro Valignano, who arrived in Japan in 1579, 
observed that the Japanese had but "meagre loyalty" to their masters. 

They rebel ... whenever they have a chance, either usurping [their rul

ers] or joining up with their enemies. Then they about-tum and declare 

themselves friends again, only to rebel once more when the opportunity 

presents itself; yet this sort of conduct does not discredit them at all.6 

Even after the advent of the Tokugawa peace, one contemporary Japanese 
observer wrote, 

The samurai of recent years in Japan must be used very carefully, for 

they have no sense of loyalty or duty. Shown too much affection they 

swell with pride. Shown too little, they will murder their lord. Those 

who harbor deep grudges for unkind treatment and yet cannot leave the 

house of their lord will revolt when they see the opportunity. All this 

hinges on the lord alone.7 

The lords, for their part, were well aware of all this, and strove through 
carefully calibrated psychological manipulation to maintain their position 
and fight for survival in their competition with the other warlords. A leader's 
skill in handling people was a frequent subject of political discourse. Many 
writers urged lords to make judicious use of the individual qualities of their 
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retainers and take care in finding the right man for each job: "Even the 
ablest of men have strengths and weaknesses. If each is employed accord
ingly, in a manner befitting him, all matters may be entrusted to them and 
the lord will be spared much trouble."8 This concern for the individual was 
not grounded in any notion of individualism, but in the interest of using 
him effectively within the organization as a whole. 

The greatest advantage in the era of the warring states was, in the 
final analysis, to be part of a military organization that was built around 
a solid core of closely interlocking ties of vassalage, headed by a wily, 
capable lord who possessed the quality known as kiryo (a term denot
ing capacity or ability, but perhaps closest in meaning to the concept of 
virtu articulated by Machiavelli in The Prince). An able ruler consciously 
cultivated such a network of relationships. Shinchoko ki relates that even 
the arrogant Oda Nobunaga (1534-82) held gatherings at which he 
and his retainers danced for one another and "he spoke to each one of 
them personally ... and served them tea." The chronicler continues, 
"Overwhelmed with gratitude, the retainers forgot their heavy labors 
under the burning sun, and all wept tears of thanks." 

Matsudaira Kiyoyasu, grandfather of first shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu 
(1542-1616), was fondly depicted by a retainer as follows: 

It is difficult to adequately describe the compassion and affection he 

showed to the inner circle of retainers from the time he succeeded to 

leadership at the age of thirteen ... Not only did he possess great mili

tary prowess, but he was markedly merciful and showed compassion and 

affection, leaving not a single man dissatisfied. He never discredited 

himself in his military abilities. He did not expel or punish, but valued 

his men. This was because he thought that, since they had been in his 

service for generations, he should not lose them in vain but should rather 

allow them to die before his horse [in battle] and be of service to him.9 

If, in this way, a leader could inspire men not just to follow him, but 
to desire to bravely fight and die for him, then he had succeeded. The 
Chinese classic Sunzi teaches that a superior general "treats [his men] as 
his own beloved sons and they will die with him," while a passage from 
the Shiji by the historian Sima Qian gives voice to experiential wisdom 
amassed since China's antiquity when it notes, "A man will die for one 
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who understands him, as a woman will make herself beautiful for one 
who delights in her."10 

Of course it is unknown how many warriors of the Warring States 
period were actually driven to this extremity. But it seems safe to say that 
the sort of lord/vassal relationship just described was widely regarded as 
desirable. Nor did this require an irrational degree of self-sacrifice, so 
there is no need for undue praise or blame on that account. A warrior 
band founded upon deep and genuine trust between lord and vassal was 
likely to preserve high morale and, as a result, have greater chances for 
victory and survival in the modes of warfare that prevailed at the time. 

If a warlord was skilled in leadership, on the battlefield his men 
would be driven by a combination of courage, ambition, and loyalty. 
Putting their pride on the line, the warriors vied with one another to win 
the praise of their lord-and their actions would be directly reflected in 
the meting out of honors and rewards when the battle was done.11 There 
was no doubt the joy of excelling for some, and jealousy and resent
ment for others. As the noted scholar Mitamura Engyo (1870-1952) has 
observed, this "bore close resemblance to the behavior of a bevy of con
cubines in womanly competition for the favor of a man."12 Yet it did not 
conflict with the indomitable spirit, lodged in a finely honed body and 
scorning all sentimentality, that was the ideal of the samurai. 

THE PAX TOKUGAWA 

Demoralization, Pretense, Vanity 
The hegemony of warlords Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-
98), who did much to reunify Japan after a century of warfare, ended with 
surprising abruptness. Thus, even when the Tokugawa house established its 
nationwide supremacy with the defeat of Hideyoshi's heir and his support
ers in the 1615 siege of Osaka, it was by no means easy to see that this was 
indeed the termination of the Warring States period. For five or ten years 
or more, it could well have seemed to be only a temporary hiatus in the 
perennial warfare. As a case in point, the first article in the Buke Shohatto 
(Laws Governing the Military Houses), promulgated in 1615 immediately 
after the siege of Osaka, instructs that "the arts ofletters and of war, includ
ing archery and horsemanship, must be devotedly practiced," and goes on 



THE SORROWS OF THE SAMURAI 35 

to admonish, "In times of peace, do not forget those of disorder. How, then, 
can we neglect to be diligent in our training?" Demobilization was not an 
option. The entire raison d'etre of a military government rested upon the 
possibility that war could break out at any time. If people felt that there were 
no enemies on the horizon and that the realm was at peace, they might 
come to the conclusion there was no need for warriors, and the entire sys
tem of rule might slacken and collapse. So it was necessary to continue to 
assert a stance of preparedness for the inevitable return of conflict. 

Nor could individual samurai redefine themselves as something other 
than warriors. Their pride in that status was what maintained their morale 
and commitment to organizational discipline. They continued to wait for 
the next battle. But as they waited, generations passed, until somehow 
more than two centuries slipped by. 

As late as 1795, one hatamoto, or high-ranking direct vassal of the 
Tokugawa house, wrote, 

Why is it that even now such large numbers of warriors are maintained, 

from the daimyo, gokenin, and hatamoto on down? They all receive 

some sort of fief or stipend in normal times for no other reason than to 

ensure that they will be prepared to serve if and when the great need 

arises ... The one thing they must endeavor to do, even if it means 

shoving others aside, is to rush to be the first to ride in to the battlefront 

and the first to strike an enemy with a spear. 13 

Of course not all of the samurai class maintained this spirit. But it was 
nearly impossible to openly cast doubt on this ideal. 

Nevertheless, they waited and waited for a battle that never seemed to 
come. Taught from childhood to be proud of their status as warriors, they 
continually trained in the martial arts, wore two swords at their side-and 
lived in a world made placid by the Pax Tokugawa. One such warrior has 
left us the following death poem: "What a waste! I Born into times so 
fortunate I That I must die lying at home on the tatami!"14 The result was 
that the samurai, both as individuals and as members of an organization, 
fell into a kind of chronic identity crisis. 

As one might expect, some were ruined by this. A fair number of 
samurai drew their swords over some trifle and pointlessly threw away 
their lives. Contemporary observers criticized this tendency- "Making an 
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improper display of their martial skills, they destroy themselves over some 
trivial personal matter"; "Forgetting that they had been granted a liveli
hood because they were duty-bound to serve in time of emergency, they 
throw away their entire lives over some momentary argument, dispute, or 
personal matter"15 -but the difficulty was that it was also a manifestation 
of samurai ideals that would brook not the slightest insult and that staked 
a man's life on establishing and maintaining his status and reputation. As 
one contemporary military handbook put it, "If one instructs one's vassals 
to master the martial arts, they will become quarrelsome and belliger
ent. If one instructs them 
to be good-natured, they 
will lose interest in the 
way of the warrior."16 

There were some who 
adopted strange garb and 
jargon, formed gangs with 
frightening names, and 
took to the streets to pick 
fights and intimidate any
one they encountered. And 
there were even those who 
would cut down a man in 
the streets just to watch 
him die. Incidents of this 
nature were frequent until 
the latter half of the sev
enteenth century. Yet few 
remained such trouble
makers forever. Young 
toughs got married, had 
children, settled down to 
family life. No matter how 
much one might put up a 
front of valuing one's honor 
over one's life, at some 
point it became necessary 

A two-sworded samurai lords it over three common
ers. The text advises that such personages should be 
deferred to, even when one thinks one is in the right. 
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to live a bit more circumspectly and quietly. From the point of view of the 
rulers, while it might be desirable to have brave and martial retainers, it 
was a problem if they were too violent or quarrelsome. If they got into a 
dispute with the vassals of some other house, it might flare out of control 
into a major incident. 

So various modes of behavior were gradually established permitting 
coexistence between the facade of the proud and fierce warrior and the 
preservation of a peaceful order. One might call them a charade of the 
way of the warrior. Behind the stilted speech and ponderous conven
tions of samurai etiquette lay a mutual fear of causing embarrassment or 
shame to one another. Subjected to an unwarranted insult, even a samu
rai of humble status might possibly draw sword in a frenzied counterat
tack (if he did not, he ran the risk of harsh consequences later). No doubt 
the majority of samurai simply wanted to avoid such quarrels. And so, 
precisely because pride was such an issue among them, they were cir
cumspect in their speech and meticulous in their behavior. One daimyo 
issued the following instructions to his retainers: 

Quarrels and fights seem inevitable when warriors have been subjected 

to an insult, and one has an obligation to defend one's honor. But those 

who enter into such acts with righteous cause are few, while many die 

an unrighteous death ... If one exercises patience in matters harm

less to the way of the warrior, there will be no disputes . You must not 

respond to requests for assistance from those seeking revenge.17 

At the same time, one could not afford to be seen as cowardly or weak
willed. For example, it was regarded as cowardly for a warrior house not 
to offer safe harbor to a fugitive. Yet to openly offer such protection might 
result in a clash with another warrior house. How should one respond? 
According to another article in the house rules just cited, one should har
bor the fugitive and, if questioned by the pursuers, claim no knowledge 
of his whereabouts, even if his entry into the residence had been clearly 
witnessed. If the pursuers remained insistent, one should make a show of 
searching the residence, and then inform them that either the fugitive 
had escaped, or perhaps the pursuers were mistaken in thinking their man 
had fled here in the first place, for he was nowhere to be found. If ronin, 
or masterless samurai, showed up at the gates of the residence with some 
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request or other, such persons should be turned away by claiming that the 
house elders and others with decision-making power were unavailable, 
being away on other business. 

What should one do upon encountering another warrior running 
through the streets with drawn sword? If you just stand there and watch 
him go by, you may be accused of cowardice afterward. Yet if you draw 
your own sword and confront him, there is no telling what might happen. 
The famous treatise Hagakure advises allowing the man to pass, then 
drawing one's sword, offering a challenge, and making a show of giving 
chase.18 Another source suggests the thing to do is to block one side of the 
street but to pay no heed if the man flees in another direction. 19 

Thus the "way of the warrior" was reduced to little more than sham 
and playacting, engendered by the odd institutional dilemma into which 
the military caste as a whole had fallen. Yet this charade could not be 
abandoned, and in fact had to be played out with utmost seriousness. 
Moreover, even though the reality of being a warrior had been reduced 
to a hollow shell, samurai continued to be able to pride themselves on 
their family lineage-for indeed, most were born into established warrior 
households. Of course, pride in birth and lineage was a form of vanity 
that had nothing whatsoever to do with the capacities or martial accom
plishments of the individual. But at the same time, hereditary status was 
beyond question, and emblematic of the absolute divide between the 
samurai class on the one hand and the townsmen and peasants on the 
other. The pride of the samurai was inextricably linked to a vanity regard
ing lineage that was itself a response to the sham that the way of the war
rior had become. 

None of this was capable of resolving the identity crisis of the warrior 
caste. And this gave the Confucian scholars an opening to address the 
samurai, saying in essence, "You are not merely warriors. You are the bear
ers of a noble duty to educate yourselves and rule the common people." 

Secret Love and Forced Abdication 
As they waited patiently for the "time of crisis" that never came, the major
ity of samurai became fudai-the hereditary vassals earlier described as 
"family dogs" -and the nature of the lord/vassal relationship changed. 
Born into hereditary service to a daimyo who also was born to his position, 
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they lived their lives never knowing the excitement or exaltation of fighting 
together on the battlefield. There were probably many samurai who felt 
smothered by formal obligations of gratitude to their lord but were unable 
to summon up any sincere sense of loyalty in return, and lived in a state 
of relatively secure and complacent ennui. 

Yet others conversely dreamed of war in this time of great peace, with 
visions of meeting a noble death in battle serving and defending their 
lord. Until it was outlawed nationwide by a shogunal edict in 1663, the 
practice of retainers responding to the death of their lord by committing 
suicide (called oibara or junshi) had become surprisingly frequent. In 
the Warring States period this would not have happened, at least when 
the death was from illness or natural causes . But with the advent of the 
great peace, junshi became a popular final resort of retainers who felt that 
they had incurred such a debt of gratitude to their lord that it could be 
repaid in no other way. It was an odd form of "love suicide" that had the 
added advantage of asserting the prestige of one's name in contrast to less 
devoted vassals. It may also have been a kind of mute protest at the inher
ent contradictions in the life of a warrior in a world at peace. 

There were even those who encouraged the idea that if there were evil 
advisors misleading the lord, then a loyal vassal should assassinate them and 
immediately kill himself. That way the entire affair could be dismissed as 
"the act of a madman" to prevent any further unrest within the house, and 
yet at the same time could stand as "a paragon of loyal service that would 
serve as a model to future generations of warriors a hundred times superior 
to junshi and fulfilling the three virtues of fidelity, justice, and valor."20 One 
might describe this as a masochistic fantasy of loyalty. 

Another samurai proclaimed that "the relationship between lord and 
vassal should be like that oflovers" and that "it is sufficient simply to devote 
oneself totally and single-mindedly to service of one's lord and to cherish 
him above all else." These words were uttered by Yamamoto Tsunetomo 
(1659- 1719) in Hagakure, famous for the assertion that "the way of the 
warrior is found in death." According to him, "secret love (shinobu koi) is 
the ultimate form of love" among those appearing in the classical poetry 
anthologies (which arranged poems into sections devoted to each of the 
four seasons and to love): "A love that is revealed in life cannot be said to 
be deep." One should, he states, be like 
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a man without great judgment, talent, or courage, and of no particular 

value, who is passing his life in some backwater in the country, and 

yet still thinks of himself as a retainer of his lord. Whether he is or is 

not loved by the lord, or may even be unknown to him, this makes not 

the slightest difference; he is continually grateful for his lord's benevo

lence to the very marrow of his bones and weeps tears of gratitude as he 

devotedly (taisetsu ni) renders him service. 

The word taisetsu (translated here as "devotedly") was employed by 
the early Japanese Christians as a translation for the Portuguese amor. 21 

What Yamamoto is advocating is an odd reverie of homosexual love, com
pounded of both masochism and narcissism, in which the vassal's unre
quited love for his master will perhaps finally be revealed by a gory death 
in service to the object of his affections. 

Of course, people whose thoughts ran in this direction were prob
ably the exception. Yet it would be difficult to deny that there was some
thing of this quality in the famous forty-seven ronin of Ako domain* -or 
at least in the large numbers of people who were moved by their behavior. 
The lord/vassal relationship seems inherently charged with qualities that 
would encourage such "dreams," breeding them like the strange mosses 
and fungi that grow amid the darkness of the forest floor. 

The lord/vassal relationship was also strongly imbued with another element 
in apparent contradiction to the love element delineated above. This was 
the shift in the focus ofloyalty from the lord as an individual to the lord as 
the hereditary head of the domain, or to the domain itself. Since in fact the 
number of vassals who actually had the opportunity to meet their lord face
to-face was quite small, it was difficult for most retainers to summon up 
strong feelings of devotion to him as an individual, even if they tried. And 
both ruler and vassals changed over generations of hereditary succession. 
The lord/vassal relationship thus altered from a personal bond between 
individuals to an affiliation between members of certain families. There 
was even a saying-which no doubt rang somewhat unpleasantly in the 

* In 1703, in an incident celebrated in numerous plays and stories, forty-seven Ako war
riors avenged the dishonor and death of their lord by killing an important member of 
the shogunate. They were punished by being ordered to commit ritual suicide. 
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ears of the individual daimyo-that went "A ruler lasts but a generation, 
but the house endures for many."22 Like the emperor of imperial Japan in 
jurist Minobe Tatsukichi's (1873-1948) interpretation of the prewar con
stitution, the lord was a political organ of his house, which could be seen 
as a juridical person. 

Richly suggestive of this state of affairs were the frequent incidents 
in which a daimyo who endangered his house through misbehavior of 
one kind or another was forced into abdication by his retainers. If such 
a ruler was left in place after defying repeated admonishments to reform 
his behavior, he might eventually be punished by the government in Edo, 
and the house itself ran the risk of being dissolved. Vassals had to choose 
between manifesting unfaltering loyalty to the ruler as an individual, or 
defying his will and inducing his son or another relative to take over as 
head of the house. The correct course was clear. As the elders of the Kano 
domain in the province of Mino stated in forcing the fifth-generation head 
of the ruling house into retirement, "Because there was no other course, 
and [the well-being of] the house at large was irreplaceable, the lord was 
forced to abdicate as described in the foregoing." Should they release the 
lord, there would be further turmoil, and they would be unable to "fulfill 
loyalty to the house."23 

"Loyalty to the house" was an accurate way of expressing the matter. 
It was not rebellion or treason. There was even an instance in which a 
clan elder, feeling his retired lord's dissolute behavior to be "a stain upon 
the house," assassinated him and subsequently committed suicide-and 
won praise from contemporary commentators for behaving as a "loyal 
retainer."24 This was not, as the Confucians would have it, punishment 
of a dissolute ruler for the sake of his people. It was an ultimate expres
sion of loyalty, not to the people of the domain, but to its ruling house. 

This meant that even the lord of a domain ran the risk of losing his 
position if his most powerful and prominent vassals judged him to be a 
threat to the interests of the house as a whole. Thus a ruler had to take care 
in introducing reforms, and maintaining a harmonious consensus among 
his retainers was a constant concern. In this way, members of the warrior 
class served as a continual mutual constraint upon one another. 

"Secret love" and "forced abdication" were two apparently antithetical 
concepts, but ones that both embodied the sufferings of the samurai as 
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warriors living-with no choice but to live-in the midst of the great Pax 
Tokugawa. And as we shall see later (in chapter 19), they would only be 
liberated from the stifling constraints of this condition with the ultimate, 
and surprisingly abrupt, collapse of that order. 



Chapter Three 

THE MECHANISMS OF SHOGUNAL MAJESTY: 

THE TOKUGAWA POLITICAL SYSTEM 

AUTHORITY AND RELIGION 

T he sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe were an age of bru
tal religious warfare, pitting Christian against Christian with mur

derous consequences. Even John Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration 
(1689) placed Catholics and atheists outside the bounds of the toleration 
it advocated, refusing to accept their presence within the domestic body 
politic: civil society must be founded upon "correct belief." It was there
fore unthinkable in the Europe of that era that missionaries dispatched 
with the support of a distant foreign sovereign would be permitted to 
openly and vigorously propagate their "heretical" faith within a country's 
territory. Yet in Japan during this same period numerous Buddhist sects 
coexisted, and there was even, at least for a time, extensive proselytizing 
by Catholic missionaries, who succeeded in winning a significant number 
of Japanese converts. 

However, it would be a mistake to conclude that the daimyo, the mili
tary lords ruling over particular domains, were especially tolerant. It was 
simply that their power and authority did not depend upon an alliance 
with any single religious sect. Organized religion and political society 
were distinct. Although warriors might rely on particular gods or buddhas 
to promote their cause in battle, they did not fight to defend any specific 
religious orthodoxy or dogma. For this reason, the daimyo of the Warring 
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States period were surprisingly accepting of Catholic proselytizing, in part 
to secure the benefits of the trade-including that in firearms-that the 
Westerners brought to Japan along with their religion. 

However, as time passed, the daimyo began to see sectarian alli
ances as a potential threat to the expansion and consolidation of their 
own territorial ambitions, and did not hesitate to employ shocking levels 
of violence to neutralize this challenge. Oda Nobunaga's destruction of 
the great Buddhist monastic complex on Mt. Hiei near Kyoto and his 
ruthless suppression of the Ikko ikki (armed uprisings by adherents of the 
Jodo Shinshu sect of Buddhism) are examples of this. While still in his 
twenties, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542- 1616) fought a series of pitched battles 
against the Ikko ikki in his home province of Mikawa. This was a serious 
issue for him, as a significant number of his vassals were adherents of the 
Ikko sect. It is said that some of Ieyasu's hereditary vassals betrayed him to 
join the ikki, arguing that "Our lord and master rules only in this world, 
while the Amida Buddha is the great source upon which our future eter
nally depends."1 

Eventually, when Ieyasu gained hegemony over the entire country, 
he would ban Catholicism and initiate a thoroughgoing persecution of 
its believers. This was certainly not instigated to uphold any "true faith," 
nor simply to defend what was proclaimed to be the "land of the gods" 
(an idea predicated on an amalgam of Shinto and Buddhist beliefs) 
from external invasion. Instead, Ieyasu and his advisors likely perceived 
Christian dogma to be a political threat, as the tracts distributed by the 
Catholic missionaries preached ideas such as these: 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is our true father and our true sovereign.2 

Know then that we must devoutly revere, obey, and serve Our Lord.3 

Never forget the divine grace of the One who has given thee life itself.4 

You, who have become a soldier in the army of Our Lord Deus: Should 

you not serve this Lord by abandoning your very life and pledging 

the greatest allegiance to Him? Verily, for this Lord did not hesitate 

to charge straight ahead to lay down his life for our sake; as one of his 

soldiers, it would be the shame of a lifetime to hide yourself in the rear, 

clinging ignobly to life. 5 
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They were offering a challenge to the samurai: How can you fail 
to requite with love (amor; go-taisetsu) and devoted service the grace 
bestowed upon you by your true Lord, who is more powerful than all 
earthly princes? A Lord, moreover, who long ago already gave his own 
life for your sake? Have you no shame? For individuals imbued with the 
samurai mentality, this must have been a quite moving appeal. And for 
non-samurai, it must have held out the possibility of achieving a status 
even higher than that of earthly warriors as faithful servants of Deus (as 
the god of the Catholics came to be known in Japan). 

Yet it is also unsurprising that earthly princes and their followers who 
had experienced the turmoil of the lkko ikki would feel threatened by 
the spread of such teachings. Japanese Christians were therefore sub
jected to a cruel inquisition and forced either to renounce their faith or 
die as martyrs to it. For the minority who chose the latter path, it was a 
form of junshi in which they made the ultimate sacrifice for the sake of 
their "true Lord." As the number of martyrs increased, this itself seemed 
compelling evidence of the seriousness of the Christian threat, and the 
prohibitions on the faith grew ever more stringent. Official notices pro
hibiting Christianity were posted in towns and villages throughout the 
country, and the common people were required to have local Buddhist 
temples confirm that they were not practitioners of the alien religion. 
The extremely strict system of control over foreign trade and travel to 
and from the country that later became known as sakoku (lit. , "closed 
country") was primarily intended to expel Christianity from Japan. In 
this sense, the Tokugawa polity was unable to completely forget about the 
Christian West, and continued to stand in conscious opposition to it. The 
very word kirishitan (Christian) continued to evoke both dark dread and 
the curiosity that surrounds forbidden things until the Meiji Revolution 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

Tokugawa Japan had neither a national religion nor a national 
church. For the rulers, at any rate, there was a sense that strong faith in a 
transcendent deity was inherently dangerous. The sentiments expressed 
by Buyo lnshi in his 1816 Seji kenmonroku (Things Seen and Heard) 
were probably not uncommon: "For a vassal to put his faith in Buddhism 
and offer prayers for the afterlife is a terrible betrayal of his lord, similar 
to a wife committing adultery." In fact, in the early Meiji period it was 
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commonly argued that Japan's rulers had never possessed any "religion" 
(in the Western sense of the word). By contrast, in Europe it was people 
who did not possess a strong faith in a transcendent deity who were seen 
as a threat. Although both Europe and Japan experienced terrible civil 
conflict in the course of the sixteenth century, they took almost diametri
cally opposed paths regarding the political significance of religion. 

VIOLENCE AND PEACE 

In Japan, the long years of warfare among a variety of opponents even
tually ended in a subjugation of all combatants to the hegemony of the 
very strongest-although of course a shrewd reading of which way the 
wind was blowing was also involved. Even the great daimyo who had for
merly pledged themselves as vassals to the house of hegemon Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi (1537-98) were quick to find places under the banner of the 
Tokugawa. As a result, all the daimyo of the land were eventually con
firmed in their holdings by the head of the Tokugawa house and granted 
authority to rule over their domains. Yet of course not all of these daimyo 
were sincere in their pledges of fealty and loyalty to the Tokugawa. 

Moreover, the Tokugawa, insofar as they felt their position to be threat
ened by any being transcending this world, could not rely on such a deity 
or deities to legitimate their rule. They could not call on any pope or 
prelate to crown them the ruler by divine right, nor could they proclaim 
themselves to be "sons of heaven" possessing heaven's mandate. The politi
cal costs of eliminating the emperor in Kyoto, who had traditionally been 
regarded as the "son of heaven," were simply too great. No "temple of 
heaven" was erected in Edo, and the head of the Tokugawa house did not 
make offerings to heaven on behalf of his realm and its people. 

Instead, as long as people were willing to accept that the race goes 
to the strong, who are the world's natural rulers, what the Tokugawa had 
to do in order to rule was to remain strong. Unlike later historians, the 
people of the day are unlikely to have asked questions such as "What is the 
legitimating principle behind Tokugawa rule?" Throughout the Tokugawa 
period, Confucian scholars bemoaned that the Tokugawa and other mili
tary houses had conquered the realm on horseback, and, unlike Emperor 
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Gaozu of the Han dynasty in China, essentially continued to rule from 
horseback under the pretext of preparing for the next round of warfare.6 

As the Confucian scholar Hori Keizan (1688-1757) wrote, "The warrior 
houses seized the realm through force of arms, and it was solely through 
continuing to assert and flaunt this power that they succeeded in cowing 
the common people into submission; in ruling the country as well, they 
depended entirely upon the twin factors of prestige and ceremony."7 

By forcing others to acknowledge one's military might, superior force, 
majesty-in other words, by inspiring dread with an overwhelming dis
play of violence-submission was guaranteed. In this era, the word shioki 
simultaneously meant governance, control, and punishment; likewise 
seito (lit., "the way of government") also referred to prohibition, investiga
tion, and punishment. 

However, as Keizan also observed in his work, "Naked and indiscrimi
nate display of military superiority can be relied on for a time to forcibly 
secure the people's submission; yet when that power and majesty falters , 
their allegiance will be withdrawn accordingly, and the realm will fall into 
disorder." The military houses were therefore at great pains to make a shin
ing display of their power and glory. As a result, for example, the majority 
of people were immediately silenced and intimidated by the very sight of 
the hollyhock crest that symbolized the authority of the Tokugawa house. 
This "majesty" also shone upon the vassals and retainers of the Tokugawa, 
and the officials of the shogunate partook of it to varying degrees, accord
ing to their rank and station. The politico-military organization as a whole 
was cloaked in the armor of this majesty, and shone grimly with its light. 
Toward the end of the Tokugawa period, Murata Misaburo (1821-99), a 
samurai from the Fukui domain, wrote in a letter, "For some three hundred 
years the domains of the realm have been intimidated by the majesty of 
the shogunate and thoroughly and completely imbued with the habit of 
obedience to it."8 No doubt he felt this keenly. Yet at the same time, the 
daimyo and samurai of domains resorted to an identical display of majesty 
and power to subordinate and rule their own people. 

The odd contradiction embedded in all this was that if the display 
of military might and majesty achieved its goal of cowing and subjugat
ing the weak, then the opportunity to deploy this power and actually 
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prove the superiority of the strong was lost. In a world at peace, how were 
the strong to assert their strength? The only option was outward show. If 
strength could no longer be proven in actual combat, then the issue was 
reduced to the appearance of strength. Domination by force inevitably 
devolved into domination by the image of force . 

This image of force was what Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901) referred 
to as "false authority" (kyoi) in his 1875 work Bunmeiron no gairyaku (An 
Outline of a Theory of Civilization). But "false authority" when it is not 
perceived as such is the same as legitimate authority. And in order to keep 
it from being perceived as such, what Fukuzawa spoke of as "all the various 
established hierarchical distinctions of rank, dress, writing, and speech" 
played a major role. The Hori Keizan passage about the "twin factors of 
prestige and ceremony" was alluding to something similar. The ceremo
nies, rituals, and etiquette that people observed in their interactions with 
one another served as opportunities for the symbolic expression, reiteration, 
and mutual recognition of hierarchical distinctions in status. 

As far as the Tokugawa house was concerned, wrote Confucian 
scholar Hirose Tanso (1782-1856), "above there is the imperial court. 
Below are the various domains. Among the domains, there are some that 
were allied with the shogunate before its founding, while others belong to 
clans that were once its enemies." Precisely because of this, the shogunate 
exerted itself to "use its majesty to overawe the members of the [Kyoto] 
aristocracy" and to assert its "dignity and gravitas in all matters."9 

This strategy worked remarkably well. Until the steam-powered war
ships of Commodore Perry, representing the cutting edge of the technol
ogy of the Industrial Revolution, arrived to reveal that the shogun had no 
clothes, his majesty was staunchly, gloriously, and effectively upheld for 
two and a half centuries. 

The works of Tokugawa-period writers were filled with celebrations 
of "the great peace of the realm," "calm and tranquility," and "the well
governed world," as well as words of praise for the rulers who had brought 
about this state of affairs. This was more than obsequious flattery. There 
seems to be genuine feeling embodied in words such as the following: 

Grateful for the bounty of the ruler of the Land of the Rising Sun 

To every corner of this sacred land 
A 11 hm" ;~ n ll a~;n~Aa JO 
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Comfortable pillows (takamakura) to rest our weary heads 

These, too, are Nikko craftsmanship. 11 

Maybe not exactly what the warriors have in mind 

But what a paradise our world is now! 12 

It was precisely the effectiveness of Tokugawa rule in preserving 
peace and civil order and preventing a recurrence of the terror of the 
Warring States period that served as the most significant basis for its legiti
macy and that of the samurai class as a whole. As in the case of oppressive 
authoritarian regimes in today's world, the logic of this legitimacy-We 
have brought order. Be grateful. Obey. If not, you are guilty of inviting a 
return to conflict and disorder-was no doubt difficult to deny, even by 
those who secretly harbored resistance to it. 

This de facto legitimation, however, ultimately evaporated when 
the situation on the ground changed. This was no doubt one reason the 
Tokugawa regime, unlike the governments of Qing China and Chason 
Korea (protected by the theoretical armament of their Confucian ideol
ogy), disintegrated so suddenly under pressure from the Western powers. 

COMPONENTS OF MAJESTY 

The "majesty" of the Tokugawa shogunate was not, however, based solely on 
naked force. While the shogunate was founded upon military supremacy, 
the Tokugawa rulers also relied on a variety of other factors that equipped 
them with a glory sufficient to overawe any possible competitors. 

Lord of the Realm 
First of all, the head of the Tokugawa house commanded the prestige 
embodied in the appellation "lord of the realm" (tenka-sama, tenka
dono, or simply tenka). This was a title the Tokugawa had inherited from 
the earlier hegemons of the Warring States period, Oda Nobunaga and 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi. The word tenka (lit., "all under heaven") originally 
signified the realm ruled by the tenshi ("son of heaven," i.e., the emperor) 
but shifted in meaning to refer to the de facto rulers of the land. None of 
the other daimyo would ever be referred to with this potent epithet, which 
PvnkPr1 ::lWP ::inr1 TPVPTPnrP frnrn tl.n~P hPlnw ::inr1 in ih hP::lTPT in~nirPr1 ::in 
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unshakable pride and confidence. Even the commoners of Edo basked in 
the shogun's reflected glory, as when the novelist !hara Saikaku (1642-93) 
speaks of them in passing as "fearing no one, for they are the townsmen 
of tenka."13 In fact Daikokuya Kodayu (1751-1828), captain of a Japanese 
trading vessel cast away in the Aleutians who eventually made his way 
to St. Petersburg and the court of Catherine the Great, described the 
Empress and Autocrat of All the Russias in the language most familiar to 
him as Ezo no tenka-sama (Ezo being the contemporary Japanese term 
for the lands to the north).14 

The Ruling House 
The successive Tokugawa shoguns were all given, in addition to the 
appellation tenka-sama, names beginning with le- (lit., "house"), leav
ing no doubt that they were the heirs of the founder, Ieyasu. 15 Thus the 
names of the individual shoguns-Iemitsu, Ietsuna, Ienobu, etc. - not 
only expressed their hereditary status and position, but also took on some 
of the reflected glory of their ancestor and founder of the shogunate 
Tokugawa Ieyasu, who after death was styled Tosho Daigongen ("Great 
Avatar Illuminating the East").16 

The shogun would frequently pay homage to the progenitor of his 
line at the Toshogu shrine located within the precincts of Edo Castle. On 
rarer occasions, he might personally make the pilgrimage to the Toshogo. 
at Nikko, Ieyasu's mausoleum, accompanied by a retinue of major daimyo 
and their own entourages. This spectacle of massive numbers of men and 
horses moving in silence along the highway to Nikko served to confirm 
the authority of the shogun as rightful successor to this sacred ancestor. 

Moreover, as Tosho Daigongen, the deified Ieyasu became vaguely 
associated in the popular imagination with other deities such as 
Amaterasu Omikami, the sun goddess, and Hachiman Bosatsu, god of 
war. Thus it was that the head of the Tokugawa house ruled over the 
"land of gods and buddhas" that resulted from the syncretistic fusion of 
Shinto and Buddhism characteristic of Japan. 

Kubo-sama 
The shogun was referred to by his retainers and others as kami, ue-sama 
(both of which might be rendered as "highness"), or kubo-sama 0-15~. 
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The latter term requires some explanation. The shogunal government 
in Edo was generally referred to as gokogi MJ0-fjj, a term that, since it 
appears in the official documents of the era, can be taken to be the one 
the shogunate adopted to refer to itself. In this word, go- is an honorific , 
and gi means "matters" or "affairs." Vassals of a daimyo might also call 
their domanial government kogi, in which case the government in Edo 
would be distinguished as okogi, the prefix o- meaning "greater." Lands 
under direct control of the shogunate were called koryo 0-{lJi, while lands 
given in fief to the daimyo were called shiryo (using the character for "pri
vate" fl in modern Japanese, which is read as both shi and watakushi). 

The problem is that the character ko 0-, while used in modern 
Japanese in various compounds to translate the Western concept of "pub
lic," did not originally mean "public" in the Western sense at all. As one 
may find in consulting any English dictionary, the term "public" is rooted 
in the Latin for people or populace; in all of the Western languages, 
words derived from res publica (lit., "public affairs") are used to signify 
the state. What we are talking about with kogi is something entirely differ
ent, and the shogunate should certainly not be understood as some form 
of "public authority" in the Western sense. The kogi did not embody any 
pretense of being a public institution for the purpose of resolving com
mon problems or issues among the people. This would be a misinterpre
tation resulting from a careless conflation of three words that have some 
overlap in their signification but that originally had quite different mean
ings: the Chinese character gong 0- (J. ko), the native Japanese oyake, and 
the Western variants of publica.17 

Another term, kuji 0-* (using a variant reading of the character ko), 
which was used for legal proceedings in the Tokugawa period, would at 
first glance also seem to signify "public matters." But in fact it was entirely 
different from res publica, as it meant to bring a matter before the ruler 
for judgment. The Chinese character ko we encounter here did not mean 
"public": it was simply the character chosen to write the native Japanese 
word oyake. In the Japanese language at least as spoken and written in the 
Tokugawa period, "the people" had no place whatsoever in oyake. Oyake 
(lit., "large house" or "great house") signified the external encompassing 
the internal, a larger entity in contrast to the smaller entities it subsumes, or 
something existing in the open as opposed to something private or secret. 
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By contrast, the word watakushi, implying the smallest unit, was a deferen
tial term of self-reference. This was not merely polite; it also elevated the 
person one was addressing to the status of oyake. 

To put it another way, the household of an individual samurai was 
subsumed inside the "great house" or oyake of his daimyo. But the daimyo 
in turn related as watakushi vis-a-vis the even greater oyake represented 
by the shogunal government in Edo (gokogi). At the very apex of this 
nested set of watakushiloyake relationships was the shogun. From his 
vantage point, even the domains of the greatest daimyo in the land were 
watakushi relative to his oyake. His overarching authority was embodied 
in, and emphasized by, the appellation kubo-sama. 

Especially after Japan entered the nineteenth century, the term 
bakufu (lit., "tent government") began to gradually displace gokogi, and 
the kogi oyakunin-sama (officials of the kogi) began to be called sim
ply bakushin or bakuri (bakufu officials). Such terminology stressed the 
nature of the government in Edo as one headed by a military official (the 
shogun) whose authority was vested in him by the emperor-a telling 
indicator of a decline in shogunal prestige. 

Seii Tai Shogun 
In contrast to Edo's kogi, the emperor in Kyoto was referred to obliquely 
as the inhabitant of his palace, which was described as "the forbidden 
precincts" (kinri-sama, kinchu-sama, or dairi-sama were all common 
variants of this way of speaking of the imperial presence). The word for 
emperor commonly used in modern Japanese, tenno, was a posthumous 
honorific title that had fallen into disuse for almost a millennium until its 
revival in 1840 to honor Emperor Kokaku upon his passing. Before that, 
emperors were known posthumously by their ingo (e.g., Momozono-in), 
a sobriquet consisting of a place-name followed by the word in (cloister), 
implying that the emperor had entered priestly vows before death. To 
most contemporary Japanese the word tenno-sama would have conjured 
up images of the Four Wisdom Kings (Shitenno) and related Buddhist 
iconography they would have known from their local temples. 

The shogun called the emperor "overlord" or "master" (shufo). But the 
relationship between the two was ambiguous in the extreme and foreign 
visitors to Japan during this period were at great pains understanding it. For 
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example, in the Kinchu Narabi ni Kuge Shohatto (Laws for the Imperial 
Court and Nobility) and other documents, the shogunate essentially defined 
and prescribed the duties and functions of the emperor and his courtiers, 
largely restricting them to scholarship and the arts. It also explicitly stated 
that ranks and official positions given to members of the warrior houses 
should be distinct from those of the imperial court aristocracy. This con
firmed something that had been the case for some time: ranks and posi
tions from the old ritsuryo system of imperial rule, at its peak in the early 
eighth century, had devolved into merely honorific titles for the heads of 
the warrior houses (such as "Senior Fourth Rank Lower Grade, Minor 
Captain of the Left Palace Guards and Defender of Kaga" for the daimyo 
of the Kaga domain), and, moreover, it was the shogun in Edo who pos
sessed the de facto authority to distribute them as he saw fit-despite the 
fact that they were still nominally ranks and positions within the imperial 
court hierarchy. The shogun had also arrogated to himself the authority to 
regulate and even at times to punish members of the court nobility who at 
least nominally occupied ranks superior to his own. The system of court 
ranks had become little more than a device for assigning status within the 
hierarchy of the military houses. 

The court ranks and the titles seii tai shogun ("barbarian-subduing 
generalissimo") and naidaijin ("inner minister") that were bestowed upon 
the head of the Tokugawa house by the emperor served similarly. They 
were appropriate to the first and foremost of the military houses. The sho
gun's authority was confirmed and established by them. Especially in 1603, 
when Toyotomi Hideyoshi's son, Hideyori, still occupied Osaka Castle, 
holding senior second court rank and the title of provisional grand coun
cillor (gondainagon), Tokugawa Ieyasu's elevation to junior first rank and 
the office of seii tai shogun (a post not filled since the last of the Ashikaga 
shoguns was driven from power in 1573) must have made a significant 
impression on the other daimyo of the realm (even if one discounts for 
Hideyori's own receipt of the title naidaijin two months afterward). 

Thus there was probably still political value in supporting the emperor 
and his court as "overlord." But the receipt of these titles from the emperor 
did not mean any particular authority had been bestowed. People at the 
time did not interpret them as an official transfer of sovereignty from 
emperor to shogun, nor did they see the bestowal of the title of shogun 
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on subsequent heads of the Tokugawa house in that light-just as no one 
thought that the heads of the Asano house (given the title Takumi no kami, 
or "chief of the palace artisans") were actually engaged in doing plaster
work, or was particularly troubled by the fact that the Ooka family, despite 
being styled "lords of Echizen" (Echizen no kami), did not in fact possess 
the ruling power in that province. Nor was the argument made that the 
shogun's orders should be followed because they were in fact the orders of 
the emperor. When the fifteenth and final Tokugawa shogun reverently 
"restored" (hokan) to the emperor a "sovereignty" (taisei) that had never 
actually been entrusted to him, as we shall see later in this book, this was 
the result of a crucial shift of established wisdom that played out gradually, 
over a considerable time. 

In any event, there was only one seii tai shogun in the land. And this 
meant that the head of the Tokugawa house had been granted a title dis
tinguishing him from all the other heads of the warrior houses. From 
the standpoint of daimyo who held at best fourth or fifth court rank, the 
shogun, at senior second rank or junior first rank, would have occupied a 
lofty position indeed. 

Yet this venerable hierarchical apparatus, exploiting a structure in use 
since antiquity, also had its problems. To wit, insofar as the head of the 
Tokugawa house and all of the other daimyo were formally receiving their 
ranks and titles from the emperor, they might all be perceived not as lord 
and vassals, but as fellow imperial officials. And, in fact, contemporary 
writers pointed this out: 

Again, though all the daimyo are the direct retainers (kerai) of the sho

gunate, some of them may be disposed to regard the emperor as their 

true sovereign because their honorary ranks are granted in the form of 

imperial charters and letters of appointment issued by the imperial court. 

If these people are kept in awe only by the present power of the shogunate 

and remain in a state of mind in which they merely recognize that in 

some vague fashion they have become retainers of the shogun there may 

be cause for anxiety in the later years of the regime. 18 

Enfeoffments, of course, but also court ranks are issued by order of the 

shogun in Edo; what is received from the imperial capital is merely con

firmation of this, so [the daimyo] are indisputably vassals of the shogunal 
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house ... Yet one hears that there are certain dissolute samurai among 

the great daimyo houses who boast, "Our lord is a tozama'' daimyo and 

a vassal of the imperial court. He is of a completely different status from 

the fudai daimyo." This is despicable. 19 

Among the daimyo there are some of second or third court rank. As the 

shogun himself holds first or second court rank, there is a difference of 

only one or two degrees. Since even lesser daimyo are awarded at least 

fifth rank, some have developed the misconception that they and the 

shogun are all equally vassals of the emperor. 20 

At the time of the collapse of the Tokugawa regime, this "misconception" 
would become an openly acknowledged reality. 

Great Prince of Japan 
Upon succession to the headship of the Tokugawa house, each new sho
gun would receive embassies from the kings of Korea and Ryukyu. Each 
spring he would also receive an official visit from the Granda kapitan (the 
head of the Dutch East India Company factory at Nagasaki). All of these 
were major events involving impressive processions that attracted large 
crowds of onlookers. The monopoly over "foreign relations" was a subtle 
instrument for turning what sometimes seemed only a minor differential 
in power between the shogun and the other great lords into an overwhelm
ingly large qualitative gap. 

Communications from the Korean king were addressed (in the clas
sical Chinese that was the lingua franca of East Asia at the time) to "the 
great prince of Japan" (Nihonkoku taikun), and hence, the head of the 
Tokugawa house was also "the great prince of Japan." Terms of refer
ence that served for domestic purposes (tenka-sama, kubo-sama) were not 
proper classical Chinese, and the military title of shogun did not express 
its bearer's de facto rule over the entire country. Vague as it was, "great 

* Tozama describes daimyo who pledged loyalty to the Tokugawa following the battle 
of Sekigahara in 1600. Although they were allowed to exercise power over their own 
domains, they ordinarily did not fulfill functions within the shogunate, unlike daimyo 
holding the status of fudai (heredi tary Tokugawa vassal) or kamon (also shinpan; 
Tokugawa collateral house). 



CHAPTER THREE 

prince" (taikun , or as early Western visitors spelled it, tycoon) was a title 
that both countries could accept. 

The taikun exchanged diplomatic communications as equals with the 
Korean king, but he did not dispatch embassies to Seoul as the Koreans did 
to Eda. The Koreans interpreted this state of affairs as their own refusal 
to allow the dangerous Japanese access to the Korean capital (memories 
of Hideyoshi's invasions of Korea in the late sixteenth century were still 
fresh), while the Japanese preferred to see it as indicating that the Korean 
embassies were unilateral tribute missions to Japan. The kingdom of 
Ryukyu, effectively under control of the domain of Satsuma (while at the 
same time a tributary state of Ming- and Qing-dynasty China), was usually 
regarded as a vassal state or dependency. And when it came to the visits 
of the Oranda kapitan to Eda Castle, the shogun merely granted him an 
audience, as there were no official diplomatic relations with the king of 
the Netherlands. Similarly, Chinese merchants were permitted to trade 
at Nagasaki, but there were no official relations with the Ming or Qing 
dynasty. This was to avoid being drawn into the Sinocentric world order 
established by these imperial dynasties, within which Japan would have 
been viewed as a tributary state. 

Thus, the shogun as tenka-sama, overlord of the Japanese archipel
ago, was able to give the impression that he sent no envoys to foreign 
lands, while at the same time receiving only a few properly deferential 
embassies from select countries. The effect was probably to suggest that 
his majesty and glory shone as brilliantly abroad as it did at home. Even 
the poet Matsuo Basho (1644-94) seems to partake of a sense of pride 
and gratitude at being the subject of such a sovereign, as suggested by the 
following verses dealing with the visits of the Dutch traders to Edo: 

Even the Dutchmen 

Have come to see the cherry blossoms 

Saddle the horse! 

Even the kapitan 
Bows down before him 

Our lord in springtime.21 

Certainly this could not be matched by any of Japan's other "princes"; 
- -- - l.. __ : __ L_. --·-- - ------1 .. - i Lh - J... __ ,..l ~ i LJ...~ 'T'~J,,,~nn , n J...~ .. ea 
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However, as would later become abundantly clear, it also meant that loss 
of majesty and prestige in the sphere of foreign relations could immedi
ately shake the very foundations of Tokugawa rule. 

THE THEATER OF MAJESIT 

No doubt all political systems partake to a certain extent of theater; poli
tics always contains elements of dramaturgy and playacting. Politics is not 
always conducted through rational and well-considered deliberations on 
matters of public concern, and nonverbal spectacles and experiences can 
be used to embody and define political systems. It is no accident that most 
palaces and presidential residences are splendid and imposing structures. If 
a parliament or legislature met in some anonymous rental building on the 
outskirts of town we would find it strange-and not out of practical consid
erations. Rather, the location and formal properties of all such structures 
show them to stand at the center of their political culture and symbolize 
the importance of the activities taking place within their walls. Similarly, 
when a natural disaster strikes and a nation's leader dons work clothes for an 
"on-site inspection," the point is not really "inspection" at all (if anything, it 
probably interferes with the job at hand). Instead, the presence of the leader 
symbolizes the government's concern and its active engagement in rescue 
and recovery efforts. Words alone do not necessarily persuade people. And 
since not everyone can be present to judge every situation for themselves, 
most people go by appearance. Theatrical stage effects and ritualistic per
formances, therefore, will never disappear from political culture. 

That said, the Tokugawa political system displayed an almost abnor
mal development of such theatrics, almost always aimed at emphasizing 
the majesty and prestige of the shogunate. Recalling Tokugawa times, 
Ueki Emori (1857-92), a leading Meiji theorist of the popular rights 
movement, offered the following assessment: 

An institution such as the bakufu based its existence not on any inher

ent right to rule the realm, but in fact on an extremely cumbersome 

apparatus ... It either intimidated the people with military force, or 

employed the arts of deceit to mislead them . .. Its methods were myr

iad. But what it particularly emphasized, with the greatest exertion of its 
~ ........ ,.,.- ••• ~ .... .1. ..... ~,.,. l .,..,. .1.L ..... -..-.-,,..,.--~ ..... -J. ,..,.--,..,.~- ,.,. .... ~~ · ,..,. .... .1.· ...... ,.,. .... -..-. ........ ·1--1 ..... .... ,... 
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that the people would look up to it as something high and mighty, feel

ing it was something to which they could not possibly aspire, something 

truly grand, something vast and limitless in its power. This constant 

awe froze their will and broke their spirit ... It is what one might call a 

"political strategy of mystification."22 

The strategy was certainly employed quite skillfully, in a multitude 
of ways. First there was the capital city of Edo (present-day Tokyo) itself. 
Unlike modem Japanese cities, it was a model of meticulous urban plan
ning. Its indisputable center was the broad expanse ofland occupied by Edo 
Castle. Encircled by an elaborate system of moats and stone walls, it gave 
an impression of almost unfathomable depth and substance. Around it the 
residences of the daimyo and direct shogunal vassals were arrayed, their 
location and size determined carefully according to rank. Even the solemn 
gates of the warrior residences had prescribed sizes and styles expressing 
the status of their inhabitants and silently intimidating passersby. These 
samurai residences were in tum surrounded by the neighborhoods where 
the commoner population lived and served the needs of the warrior class. 
Major shrines and temples, with the exception of a few venerable institu
tions, were located on the outskirts of the city. 

Like the traditional European city with its residences clustered 
around a central public square, or the competing Versailles model with 
a system of radial roads emanating from a central royal palace, Edo was 
a symbolic representation of society as a whole, a concrete microcosm of 
it. The castle towns of the daimyo were more or less faithful copies of this 
blueprint. The entire layout and architecture of Edo, originally designed 
with military necessity and status distinctions as the chief considerations, 
functioned to secure the "majesty" of Tokugawa rule, or the "false author
ity" of which Fukuzawa spoke. 

From all over the country, heavily armed and outfitted daimyo retinues 
made their grand and stately progress to this capital of Edo in the practice 
known as sankin kotai, or "alternate attendance."* These daimyo proces
sions were no empty pageant-they were an armed march, a militarized 

* In a system of feudal control, the shogunate required the daimyo to reside in alternate 
years in Edo. 



THE MEC HAN ISMS OF SHOGUNAL MAJESTY: THE TOKUGAWA POLITICAL SYSTEM 59 

T he arrival of an embassy from the kingdom of Ryukyu at the entrance to th e Western 
Enceinte (Nishinomaru) of Edo Castl e, corresponding to the Nijubashi-mae entrance of 
the present imperial palace. The image, which was sold as an Eda souven ir, is a doro-e, a 
hand-painted work using inexpensive opaque pigments similar to gouache. 

display of the power and status of the lords. The processions exuded an 
atmosphere of tension, and people encountering them along the highway 
were ordered to prostrate themselves at the side of the road. In addition, a 
dozen or more times a year the daimyo then present in Edo were expected 
to make a collective progress from their Edo residences to Edo Castle and 
the Honmaru Palace at its center, for an audience with the shogun. 

These audiences were carefully calibrated occasions, with each daimyo 
given a place corresponding to his rank and relationship to the shogun, 
and received by the shogun accordingly. They were not really even "audi
ences" at all: they were called omemie, which literally meant "viewings." 
The daimyo were to be seen, not heard, by the shogun. Though they did not 
do much more than prostrate themselves before him below the dais where 
he sat, it must have been a tension-filled and awe-inspiring experience. 

In turn, these daimyo received the prostration of their vassals, who in 
turn received the obeisance of the townspeople and peasants. The entire 
country was a vast chain of those who were bowed to and those who did 
the bowing. Who, at the time, could possibly have seen through this 
chain as artificial, and capable of being broken? 
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At the apex of this "political strategy of mystification" stood Tokugawa 
le-something, rightful heir of Tosha Daigongen, Illuminator of the East; 
lord of all under heaven; kubo-sama; inner minister and barbarian-subduing 
generalissimo; great prince of Japan. And the elaborate stratagem was suc
cessful. Despite harboring internal contradictions, until the latter half of the 
nineteenth century it secured the stability and peace, at home and abroad, 
of one of the greatest polities in the world at that time. When one thinks 
of the violence and instability that prevailed in much of the globe during 
the same period, this seems little short of a miracle. 
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A NATION OF FAMILY BUSINESSES 

THE IE 

I n 1871 (Meiji 4), soon after the domains were replaced with a system 
of prefectures governed by appointees of the new central government, 

a diplomatic mission headed by senior minister Iwakura Tomomi was dis
patched to Europe and United States to seek knowledge that would assist 
Japan in the formulation of future government policy. Kume Kunitake 
(1839-1931), who accompanied the mission as Iwakura's private secretary 
and compiled its report, made the following observation: 

Government in Europe, taken as a whole, is completely different in char

acter from government in the East. Embedded deep in the European 

character is the disposition to form corporate bodies, something which the 
Eastern races lack completely. Consequently, if we examine the politi

cal customs and practices of Europe in detail, we find that every unit of 

government-from the largest, the polity of a country, through the states, 

provinces or counties into which that polity is divided, to the smallest, 

the towns and villages into which those in turn are divided-is without 

exception organised in the form of a corporation.1 

When Kume refers to "the East" here, he really means Japan. Moreover, 
the word kaisha (corporation) as Kume is using it has a much broader 
semantic range than it does in present-day Japanese: it signifies any inten
tionally organized association of people. In the Japan of his day, commerce 
and industry were not conducted by corporations, nor were villages, towns, 
and prefectures organized like companies. Nor did the nation as a whole 
(transcending any distinction between republican and monarchical forms 
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of government) possess the character of a corporate body freely formed 
among the people themselves. 

But if corporations were not the vehicle of commerce and industry in 
Tokugawa Japan, and voluntary associations were not the foundation of 
local and national government, then what were? The answer is the house 
or family, which in this discussion we will henceforth call ie to distin
guish it from similar Asian or Western concepts and institutions. 

In Tokugawa Japan, trades and professions were not an individual mat
ter. One said not "my profession" but, instead, "the profession of my ie" 
(kashoku or kagyo, containing the character ka *· an alternative reading for 
ie). Being a daimyo or a samurai was actually a form of "family business" -
like that of rice and sake merchants, money changers, dry goods sellers, and 
so on. Farming, fishing, and forestry were considered the kagyo of peasant 
families (though many peasant ie actually had primary businesses in textile 
and clothing manufacture, sake brewing, and various forms of commerce). 
The people of an ie would all be directly or indirectly engaged in its opera
tions. If, for example, through a series of misfortunes a peasant household 
was reduced to a single surviving young girl, as long as she managed some
how to till the fields, the family business would still exist. 

In principle every person belonged to an ie and made a livelihood 
by engaging in the business or profession of the ie in some capacity. So a 
harmonious ie with a prosperous business was considered a truly blessed 
state of affairs. Moreover, the ie did not exist simply to benefit its current 
individual constituents. It was inherited from one's ancestors along with 
the duty to pass it on to future generations. It was an enduring entity tran
scending the generations. Thus, the head of a household might say, "I 
should think of myself as no more than the servant of my ancestors."2 In 
short, one should live for one's ie. And this was true even if one was not 
the head of the house. 

This concept of the ie was something that appears to have been held 
only by a certain segment of the upper classes until early modem times. 
During the course of the seventeenth century, however, the majority of 
the peasantry came to think of themselves as living within their own 
small ie, and the concept spread throughout Japanese society. 

Villages, towns, domanial governments, the shogunate, the impe
rial court- all were collectives whose basic compositional unit was the 
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ie. The entire country resembled a set of nested boxes-smaller ie within 
larger-with individuals living to preserve and maintain their own ie and 
by extension preserving and maintaining the whole. As we shall see later, 
the reality of the situation was more fluid, but it is safe to say that peo
ple of the time essentially carried this image of society in their heads: 
an image we might call "a nation of family businesses" (kashoku kokka 
or kagyo kokka). 3 In addition to the Buddhist monastics and clergy (who 
were called shukke, or "home-leavers," because they formally cut their 
ties to the secular world of the ie when they took vows), a variety of other 
individuals remained unaffiliated with any ie, but they were no doubt 
aware of their abnormality in terms of the rules of contemporary society. 

The ie was an institutional mechanism, a type of juridical person. As 
such, it had a social function: the family profession or business. Related 
to this was the family pedigree, status, and reputation (iegara, kakaku, 
kamei). Then there were the actual physical assets or property of the ie 
(kasan, kazai). This was not conceived of as the sum total of the individual 
assets of the members of the ie, nor was it what the present Japanese civil 
code refers to as "co-ownership."4 The assets of the ie were collective. The 
writer Nishikawa Joken (1648-1724) expressed what was probably the com
mon understanding of his contemporaries: 

Because the assets of a house (kazai) were amassed by the ancestors to 

be passed on for the enduring prosperity of their descendants, anyone 

who exhausts them for his own personal prosperity is a major criminal. 

To pass on all that I possess to my children is in fact the principle by 

which I return to my ancestors that which they have entrusted to me.5 

The ie had a single representative: the head of the house. This was a 
formally recognized position, inherited from its former occupant, although 
succession could take place while the incumbent was still living, through 
retirement (inkyo) and transfer of authority to the heir. 

Ie also possessed names: either family surnames (sei or myoji) or shop 
names (yago) . Unlike in China, surnames were not something attached to 
individuals, with individuals sharing the same surname thus composing 
the family; rather, people were called by a certain surname because they 
belonged to an ie bearing that surname. Townsmen and peasants were not 
permitted the public use of surnames, so the business or shop name served 
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instead: for example, Suharaya Mohei or Okadaya Kashichi. (Suharaya 
and Okadaya were two famous Tokugawa-period printing establishments, 
and successive generations of family heads traditionally took the personal 
name Mohei or Kashichi upon their inheritance of the ie and its business.) 

The ie normally possessed a brand or trademark-the family crest. 
On ceremonial and other formal occasions, the head of house in particu
lar would wear a kimono emblazoned with this crest. 

In principle, headship of the ie was passed down from father to son. If 
the family had only daughters, a common solution was to adopt a daugh
ter's husband into the ie. In essence, the son-in-law married into the ie 
and its line of succession. He might very well have had no previous ties to 
the ie at all. In cases of childlessness, a boy (or man), either a relative or a 
complete stranger, might be adopted into the ie and a wife found for him. 
The reverse was also possible. Such arrangements were perfectly accept
able as a means of preserving the continuity of the ie. 

Since individuals were adopted expressly to inherit and continue the 
family, competence and ability were important. There are even cases 
in which it was decided that the legitimate heir of the ie was unsuitable 
to the task of maintaining the family business and an able adoptee was 
sought to replace him. In fact, adoption frequently served as a potential 
avenue for getting ahead in the world for able and ambitious men. 

Adoption was not at all unusual. A survey of succession of some five 
thousand hatamoto (high-ranking shogunal retainers) concludes that about 
23 percent were adopted. 6 Of the retainers of the daimyo house of Nan bu 
in the seventeenth century 13 percent were adopted, a figure that rose to 23 
percent in the eighteenth century; for retainers of the Maeda house of the 
Kaga domain these figures were 28 percent and 36 percent, respectively.7 

There was even the possibility of reviving ie that had died out. 
For example, a samurai house might have no survivors, with only the 
Buddhist mortuary tablets and the graves of its members left behind. Yet 
in such a case a daimyo might decide to revive the house by issuing an 
order. Then someone (perhaps the second son of a retainer of the domain) 
would be induced to adopt the surname and headship of the ie and care 
for its mortuary tablets and graves. He would then be seen as lawful heir 
and successor to the former ie, with all rights and responsibilities pertain
ing to that position, and live his life as such. 
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In short, while some form of blood relationship was desirable in preserv
ing the continuity of an ie, in the final analysis it was the inheritance not 
of blood but of the family profession, business, surname, or shop name that 
made the ie an ie.8 In the early Meiji years, after returning from a visit to the 
West, Mori Arinori (1847-89), Japan's first ambassador to the United States 
and a pioneering figure in modern education, wrote, 

Honoring the blood line is the foundation upon which morality is cus

tomarily based in Western countries. This is not invariably the case in 

Asian lands, especially in our country where honoring the blood line 

is treated most lightly ... It is our national custom to regard family lin

eage as a type of asset. Under what is denominated as the yoshi [adop

tion] system, even a person from outside the family may be brought in 

and appointed family heir when there is no son to succeed. Moreover, if 

there are only daughters in the family, a man may be selected to marry a 

daughter and to continue the family line under the system of mukoyoshi 
[adopted son-in-law].9 

In contrast to common belief, it was actually Westerners who placed 
a greater emphasis on bloodline. As Mori suggests, the ie was actually "a 
type of asset." In the peaceful, stable world created by the Pax Tokugawa, 
it was a powerful package of vested rights and duties camouflaged in 
hereditary garb. And many people lived by and for this asset. 

THE CLAN 

The ie of Tokugawa Japan probably does not seem particularly alien to 
today's Japanese. They are familiar with its modern vestiges in the world 
of traditional arts and crafts-the iemoto system in the tea ceremony or 
flower arrangement, for example, or the ie to which kabuki actors belong. 
In fact, however, the Tokugawa-period ie was unique: it not only differed 
from the family systems of the West, but it was also completely unlike the 
jia of traditional China or the chiban of Korea. In fact, in China there 
are no terms and concepts that exactly correspond to such fundamental 
Japanese notions as kashoku (family profession), kakaku (family status), 
kasan (family assets), katoku (family headship), toshu (head of house), 
inkyo (retired head of house), and ie o tsugu (inheriting the house).10 
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In China, what was called the jia (written with the character * later 
used to write ie in Japanese) signified, in its largest sense, the entirety of the 
people conceived as related to a common ancestor through the male line. 
Other terms for it were zong, zongzu, or tongzu. It was believed that these 
people all had the same qi (J. ki; see chapter 6 for an explanation of this 
concept) flowing through them, inherited from their common ancestors. 
Biologically speaking, one inherits from one's father only half of a human 
genome, only a quarter from a paternal grandfather, and one in 1,024 from 
a male ancestor ten generations removed. Nevertheless, it was believed that 
100 percent of the qi of one's male ancestors was inherited by and formed 
the individual, and the maternal lineage was completely ignored (there was 
a variety of folk explanations for this, such as the idea that it was the seed 
that determined the nature of the crop, not the field in which it was sown). 
As a popular saying phrased it, "From a single ancestor, divergent lines; 
related branches with the same qi." Each individual is but a nodal point 
on this transgenerational flow of qi. As a part of this eternal tree of life, 
one venerated one's ancestors in the hope that one's own progeny would 
do the same (wives were regarded as merging their identity with that of 
their husbands). 

The zongzu (extended family or clan) bore a common surname, or 
xing, which was inherited patrilineally and which fundamentally expressed 
an individual's identity. Man or woman, it could not be changed during 
the individual's lifetime. To change one's surname was a shameful act, a 
denial of one's own identity and a rejection of one's ancestors. Therefore 
adoption, when it occurred, tended to be adoption of males one genera
tion down within the same clan. Adoption of someone bearing a differ
ent surname would be an embarrassment to the individual in question 
and also essentially meaningless, since he would not share the family's qi. 
This was traditionally expressed as yixing buyang (" do not raise those of 
other surnames"). At the same time, marriage within a clan was forbidden 
(tongxing buhun; "do not marry those of the same surname"), as mingling 
of the same qi would constitute incest (even though genetically speaking 
the overlap might be no more than one in several thousand). 

The number of living individuals belonging to a particular clan 
might run to tens of thousands of people-or more-which meant that 
the clan could not possibly constitute a domestic or residential unit 
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(although particularly in southern China, clans often doubled as local 
communities participating in a range of collaborative enterprises that gave 
them something of the character of corporate bodies). It was the smaller 
branches of these clans that lived together and functioned as family 
units-jia in the narrower sense. But even these jia possessed an entirely 
different nature from the Japanese ie. 

The jia could be defined as "people living together with a shared bud
get."11 The income derived from the labor of each individual member of 
the jia was added to the common budget and spent to support each person. 
This was described in China as "common residence, shared assets" (tongju 
gongcai). Such a unit might be composed of a mother and father and three 
married sons, each pursuing a different trade or occupation, but all living 
under the same roof. In such a case, if the father passed away, there would 
be no immediate dispute over inheritance. As long as the surviving family 
members decided to continue to live together, they might share residence 
and expenses as before. And if this situation continued for several genera
tions, the result could be a family with many members. Likely the eldest 
male would have the greatest voice in its affairs, but he was not formally 
positioned as the "head of the house," and thus there was also no custom, 
as in Japan, of retirement from that position in order to pass it on to the 
next generation. 

However, brothers might also divide the jia upon the death of the 
father (this was natural enough, since the assets of the jia, while held in 
common, did not belong to the "house" itself). There were a number of 
terms in Chinese for such a division, conveying various aspects of what 
was a parting from a condition of shared residence, finances, and daily 
life. In principle, the division was an equal one between brothers, with no 
distinction made in terms of seniority (daughters did not inherit). There 
was no sense, as in Japan, of one brother inheriting headship of the house. 
All that happened was that the qi of the clan flowed into new branches. 

As a result, there was no conception of a family profession or business, 
nor of family pedigree. Members of the same family could engage in dif
ferent occupations; although a family might happen to all be farmers over 
the generations, that did not make farming a defining characteristic of 
that jia, in the way that the family profession defined the Japanese ie. One 
jia forming a branch of a larger clan could produce a series of successful 
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candidates for the imperial examinations and as a result amass a certain 
amount of wealth and prestige, but the fission of such a jia into further 
branch families served to dissipate its wealth and prestige over time. Like 
different streams of water issuing from a single source, or thousands of 
branches proliferating from a single trunk, the jia making up a clan were 
thought of as the extension and expansion of the life force of an original 
progenitor, growing and maintaining continuity through the exchange of 
brides with other, similar clans. "The human world was a world in which 
numerous clans, each constituting a sort of inchoate life force, coexisted 
with one another, ceaselessly arising and passing away."12 

This was in marked contrast to the Japanese ie with its rigid frame
work of specific functions and social status preserved and defended over 
generations. The "nation of family businesses" we find in Tokugawa Japan 
gave rise to laments such as the following: 

Ours is a world in which living things are confined and regimented as 

if dead things; into the great box of the realm are stuffed the smaller 

boxes of the great lords and their domains, which are then further sub

divided into the tiny compartments occupied by the samurai. 13 

Throughout the country of Japan, tens of millions of human beings are each 

pent up in tens of millions of little boxes, separated from one another as if 

by tens of millions of walls, unable to move an inch. Not only are distinc

tions in status made between samurai, peasants, artisans, and merchants, 

but among the samurai stipends and official posts are hereditary, and even 

such professions as Confucian scholarship or medicine are assigned to 

specific houses (ie) and are passed on from generation to generation, with 

individuals unable to change their calling. Among the peasantry, there 

are differences in social status; the merchants and artisans have licenses 

and privileges that belong to some families but not to others. The walls 

dividing them are as strong as iron; no force is adequate to break them. 14 

MORALI1Y IN A NATION OF FAMILY BUSINESSES 

By the second half of the seventeenth century, most people in Tokugawa 
Japan, regardless of their social status or religious or philosophical affil
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to be self-evident: filial piety, loyalty to one's lord or master, diligence 
in one's family profession, proper observance of one's station. These vir
tues all conformed neatly to the framework of the "nation of family busi
nesses" described earlier. They were convenient not only to the rulers of 
Tokugawa Japan, but also, insofar as they were predicated upon the exist
ing social order, to each of the individual ie as well. And they accordingly 
had powerful currency throughout the society. 

Take, for example, filial piety. This did not mean simply loving and 
honoring one's parents. It meant fulfilling one's loyalty and duties to the 
ie itself as generations of ancestors had done before. To practice filial piety 
was to exert oneself in the family business to ensure the continuity and 
prosperity of the house. 

The family business is the achievement of the backbreaking toil and 

unstinting labor of our ancestors; it is a blessing bestowed by their hid

den virtues. Our parents have carefully preserved this and passed it 

down to us. For us to carefully preserve it and pass it on to our own 

children is the practice of filial piety and worthy of praise. 15 

The family fortune is something amassed by the ancestors for the endur

ing prosperity of their descendants; as such, it is a major crime to expend 

it for our own personal glorification. To do our utmost to pass it clown 

to our own children is the principle by which we return that which was 

given to us by our ancestors. It is the first principle of filial piety. 16 

We should note that the "parents" of an ie were not necessarily the 
biological parents of its members. To a son adopted through marriage or 
to a bride marrying into the family, the two sets were distinct. In such 
cases, filial piety to the "parents" of the ie to which they now belonged 
took precedence over that owed to their own biological parents. 

Since by definition an adopted son has become such solely in order to 

inherit the precious headship of the house and to exert himself to pass 

on this legacy, the ie of his adoptive father becomes a hundred times 

more important than the ie of his birth. 17 

The duty of the adopted son is none other than to serve his adoptive 

parents with filial piety as if they were his birth parents, and to exert his 
lnaPnnih, tn '.:l(;:~11rP thP rnntin11ih, nfhic -::irlnntiHP hn11cP 18 
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One should treat one's new parents with filial devotion as one's real 

parents, and treat one's parents back home as distant relatives. Since it 

is the way of the world to take one's new parents to be one's true par

ents, to violate this precept by cherishing one's birth parents and treat

ing one's adoptive parents shabbily, alienating oneself from them and 

damaging the relationship-this is a failing on the part of the adoptive 

son or son-in-law. 19 

Ishida Baigan (1685-1744), founder of Shingaku (lit., "Heart Learn
ing"), a movement of moral and ethical self-cultivation for the common 
people, was once asked what an adopted son should do if his birth father 
killed his adoptive father. The answer: "He should avenge his adoptive 
father's death and display the severed head [of his birth father] before his 
grave."20 No matter how difficult it might feel, as an upstanding member 
of society one's duty to commit patricide was clear. This is the logical con
clusion of the "way of the world" of the preceding quotation. 

For a samurai of hereditary vassal (fudai) status, one's "family busi
ness" was to serve the house of one's lord loyally and faithfully. This, too, 
was for the sake of the ie, as indicated by the following passages from a 
samurai house code: 

Service to one's lord is for the sake of the ie. Filial devotion is for the 

sake of the ie. Do not think it to be for your own sake. 

Consider the way of human beings. To grow up, acquire a wife, have 

children, and eventually pass on the family business safely to the suc

ceeding generations-is this not the way of mankind?21 

In short, loyalty to the lord and filial devotion were equivalent, and both 
were for the sake of the ie, the house as an institution. This was no doubt 
a significant factor in forestalling the complete degeneration of samurai 
organization, despite the status-identity crisis of the samurai. 

Townsmen and peasants saw their family businesses as serving society 
and their fellow man, and by extension, their lords and rulers . This com
ported well with the fact that the samurai themselves never pretended to 
be servants of the people and, to the contrary, expected the townspeople 
and peasants to serve them. 
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Thus the Confucian scholar Nanbu Ritsuan (d. 1688) stated, 

The peasants devote themselves to their farmwork, carefully tending 

their fields throughout the four seasons. Artisans diligently hone the 

skills of their family craft. Merchants learn well the way of buying and 

selling. Caring for their parents, nurturing their wives and children, 

obeying the laws of their rulers in the outside world, unstintingly pay

ing their taxes and rendering required service, maintaining households 

in accordance with their station-this is how the common people 

embody loyalty to their lords ... Heaven and earth each have their 

roles. The birds and beasts each abide by their own way. Since this is 

so, can any man expect to evade his duty in life? And that duty, first 

and foremost, is his family business.22 
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Diligent labor was itself the way for the common people to demonstrate 
their loyalty. Ishida Baigan expressed a similar sentiment when he wrote, 

Samurai, peasants, artisans, and merchants all aid in governing the 

realm. Without the four classes there would be no such assistance. To 

govern the four classes is the task of the ruler. To assist the ruler is the 

work of the four classes. The samurai are, by nature, vassals with official 

positions. Peasants are vassals of the grassroots. Merchants and artisans 

are vassals of the city streets. 23 

At the heart of all the virtues cited above is the idea of diligence in pur
suit of one's family business, trade, or profession. Such diligence becomes 
filial devotion to one's parents and loyal service to one's ruler. While 
Confucianism was not devoid of the concept of performing one's allotted 
work, 24 it never claimed that was all you had to do in order to fulfill the 
virtues of filial piety and loyalty to the ruler. But in Tokugawa Japan, this 
seems to have been accepted by all as the natural order of things. A strik
ing example is a 1740 book by Kawada Masanori entitled, appropriately 
enough, Kagyo dotokuron (On Family Business Morality): 

Respectfully I say to the people of this world: attentively and diligently 

uphold the great Way of your family profession and do not stray into 

heretical or misguided paths. 
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To devote oneself completely to the family business is the ultimate 

teaching of Confucianism and Buddhism. 

People of the world, understand this well: Know that you must not depart 

from your family business, which is the Way itself. Do not even for an 

instant go down heretical and wayward paths apart from your own trade. 

The Way of mankind was fully embodied in diligent pursuit of the family 
trade or business. As another contemporary source put it, "The family busi
ness is the first order of business of humanity."25 

It followed that "one who labors diligently earns the protection of 
the gods and buddhas and his house shall prosper."26 Morikawa Kyoroku 
(1658-1715), a disciple of the poet Matsuo Basho, asserted, "There is 
simply no greater Way apart from the family professions of the samurai, 
peasants, artisans, and merchants ."27 Another writer commented, "To 
devote oneself completely to one's allotted work is the Way of the gods."28 

Accordingly, it was generally accepted that to concern oneself exces
sively with matters of religion while neglecting the family business was to 
put the cart before the horse. Faith was a good thing, but people were fre
quently cautioned not to let it get out of hand: "Practiced in excess, to the 
detriment of one's family business, it can quite easily lead one to become 
like a deformed person."29 

Moreover, family-business morality knew no distinctions of rank or status. 

Insofar as they are all born under heaven, all people have a trade allotted 

to them by heaven. Thus, with all due respect, the emperor and shogun 

rule the realm because they have been given the task of overseeing all 

matters of politics. The daimyo take it as their occupation to oversee the 

matters of their domain, and the officials have their titles and responsi

bilities. And so it is from there on down: doctors and musicians, peasants 

and artisans, merchants and vendors, people of all walks of life-not one 

is without a trade to call his own.30 

You should rise with the first light of day and the chirping of the birds as 

your alarm, wash your hands, fix your hair, dress yourself, and then set 

to work at the family business and trade allotted by heaven. From royalty 

and nobility to the basest of the common people, all have duties appropri

ate to their station. Those at the top have the weightiest responsibilities. 31 
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First and foremost, people should work at the trades proper to their 

houses. This is how the common people manifest loyalty. It should be 

understood as the Way of heaven. 32 

Noble and base alike each have their allotted work, upon which they 

must not turn their backs. 33 
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All of these sources tell us that if everyone will simply work diligently at 
their family business or trade, each according to his station, then they will 
be leading a moral life and the affairs of the world will go smoothly. This 
is a view of morality and of human life that conforms precisely to a nation 
of family businesses. While predicated upon social and political inequality, 
it nevertheless recognized a certain moral equality among the majority of 
people. And though it confined the individual within the bonds of the ie, it 
also supplied motivation for diligent labor and clear rules for everyday life. 

This polity was not a modern nation-state. However, while authoritarian 
in nature, it was also inclusive; it was a confederation of ie that was conser
vative, yet at the same time vigorous. And its way of thinking provided the 
foundation upon which modern Japan was established. 

MARKET MORALIIT 

Awareness of status differences among families naturally attended the insti
tution of the ie. Such distinctions could arise even among families pursu
ing the same trade or occupation. Hence, a moral order founded on the 
family business carried within it the seeds of competition and the desire 
to enhance the prestige of one's own ie. Envy and jealousy could be found 
among samurai, townsmen, and peasants alike. Precisely because it was a 
nation of family businesses, the impulse to do whatever one could to raise 
the standing of one's family was ever present. 

Especially among the townspeople, the agents of what had become a 
quite highly developed and competitive market economy, the concept of 
risshin shusse (getting ahead in the world) was openly advocated. As the 
writer Nishikawa Joken pointed out in 1719, 

Poor families, hoping to enrich themselves, are diligent in their daily 

work; wealthy families, hoping to preserve their fortunes over time, do 
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Late-Tokugawa photograph of 
a wealthy townsman from an 
album owned by a Dutch visitor 
to Japan. 

not neglect to work at their family business. Society is founded on these 

mutually competing aspirations. 34 

Economic competition was a fact of life. 
Not surprisingly, a variety of self-help books were published to guide 

readers to victory in this struggle, enticing their intended audience with 
a barrage of unashamedly forthright titles: Tosei akinai gundan (War 
Stories of Getting Ahead in Commerce), Risshin shimatsu kagami (A 
Mirror of Success and Thrift), Kaiun shusse denju (Tips for Good Fortune 
and Worldly Success), Shusse no ishizue (The Cornerstone of Success), 
Kanemochi chohoki (Chronicle of Rich Men's Treasures), Akindo kogane
bukuro (The Merchants' Bags of Gold), Seizaiben (How to Generate 
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Wealth), Fuki jizaishii (How to Make Yourself Wealthy and Important), 

Zaiho hayamokeden (Tales of Getting Rich Quick), Chinpozan, kane 110 

naru ki (The Tree That Bears Golden Fruit), and so on. They fanned the 

desire for worldly success with incitements such as these: 

People should always be thinking of how to get ahead in the world. 35 

Is there anyone who says, "I don't want to get ahead, I don't want suc

cess, I want to be a fool, I want people to laugh at me"? Everyone has an 

instinct to make something of himself, to get ahead in the world, to be 

praised and loved by others-it is an inborn, natural desire. 36 

Make it your goal to succeed and to make something of yourself, and 

throw yourself into your trade with all your heart. 37 

With good luck and some good advice, make a lot of money-there 

isn't any better way to practice loyalty and filial piety! 38 

The ideology of self-advancement was no invention of modern times. 

Stimulated by the ie consciousness and market economy of Tokugawa 

Japan, it was already in full flower, at least in certain sectors of society. 

What, then, was the best way to conduct business in order to get 

ahead in the world? There was general agreement that diligence, intelli

gence, thrift, politeness, and honesty were key. Why honesty? Because in 

the end, a dishonest busines,s was unsustainable and unprofitable. 

Set an appropriate range of prices for goods of poor quality and those of 

high quality. Go to where the goods are ava ilable and judge them care

fully. When you find them at a low price, buy them up, take them to a 

place where they are scarce, and sell them at a higher price: this is the 

way to do business. 39 

Even the ancient writings tell us that the great merchants did not lie; 

traders with businesses spanning many domains would never attempt to 

make more than their fair share of profit by deceiving their customers 

with superficial and easily exposed lies.40 

There are no greatly successful merchants among those who hope to 

quickly make a huge profit. 
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Big profits don't last long. 

Don't concern yourself with making big profits; the key is to focus your 

attention on getting as much business and as many faithful customers 

as possible. 

One merchant from Maka in the province of Shimotsuke even composed 
a poem for his sons and heirs that instructed them, "Keep prices low, check 
products carefully, and never try to make a killing in our business."41 

While this sense of ethics was grounded in the family business, it was 
no less market-based. To secure stable, long-term profits, the customers 
must be satisfied. Trust is essential. Diligence, intelligence, thrift, proper 
behavior, and humility are indispensable. But more than anything else, 
honesty is the best policy. Morality was in perfect accord with the pursuit 
of profit for the individual and his ie. Those who did not obey this code 
would be unerringly punished by the market-no need of governmental 
or divine intervention-and be ruined. Consistently successful merchants 
were not only smart; they were ethical. In other words, the market would 
teach people morals. 

Perhaps this sounds too good to be true. Perhaps it sounds like no more 
than a self-serving ethos, a vulgar creed. Yet why shouldn't ethics and per
sonal gain coincide? That would certainly be the best of all possible worlds. 
And no doubt many upstanding merchants of Tokugawa Japan would have 
agreed with their contemporary Benjamin Franklin on this point.42 
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THE LURE OF DANGEROUS THOUGHT: 

THE ASSIMILATION OF CONFUCIANISM 

AND RESULTING TENSIONS 

INCENTIVES FOR STUDY 

F rom the middle of the seventeenth century onward, Confucian 
thought came to be increasingly assimilated into the social system 

described in the three preceding chapters, despite major differences 
between Japan and the Asian mainland in terms of politics, society, fam
ily organization, and culture. Confucian teachers emerged as an identi
fiable occupational group, exerting an enormous influence on political 
and moral discourse, even if their effect on actual practice (especially the 
implementation of the Confucian "rites") was somewhat less impressive. 
What lay behind this spread of Confucian thinking? 

The Samurai and Confucianism 
In the early Tokugawa period, it was unusual for warriors to have much 
familiarity with the written word. The Confucian texts, written entirely 
in Chinese, were as alien as the sutras read and chanted by the Buddhist 
monks. To sit and pore over such texts was regarded with a certain contempt 
as an unwarriorlike pursuit. Yet in the course of the seventeenth century, 
warriors who also studied the Confucian teachings-however bizarre this 
might have seemed from the perspective of the previous Warring States 
period-appeared here and there, and then steadily increased in number. 
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One reason might be that Confucianism offered a possible solution 
to the crisis of status identity faced by the samurai in a world at peace. 
The honor they had derived from being warriors-a reality now denied 
them-could be bolstered by pride in a new role model, that of the 
Confucian scholar-gentleman. 

Second, Confucianism was useful in maintaining the organizational 
cohesiveness of the samurai. In the Warring States period the townsmen 
and peasants had primarily been seen as existing to provision the warrior 
bands. While this was never explicitly denied, a somewhat more populist 
conception of the relationship was better suited for maintaining warrior 
morale and discipline in peaceful times-one in which the samurai were 
seen as providing assistance to their lord in his weighty task of ruling the 
people and keeping the peace. This representation of the status quo was 
also useful in securing the consent and obedience of the townsmen and 
peasants. As the continuing "great peace" of Tokugawa rule became a sig
nificant factor in legitimating that very rule, "benevolent government" (jin
sei) became an established term of political discourse, though this never 
shifted to a completely Confucian notion of benevolent government as the 
raison d'etre of the ruler, for that would abnegate the role of the samurai. 

Third, Confucianism provided a sort of instruction manual for gov
erning. Daimyo and their officials had already been drawing on the expe
riential wisdom of the Warring States period, learning from lectures on 
strategy and the military arts based on epics such as Heike monogatari 
(Tale of the Heike) and Taiheiki (Chronicle of the Great Peace), and listen
ing to the sermons and homilies of Buddhist clergy, at the time the larg
est organized body of intellectuals. Now they began to feel that hearing 
discourses on the Confucian classics - and perhaps even reading them
might also prove useful. For example, Itakura Shigenori (1617-73), who 
served the Tokugawa as shogunal deputy (shoshidai) for the Kyoto region 
and as a senior councillor (rojil) in Edo, instructed his son, "If people in 
positions of power are without learning, governing is difficult. The Four 
Books, Five Classics, and the Seven Books- even if you cannot read them, 
you should have them read to you, and make their principles your tools."1 

In so doing, he gave equal weight to the Confucian canon and what are 
more commonly known as the Seven Military Classics, ancient Chinese 
works on strategy that include Sunzi's Art of War. Elsewhere he wrote, 
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If the commissioners and other major and minor officials acquaint them

selves well with the nature of things as they are, correctly understand how 
they came to be, carefully weigh their relative importance, and pursue 

their duties with hearts grounded in benevolence, love, loyalty, and filial 
piety, manifesting the principles of intelligence and honesty, then they 

shall put the people at ease and not readily cause them to suffer. 2 
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Naturally, there were also dissenters who rejected the utility of archaic 
teachings from a foreign land. For example, the extremely able senior 

councillor Matsudaira Nobutsuna (1596-1662) insisted that 

Rather than studying the tactics of [Takeda] Shingen, you should listen 

to the stratagems of Gongen-sama [Tokugawa Ieyasu]. Rather than hear

ing lectures on the Four Books and Five Classics, you should lend an 
ear to men who know the laws handed down over the generations in the 

great house-such things will be of much more immediate use to you. 3 

But the systematicity and diverse applicability of Confucianism, coupled 
with the power of Chinese texts, gradually began to exert an attraction 
more powerful than that of the oral tradition represented by "men who 

know the laws handed down over the generations in the great house." 

So even among the warrior class, interest in Confucianism gradually 
increased throughout the seventeenth century. Though still a minority, 

some of the daimyo were part of this trend, including Tokugawa Yoshinao 
of Owari (1600-50), Ikeda Mitsumasa of Okayama (1609-82), Hoshina 

Masayuki of Aizu (1611-72), and Tokugawa Mitsukuni of Mito (1628-
1700). That all of these daimyo were closely related to the main line of 

the Tokugawa house is probably no coincidence, but rather a mark of 
the continuing influence of the founder of the shogunate, the illustrious 

Gongen-sama, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542-1616). 
Ieyasu had installed as one of his closest advisors Hayashi Razan 

(1583-1657), a scholar of the Zhu Xi school of Neo-Confucianism, still 

quite rare in Japan at that time. Razan's descendants formed an ie of 
Confucian scholars that would enjoy a special relationship with the sho

gunal house. In addition, beginning in 1599, Ieyasu sponsored the pub
lication of a selection of works in classical Chinese that included Yijing 
(Classic of Changes), Kongzi jiayu (The School Sayings of Confucius), 
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Shizutani Gakko, a school for Confucian studies established by order of Okayama 
daimyo Ikeda Mitsumasa in 1701. The building is still preserved today in the city of 
Bizen in Okayama prefecture. 

Zhenguan zhengyao (Essentials of Government in the Zhenguan Era), 
Qunshu zhiyao (Essentials of Governing from Diverse Books), and two 
works on military strategy, Sanlu.e (Three Strategies) and Liutao (Six Secret 
Teachings). The first article in the Buke Shohatto, the laws governing the 
military houses issued in 1615 by Ieyasu's successor, Hidetada, instructed 
that "the arts of letters and of war, including archery and horsemanship, 
must be devotedly practiced"; the publishing program was likely chosen in 
the same spirit, emphasizing titles of immediate utility either in battle or 
in governance. After Ieyasu's death in 1616, his extensive personal library, 
including many Confucian classics, was bequeathed to the Gosanke, the 
three main branch families of the Tokugawa house. This legacy of Ieyasu, 
who for a Warring States daimyo displayed an unusual interest in literature 
and scholarship, lent further authority to the Confucian teachings-to the 
extent that in later times the understanding arose that he had been actively 
intent on fostering Confucianism in Japan.4 
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The passion for Confucianism displayed by the fifth shogun, 
Tsunayoshi (1646-1709), was also very influential. In 1680, soon after 
becoming shogun, he issued a seven-article decree to the daikan (shogu
nal intendants charged with administering the lands under direct control 
of the Tokugawa house), the first article of which read: "The people are 
the foundation of the nation. Each and every one of the daikan must be 
attentive to the hardships of the people, and is hereby ordered to see that 
they do not suffer misfortunes such as hunger and cold."5 Two years later, 
he had signboards posted throughout the country addressing the com
mon people that began with these words: "Diligently practice loyalty and 
filial piety. Be close to your husbands and wives, siblings, and relatives and 
show compassion and forgiveness even toward your servants. Those who 
are disloyal and unfilial should be severely punished."6 The same year, a 
merchant from the town of Kawagoe praised Tsunayoshi as "the sage of 
Japan" (Nihon no seifin), and quoted two verses purported to have been 
composed by the shogun (clearly spurious): 

While on this earth, I must appreciate the sufferings of the common man 

Once upon a time, I was a common man myself. 

Buffeted by this world of uncertainty and sadness 

I vow to save the common people before I must leave it.7 

He appears to have acutely sensed Tsunayoshi's change in stance com
pared with previous shoguns. 

Then, in 1683, Tsunayoshi revised the Laws Governing the Military 
Houses; in his new version, the first article now read, "The arts of letters 
and of war and the virtues ofloyalty and filial piety must be devotedly prac
ticed; rites and etiquette must be correctly observed." In 1691, the head of 
the Hayashi family, who had up to that time been ordained and given high 
rank within the Buddhist clergy at the behest of the shogunate, abandoned 
the tonsure and was awarded the official title of Daigaku no kami (rector of 
the daxue), despite the fact that at the time the shogunate had nothing cor
responding to a Confucian daxue (school of higher learning). The Hayashi 
family was also ordered to construct a shrine to Confucius, the Yushima 
Seido, which exists to this day in central Tokyo. 
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The Confucian scholar Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725) also noted the 
epochal nature of Tsunayoshi 's influence: 

I say this only with some reticence, but I privately feel the benefit the 

reign of [Tsunayoshi] imparted to our Way was that from his era onward, 

even the most benighted residents of this remote land came to acknowl

edge that there is such a thing as the Confucian Way. 8 

Subsequently, with some ups and downs, Confucian thought gradu
ally permeated the warrior class. Beginning in the late eighteenth century 
an increasing number of the daimyo founded domanial schools and acad
emies to educate their retainers, principally in the Confucian teachings. 
In comparison with the early years of the Tokugawa shogunate, this was 
indeed a significant development. 

Cultural Pursuits 
From the late seventeenth century onward, the more affluent townsmen 
and peasants began to send their children to temple schools and private 
academies to learn the rudiments of reading, writing, and arithmetic . 
There they learned to read sorobun-a style of writing using a mixture 
ofkanji and hiragana to render a slightly formalized variant of vernacular 
Japanese- which was the common orthography for contracts, official docu
ments, and correspondence. It was, however, still unusual for such students 
to progress to reading Confucian texts in the original kanbun, or classical 
Chinese. Ordinarily, this was thought inessential to the pursuit of the fam
ily business or occupation. Yet there were some among the wealthier towns
men and peasants who did read the Confucian classics and who diverted 
themselves by writing verse in classical Chinese, pursuits that were seen as 
"artistic amusements" (yugei) of the day. 

Such "amusements" were pursued by amateurs for their own edifica
tion and enjoyment, but under the guidance of professionals who were 
paid tuition for their services. Among these arts were the tea ceremony; 
flower arrangement; calligraphy; the incense ceremony; recital of nob 
texts; playing of musical instruments such as the biwa, koto, flute, drum, 
and shamisen; composition of poetry, chiefly waka and haiku; board games 
such as go and shogi; and mathematics. In short, most of what would be 
considered today to be traditional Japanese culture flourished in the 
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Tokugawa period as one or another of these cultural pursuits. As factors in 
their rising popularity we can cite the increase in leisure time and urban
ization brought about by the economic development of the seventeenth 
century, which created a substantial stratum of affluent townspeople. In 
addition, their dissemination was aided by their conversion into a status 
symbol (plus the resulting snobbism) and the formation of a variety of net
works of voluntary associations for the pursuit of the arts (known as shachii 
or renchii) that often cut across the class hierarchy. It now became accept
able for the ruled-rather than just the ruling samurai elite-to study the 
Confucian classics as another form of cultural accomplishment. 

In 1874 (Meiji 7), the former Confucian scholar Nishi Amane (1829-
97) wrote, 

Until seven or eight years ago, so-called scholarship was limited to 

the sphere of the Four Books and Five Classics. Moreover, even these 

Chinese classics were only toys. When debased, such studies ranked 

with the tea ceremony and flower arrangement, and at their most 

exalted they were only comparable to the arts of the bow, horse, sword, 

and spear.9 

In other words, the study of Confucianism was regarded at worst as no 
more than an artistic amusement, at best as an equal to the martial arts. 
For a philosophy with claims to universality in its teachings on morality 
and government, this seems a bit unfair. But it was precisely this assess
ment of Confucianism as equivalent to amateur cultural pursuits or mar
tial training that encouraged its diffusion in Tokugawa Japan. And some 
who may have taken up Confucian studies rather lightly in the beginning 
would eventually become very serious indeed. 

THE EMERGENCE OF CONFUCIAN SCHOLARS 

Teachers or masters of Confucianism were known as jusha. Unlike masters 
of most of the other leisure arts, almost all of them were male. It was a new 
phenomenon at the beginning of the seventeenth century for ordinary lay
men-members neither of the aristocratic families whose profession was 
the study of Confucian texts, nor of the Buddhist clergy long familiar with 
Chinese writings-to become teachers of this kind. 
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Initially, their numbers were small. Kumazawa Banzan (1619-91) 
wrote in his later years that "if one were to count their number throughout 
the entire country of Japan one would find only tens of people pursuing 
the path of the Confucian scholar," and in another passage mentioned 
"Confucian scholars, numbering fewer than one hundred."10 Especially 
in comparison with the nationwide networks of main and branch tem
ples into which the numerous sects of Buddhism were organized, the 
Confucian scholars were scarcely a force to be reckoned with. 

The Confucians often doubled as scholars of military strategy and tac
tics. In some cases, it was difficult to distinguish them from koshakushi, a 
variety of professional lecturer and storyteller. 11 Many were also physicians 
known as jui, "Confucian doctors." At the time, to be a doctor meant to be 
a master of traditional Chinese medicine, for which a knowledge of written 
Chinese was essential, making this an occupation that overlapped naturally 
with Confucian studies. The emergence of Confucian scholars no doubt 
sparked the interest of others in the Confucian teachings. Supply gradually 
inspired demand, which it grew to meet. 

A pioneering figure was Fujiwara Seika (1561-1619). Many of the 
prominent Confucian scholars of the seventeenth century numbered 
among his students, or the students of his students. Seika had been born 
into the court nobility, but as a child had been entrusted to a Rinzai Zen 
monastery, where he became a monk. He developed an interest in Zhu 
Xi Neo-Confucianism- which from the beginning had strong intellec
tual ties to Zen Buddhism-and decided to travel to Ming China to study 
the Confucian teachings. (This was before the "closing" of Japan by the 
Tokugawa shogunate.) In 1596, when he was thirty-six years old, Seika 
made his way to the domain of Satsuma in southern Kyushu, where he 
boarded a ship at the port ofYamagawa and set sail for the Asian mainland. 
But the ship foundered in a storm, and Seika gave up his quest, returning 
to Kyoto. 

Two years later, however, Seika became acquainted with the Korean 
Neo-Confucian scholar Kang Hang (1567-1616), who had been brought 
to Japan as a prisoner of war during Hideyoshi's invasions of Korea. 
Kang would return to his homeland in another year and a half, but in 
the interim, Seika studied with him, the two communicating via written 
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Chinese. Afterward, Kang cited Seika as evidence that there were Japanese 
who understood Chinese characters and were conversant with the funda
mental principles of the universe;12 Seika's collected works also contained 
essays by Kang. 

From this experience, Seika became an even more confirmed adher
ent of Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism. Ironically, Hideyoshi 's invasions of 
Korea, well known for having brought large numbers of skilled Korean 
potters to Japan, also had a major impact on the spread of Confucianism 
in Japan through abducted scholars such as Kang Hang. Eventually, 
Seika was invited by major daimyo, including Tokugawa Ieyasu, to lec
ture to them on Confucianism. Hayashi Razan, later Ieyasu's principal 
Confucian advisor, was a disciple of Seika. And Kinoshita Jun'an (1621-
98), teacher of Arai Hakuseki (whose thought will be examined in chapter 
8), passed on Seika's teachings to another generation after studying under 
one of his disciples. 

The ranks of the Confucians were filled not only with Buddhist cler
ics like Seika, but with ronin, doctors, and the sons of affluent merchants 
who had first been attracted to Confucian study as an intellectual amuse
ment. Once one became a Confucian scholar, one's former status did 
not seem to matter. Samurai studied under Confucian masters who were 
commoners by origin, and in the exchanges between Confucian scholars 
we see no evidence of concern for the social status of the correspondents. 
This was true in the realm of the cultural pursuits in general. 

The profession of Confucian scholar generally took one of two forms. 
One was the "town Confucianist" (machi jusha), the other the "official 
Confucianist" (ojusha). (Physicians were similarly divided in terms of 
whom they served.) The machi jusha normally ran a small school or acad
emy (usually out of their own home) and lived off the tuition paid by their 
students. Yanada Zeigan (1672-1757), who opened such an academy in the 
Shiba district of Edo in 1706, reported that a score or so of students was 
"more or less adequate to provide clothing and food."13 However, the com
mon saying "The doctor suffers not the cold, but the Confucianist does" 
would seem to indicate that it was a difficult livelihood for many scholars. 

Some, unable to attract enough students to make ends meet, essentially 
took their act on the road: they eked out a precarious existence traveling a 
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circuit of villages and towns where they could give private lectures at the 
homes of the affluent. This was a way of life not very different from that of 
itinerant storytellers. The artist Shiba Kokan (1747-1818) tells the following 
anecdote concerning his travels in the province of Ise in 1788. He carried 
with him a letter of introduction to a certain personage there, but when 
he arrived at the residence he found a notice posted beside the entrance 
that read, "Confucian and other scholars, persons traveling under assumed 
names, and beggars shall not be admitted." "Because of this," Kokan says, 
"I did not stop there ."14 

Meanwhile, "official Confucianists" served the shogun or daimyo and 
were rewarded with a rice ration (fuchi) or stipend (roku). By the eighteenth 
century the going rate for such services had more or less been established, 
which "generally speaking ranged from a ten-person ration to a stipend 
of as much as two hundred koku."15 A ten-person ration would place the 
recipient somewhere on the higher end of the lower-ranking retainers of a 
typical daimyo; a stipend of two hundred koku would put him at the lower 
end of the higher-ranking vassals. Dazai Shundai (1680-1747), a Confucian 
scholar with a well-developed sense of his own worth, made it clear that "if 
someone desires to employ my services, it is entirely possible-after he has 
committed to a stipend of at least two hundred koku."16 However, Shundai 
found no employer willing to take him up on this offer. 

Even if they found service with the shogun or daimyo as scholar
intellectuals, ojusha remained apart from the samurai mainstream. Their 
lives were spent as scholarly companions to their lords, or as archivists, 
chroniclers, and librarians for the ruling house. If their lord was a true 
believer in the Confucian Way, however, the ojusha could gain significant 
influence. Though comparatively low in rank, they had unusually direct 
access to their lords, and if the latter chose to discuss matters of govern
ment with them, they were in a position to become trusted political advi
sors. Arai Hakuseki is perhaps the best example of this phenomenon. 

Still, Confucian meddling in the affairs of government could arouse 
the antipathy of more mainstream samurai, as seen in the expression 
jusha ryoken ("the judgment of a Confucianist") for ideas that were logi
cally convincing but unsound or even dangerous in practice. Japanese 
Confucian scholars had to be aware of the fact that this was the way they 
were often perceived. 
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The social position of the Japanese Confucian scholar was an 
unusual one in comparison with intellectuals in other parts of the world. 
They were secular urban intellectuals pursuing an uncertain, specialized 
occupation. The fact that they were neither bureaucrats nor landown
ers set them apart from the scholar-officials of Ming and Qing China or 
the yangban of Korea. The absence of supportive institutional structures 
such as universities made them different from the European professoriat. 
Service under noble patronage in the role of secretaries or advisors was 
something they had in common with the intellectuals of early modern 
Europe, but the ability of Japanese Confucians to open small private 
academies for adults in a town or village and live off the tuition charged 
again distinguished them from their European counterparts. 

The Japanese Confucians had no guarantee of a readership or an audi
ence. They had no parishioners, unlike the Buddhist clergy, nor was there 
any system of accreditation, such as the iemoto system that developed for 
many of the cultivated amusements and arts. Both the laws of the land 
and the manners and customs of society were widely divergent from the 
Confucian teachings. Fully aware of the antipathy, distrust, contempt, and 
derision they faced, the Confucians strove to expound their Way of cul
tivating the self and governing the people. On the one hand, they were 
free to teach what they pleased, unconfined by having to prepare their 
students with orthodox answers for civil service examinations like those 
in imperial China. They might follow the teachings of Zhu Xi, or those 
of Wang Yangming, or be critical of both- it didn't really matter (see, for 
example, the case of Ito Jinsai in chapter 7). Neither the shogun nor the 
daimyo were fundamentally much concerned with whose interpretation of 
the Confucian classics was correct. But the downside of this freedom was 
a distancing from any real power. No matter how thoroughly one might 
embody the Way, there was no guarantee one would be in a position to 
implement it from on high. A Confucian scholar could submit policy pro
posals, but the majority of them would remain paper exercises. 

Aware that they were members of a precarious minority, feeling the 
gap between their beliefs and the realities of Tokugawa Japan, and seeking 
an accommodation with power but conscious of the difficulties involved, 
the Confucian scholars were truly in an unusual philosophical position. At 
times this would spur them to desperate feats of intellectual enterprise. As a 
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result, particularly in the first half of the Tokugawa period, Confucianism 
enjoyed an extraordinarily diverse and vibrant development. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LORDS AND VASSALS 

Confucianism asserts that only men who have acquired "virtue" (C. de, 
J. toku) through being schooled in its teachings should be entrusted with 
the reins of government. It would follow that a civil service examination 
system like that of China should have been introduced by the Tokugawa 
shoguns, as Oze Hoan (1564-1640) once suggested.17 But such an exami
nation would mean the overturning of a society based on hereditary sta
tus and clearly demarcated family occupations. To put this another way, 
since there was no possibility that such an examination system would ever 
be introduced, it was actually dangerous for Confucian ideas to spread 
the way they did, for they called into question the very nature of a govern
ment founded on hereditary rule by a gang of unlettered warriors. 

One solution proposed by Confucian thinkers was to work at trans
forming the samurai. Why not build schools and academies where the 
warriors would learn to be good Confucians (something that did, in fact, 
gradually come to pass)? Others asserted the importance of selecting and 
promoting men of genuine talent. Ogyu Sorai (1666-1728), for one, clev
erly argued for doing away with the entire system of adoption of male 
heirs through marriage (which was difficult to justify from a Confucian 
perspective grounded in Chinese concepts of family), thinking that the 
ruin or dissolution of ie that could not sustain themselves naturally would 
clear the way for promotion of men of ability.18 

While that proposal was perhaps unrealistic, the Confucians still 
advocated efforts to remake the samurai in the image of the Chinese 
scholar-gentleman. At least they should be called upon to properly prac
tice the Five Relationships and Five Constant Virtues, even if it was a bit 
much to expect them to observe the minutiae of funerary rites, gravesite 
design, and three-year mourning periods expected of filial children by 
Chinese custom and taught in the Analects. 

Tokugawa Japan was, however, ruled by military force-or the aura of 
it. So there was naturally resistance to the idea of reforming the samurai. 
In a text entitled Bukun (Military Lessons) posthumously published in 
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1716, Kaibara Ekiken (1630-1714), a scholar in the service of the daimyo 
of Fukuoka, noted a frequent counterargument: 

A soldier stands upon his triumphs . Figures like Emperor Wu of Wei 

in China, or Ashikaga Takauji in Japan, ruthlessly and amorally seized 

realms belonging to others, but that is how generals should be. On 

the other hand, you have men such as Zhuge Kongming in China, or 

Kusunoki Masashige in Japan, who were loyal and morally upright, but 

ultimately unsuccessful. This is not what it means to be a general. The 

path of the soldier is a deceitful one. Depending upon the circumstances 

of the moment, one might trick or betray one's allies, usurp the spoils won 

by others, or throw the land into turmoil and seize it from those above: as 

a matter of military tactics, that is nothing wrong with this. It is the way 

of warfare in Japan. If one adopted the Chinese way, it would be difficult 

to conduct warfare in the Japanese manner. Japan is a martial nation; 

it would be impossible to triumph here following the undissembling 

and soft customs of the Chinese, for those are not the customs of Japan. 

Showing deviousness and cunning; stealing the glory won by others and 

claiming it as one's own; seizing the severed head taken by another and 

displaying it as the fruit of one's own valor-this is the Japanese way of war. 

We see here the sentiments still embraced by many samurai from the 
Warring States period onward. If the Confucians attacked this mentality 
head-on, they were probably destined to go down in lonely defeat. 

Nakae Toju (1608-48) had some experience of the isolation that 
could befall a warrior who developed a passion for Confucianism. In his 
view, it was all on account of "false scholarship" that one could be led into 

finding fault with those around you when there is no fault; seeing all 

that your parents, your brothers, your lord, and your friends do as irra

tional and misguided behavior; and cutting your ties to the world and 

desiring to live like a hermit because whichever way you look, nothing 

seems to be as you wish. 

Toju moreover argued, 

It is a grave mistake to assume that practicing the Confucian Way means 

simply to observe, with absolute fidelity and to the last detail, the rites and 

etiquette set forth in the Confucian texts. To do so without considering 
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their suitability, appropriateness, and reasonableness to time, place, and 

status is not practicing the Confucian Way-it is heresy. 19 

In other words, Toju is making a distinction between universal and 
relative aspects of the Confucian teachings, and arguing for flexibility 
in adapting the latter to the immediate circumstances. Toju's student 
Kumazawa Banzan thought similarly. 

The Way may be said to be like a broad highway, used in common by all 

... Rites ornament this highway, and support it. You must travel along 

it with all the others, all the while attentive to time, place, and status.20 

The great Way is common to all. You must travel it with the masses; 

you cannot go ahead alone. You must practice it with the multitudes; 

you should not stand apart. 21 

The important point here is that one must "practice it with the multitudes." 
But doesn't such an approach necessarily end in relativizing the Way 

itself? Unsurprisingly, the Toju school drew critics such as Sazen Sekkei 
(1656-1745), who charged them with nurturing "hypocrites" and with being 
"men who present themselves as possessing mature wisdom but whose creed 
is to fall in with the beliefs of whomever they are with."22 

Others made conscious attempts to adapt the Confucian teachings 
to the society of the period. One of them was Yamaga Soko (1622- 85), 
a scholar of military affairs. He also studied Neo-Confucianism, and 
Zhuangzi and Zen Buddhism for good measure, but struggled with the 
sense that "in reality, the world and scholarship are two different things," 
and that scholarship "does not accord with the world, and is entirely sepa
rate from things as they are."23 He eventually concluded that the purpose 
of true scholarship, or what he called the "sacred teachings" (seigaku), was 
to enable samurai and their leaders to learn the patterns of behavior and 
skills needed in their daily life as warriors, so that they could achieve victory 
and success. A warrior would have mastered the "sacred teachings" if he 
gained the military and tactical knowledge required to perform his duties. 

Was this really Confucianism? Soko's answer was that Japan was actu
ally the center of the world and perforce possessed from the beginning the 
essence of the Way spoken of by the Confucians. 24 Even if it wasn't exactly 



THE LURE OF DANGEROUS THOUGHT 91 

in accordance with the Confucian teachings, it was fine for Japan to do 
things its own way, nor should it feel inferior to China. 

Would it really do, however, to leave the samurai untransformed? Left 
to their own devices, would rule by these prideful warriors really accord 
itself with the Way? Some Confucians like Minagawa Kien (1734-1807) 
offered scathingly critical assessments on this point: 

In any case, since they are only waiting around for the next fight that 

may never come, and demanding food and clothing on the promise 

of eventually being useful, they have become something like a ship's 

captain for whom a village might provide in the belief that he will save 

them when a tsunami strikes. But will he in fact save them when the 

tsunami actually comes? If all he ever does is boast emptily of his abili

ties while wasting food and clothing with no tsunami in sight, then, the 

accomplishments of his forebears notwithstanding, his situation today 

is first of all downright immoral. 25 

In his view, if the samurai did not study Confucianism and serve as exem
plars for the people, their very existence was "immoral" (fugi) . 

The basic issue was this: Japan either needed to accept the thought 
and institutions introduced from overseas as universal, and thus modify 
its own reality in accordance with them, or forthrightly declare them not 
to be universal, but foreign, and stand by doing things in the established 
Japanese manner. The encounter with the West in modern times pre
sented Japan with an almost identical dilemma. 

Yet this was a complicated matter. Should the samurai be transformed 
along Confucian lines, or Confucianism adapted to suit the samurai? 
Should the response be boldly reforming, or conservative? As a con
crete example, let us examine the second of the Five Relations of the 
Confucian tradition, that between ruler and vassal. 

In Tokugawa Japan this first of all signified vassalage among the samu
rai class. In other words, the teachings on lord and vassals found in the 
Confucian canon needed to be mapped onto the social relations of a dif
ferent society in a different era. For example, the classic texts said that one 
must serve one's lord loyally, but if he acted in violation of the Way, it was 
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one's duty to "remonstrate" with him. So far so good. But as noted earlier, 
the Liji (Classic of Rites) explicitly states, "If he have thrice remonstrated 
and is still not listened to, he should leave [the ruler's service]."26 The yang
ban of Korea or the scholar-bureaucrats of Ming and Qing China could 
remonstrate with their sovereign, and then, if their words were not heeded, 
resign and return to their homes, sustaining their livelihood as landown
ers. But the samurai had no lands of their own. To withdraw from service 
to their lord would mean, in almost all cases, the ruin of their ancestral ie. 

Should a samurai take such a drastic step? Should good Confucians 
encourage him to do so? Is the relationship between a hereditary vassal 
and his lord really so insubstantial it could be severed after only three 
remonstrations? Is this how loyalty to one's ruler should actually be 
practiced? A classic response to this problematic set of questions was 
provided by Asami Keisai (1652-1711), who firmly believed himself to 
be an orthodox Neo-Confucian. Originally a physician, he studied 
under Yamazaki Ansai, and lived and worked as a machi jusha in the 
city of Kyoto. 

According to Keisai, the majority of the Japanese samurai "owe their 
positions to their status as warriors, yet usually make the mistake of not 
thoroughly investigating their duty (gi) and thus do not really compre
hend the great duty of the relationship between lord and vassal." At issue 
was "the fundamental principle of loyalty (chu)." 27 At the core of loyalty 
was benevolence (jin) and, by extension, love (ai). But what is love? 

What we call love has to do with that which is dear, that which is inti

mate, and that which we consider beautiful, treat with compassion, and 

cherish-the reason we cannot restrain all these feelings is because of 

what we know as love. 28 

This vital, warm, vivid, intense feeling of benevolence, when directed 

toward our immediate parents, makes us love our parents and, when 

directed toward our lord, makes us cherish our lord. 29 

Elsewhere Keisai quotes a poem-a love poem: "The punishment for 
not loving one who loved me I Now I love but am loved not."30 In short, 
Keisai saw the essence of Neo-Confucianism to be akin to the conception 
of lord-vassal relations we saw earlier with Hagakure. 
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In 1703, when Keisai was fifty-one years old, the Ako incident (the 
much-storied revenge of the forty-seven ronin) occurred. Keisai was deeply 

moved by it: 

They would not rest until they achieved their lord's wish to be avenged 

upon his adversary ... Even if the authorities have excused the enemy, 

it would not be fulfilling one's duty to refrain from avenging a lord or 

parent simply out of deference to those above.31 

So long as they made themselves united instruments of their lord's will, 
even the assassination of high government officials (the ronins' adversary 
was a highly placed shogunal retainer) was permissible. 

Keisai saw what he called the "great duty" of lord-vassal relations in 
absolute terms. With regard to the emperor he wrote, "No matter what 
sort of puppet he might be, once he bears the name of 'son of heaven' this 
is inalterable. This is one aspect of the duty of the vassal that must never 
be violated!"32 Whether the son of heaven possessed virtue or not was 
moot; insofar as he was the son of heaven, absolute loyalty was demanded. 
This was true even with regard to sovereigns such as Emperor Buretsu,* 
who according to the chronicle Nihon shoki had been exceptionally cruel 
and tyrannical. 

Even in Japan, one sometimes has a ruler such as Emperor Buretsu, 

who was, shall we say, given to excesses. But his reign eventually drew 

to a close, and a more enlightened monarch succeeded to the throne 

and continued the line. So even if there are excesses, [the sovereign] 

cannot be replaced, and if such a reign is simply endured, the line itself 

will continue forever. This is fundamental to lord-vassal relations. 33 

For this reason Keisai disparaged Minamoto no Yoritomo (1147-99), 
founder of the Kamakura shogunate, as a "rebellious vassal and unfilial 
son" (ranshin zokushi) for "gradually usurping the authority of the son of 
heaven and illicitly seizing the realm without the awareness of the son of 
heaven." Moreover, Yoritomo's vassals were also imperial subjects. So the 
Hojo regents, who eventually assumed control of the Kamakura shogunate 

* A semihistorical figure who appears in the chronicles as Japan's twenty-fifth emperor 
and who probably reigned in the late fifth century. 
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in the decades after Yoritomo's death, were "rebellious vassals and unfilial 
sons of a rebellious vassal and unfilial son" -in other words, usurpers of 
the usurper. 

Thus, seen from the emperor's perspective, when Yoritomo usurped 

imperial authority, the other warriors of the realm should have acted on 

his own behalf to punish Yoritomo; while from Yoritomo's point of view, 

since the Hojo had defected and put an end to his house, the men who 

saw him as their lord should have acted to strike down the Hojo. 

Pondering such matters brought Keisai, naturally enough, to ask, "What, 
then, of the situation today?" His answer: 

Since [the shogun] reveres the imperial court and respects the ortho

dox succession, and has received authority over the realm as an impe

rial representative according to the expressed judgment and will of the 

emperor, [the shogun] thus stands in proper relationship as a vassal to 

his sovereign. He is as far removed from rebellion and traitorousness as 

clouds from mud .. . It follows that those serving the daimyo of the vari

ous domains are legitimate rear vassals (baishin) of the realm, and their 

service does not violate what is proper and just. To say anything further 

regarding this matter would be inappropriate. 34 

In Keisai's view, the shogun rules as a representative or deputy of the 
emperor (at the time this was a novel and even radical interpretation), the 
daimyo are vassals of the emperor under the shogun's leadership, and the 
retainers of the daimyo are thus rear vassals of the emperor (vassals twice
removed, as it were). Keisai makes a point of saying the subject should 
not be one for further discussion. Elsewhere in the same text, he adds a 
similar injunction: "It would not do to make further mention of this mat
ter today; scholars may each work its out for themselves after study and 
reflection." Keisai wrote this in Kyoto, close by the "forbidden precincts" 
of the imperial palace. 

To Keisai the lord-vassal relationship was absolute, as it was in 
Hagakure. Yet at the same time, like a good Confucian, he insisted upon 
this as an aspect of the universal Way. The result was the birth of a cer
tain strain of imperial loyalism (sonnoron) that from fairly early on began 
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to call into question the legitimacy of Tokugawa rule and, by extension, 
domination by the warrior class as a whole. 

Another Confucian scholar gave this assessment of Keisai's master
work, Seiken igen (Last Words of Loyalists, 1687), a collection of biogra
phies of loyal retainers in Chinese history: 

Asami [Keisai] vowed never to set foot in Edo or to serve any of the 

claimyo. He wrote Seiken igen with the idea that, if the proper time 

should come, a righteous army should be raised to support the imperial 

house (and overthrow the shogunate].35 

Asami Keisai died in 1711. A century after the establishment of the 
Tokugawa regime, Confucianism was coming into its own-and already 
becoming a potential threat to the shogunate. 

THE CONFUCIAN IDEAL OF BENEVOLENT GOVERNMENT 

Fubosho (Lest We Forget), an anonymous text written sometime before 
1664, contains the following passage: 

The sovereign is not an official for whose sake the people labor; he is an 

official who labors for the sake of the people. This is the Way of heaven 

... To think only of respecting the sovereign while despising the people 

is like being given a sharp sword by someone and then immediately 

turning it upon that person, saying, "You are now defenseless against 

me!" Could anything be more terribly unreasonable? The people and I 

are independent agents. The people come to me and ask me to work for 

them. I agree to do so. As a result, they raise me up as their sovereign. In 

working for the people as their sovereign, I am fulfilling a pledge. 

This "pledge" (though not a social contract, per se) is rather unusual in its 
virtually contractual explication of the relation between ruler and ruled.36 

Yet it is a logical extension of the Confucian discourse on government. 
On the other hand, as Ogyo. Sorai noted in the early eighteenth cen

tury, there were many who believed, 

The samurai have the way of the samurai. It is a way appropriate to this 

land. The way of the sages of a foreign land, because the customs of that 
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land differ from our own, is difficult to apply to this country. All we should 

do is to adopt those aspects of it that are useful to us so far as they prove 

helpful. There is no need to force ourselves to study it comprehensively.37 

In fact, some commentators, such as the military scholar Tsugaru Kodo 
(1682-1729), went a step further and openly advocated "military rule" (buchi) 
as opposed to the "moral rule" (tokuchi) of the Confucians. According to 
Kodo, foreign lands are ruled by "cultural virtues" (buntoku), while Japan 
is ruled by "military virtues" (butoku). This is due to differences in "the 
topography and the character of the soil and water." 

There are two results where military virtues are manifested: fear and sub

mission. This is called military power. When military power is strong, people 

submit to it, fearing it, and having submitted to it, therefore fear it all 

the more. 

In contrast, "the way of governing the people traditional to foreign coun
tries" is "excessively humane." 

When the way of governing the people is excessively humane, they 

will surely indulge in luxury and become contemptuous of the law. 

Therefore the great principle of military rule over the people is to estab

lish, in careful detail, moderation in all things, indulging in no super

ficial and makeshift beneficence, and ensuring the people neither wax 

fat in good years nor starve in lean ones: this is the ultimate expres

sion of benevolent love. Preaching that all people within the four seas 

should have prosperous and bountiful households and that everyone 

should be protected from poverty and suffering is the idle talk of vulgar 

Confucians and is not the real work of governing the people.38 

For Kodo, the task of a military government was to overawe the people and 
govern them so that they neither starved nor amassed any surplus. 

Japan's rulers swung uneasily between the two poles of the imported 
"Middle Kingdom" philosophy of benevolent and virtuous government 
(which also had been given the shogunal seal of approval) on the one 
hand, and a more indigenous notion of "military rule" that accorded more 
closely with the instincts of the warrior class. Gradually, over time, the 
former began to be awarded more serious consideration-and sometimes 
even put into practice. 
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For example, at the behest of daimyo Tokugawa Mitsukuni, in 1693 
the Mito domain published a book entitled Kyumin myoyaku (Miraculous 
Medicines to Aid the People), a compendium of medical treatments for lay
people that did not require consultation with a doctor. 39 The famous Shorui 
Awaremi no Rei (Edicts on Compassion for Living Things) issued by the 
shogun Tokugawa Tsunayoshi prohibiting cruelty to animals may have 
been his effort both to realize the Buddhist virtue of compassion as well as 
to practice benevolent government in Confucian terms. 

For his part, eighth shogun Tokugawa Yoshimune (r. 1716-45) is 
renowned for having created the meyasubako ("appeals box"), a box posted 
three times a month outside one of the main gates of Edo Castle for 
the receipt of suggestions and petitions by ordinary people, the contents 
of which the shogun was said to have personally read. Yoshimune also 
encouraged the cultivation of sweet potatoes (introduced to Japan in the 
seventeenth century) as a foodstuff to prevent famine, and established the 
Koishikawa Yojosho, a charitable clinic in Edo offering need-based treat
ment. A government of warriors had established a hospital, small-scale 
though it was, for the poor-something that would have been inconceiv
able during the preceding Warring States period. In 1724, Yoshimune 
oversaw the Japanese publication of the 1613 Korean medical textbook 
Tongui pogam (J. Toi hokan; A Treasury of Eastern Madicine). Later he 
directed the physicians of the Yojosho to compile a formulary of 3,600 
prescriptions called Fukyu ruiho, which was published in 1729. Perhaps 
he really was trying to become "father and mother to the people." 

Still, we should also remember that compassion for the people could 
increase the population, and thus the tax base. From this perspective, 
"benevolent government" could also be said to be only a slightly differ
ent, and subtler, form of "military rule." And in fact, in 1711, the daimyo 
Matsudaira Norisato (1686-1746) addressed his retainers as follows: 

You must not treat the peasants or townspeople with even the slightest 

impropriety. The function of the samurai is to suppress those who would 

harm the peasants, artisans, or merchants and to thus make it possible 

for the peasants, artisans, and merchants to live in peace. Anyone who 

would forcibly take grain from the peasants and eat it, make an artisan 

build him a house and then live in it without paying for it, or simply seize 

thP P-oor-1s a mnrhant has for sa Jp is none other than a thief. The officials 
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whose duty it is to punish such thieves and bring peace to the people of the 

three classes therefore simply cannot treat the peasants and townspeople 

with any sort of impropriety. Any impropriety would make the officials 

no better than bandits. The pursuit of their appointed occupations by the 

people of all four classes is what preserves the nation.40 

Here we find, within the conceptual context of a "nation of family 
businesses," an explicit statement of the function of the samurai as bringing 
peace to the populace (though primarily with regard to maintaining law 
and order). Yet this same Matsudaira Norisato would later serve as katte
gakari roju (a post comparable to that of finance minister) under the shogun 
Yoshimune, and initiate major increases in the annual rice tax-increases 
so harsh that they aroused resistance and ultimately failed, resulting in 
Norisato's removal from office and placement under house arrest. 

Uesugi Harunori (who also used the pen name Yozan; 1751-1822), 
daimyo ofYonezawa, was known as one of the model lords of Tokugawa 
Japan. When he retired from office in 1785, he left a brief three-article 
set of instructions for his heir that henceforth was handed down at each 
change of headship through generations of the Uesugi house. It is an 
interesting document: 

The state (kokka) is inherited from one's ancestors and passed on to 

one's descendants; it should not be administered selfishly. 

The people belong to the state; they should not be administered selfishly. 

The lord exists for the sake of the state and the people: the state and the 

people do not exist for the sake of the lord.41 

His words cannot simply be interpreted as a declaration of Confucian 
populism, for they are actually closer in spirit to the autocrat Frederick 
the Great of Prussia's boast that he was "the first servant of the state." The 
lord exists not for the sake of the people but for the sake of "the state and 
the people." Here "the state" signifies the ruling house and its retainers
in other words, the government of the domain. Harunori is saying that 
this should not be thought of as the personal possession of the current 
head of the Uesugi family; rather, the head of the house exists to govern 
it and the people who belong to it. The document is an affirmation of 
professional duty and responsibility founded upon the concept of the ie. 
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So working to "bring peace to the people" or "for the sake of the peo
ple" is actually for the sake of the "state" and the ie inherited from genera
tions of ancestors. Generally speaking, it was only within the limits of this 
framework that a state ruled by warriors was able and willing to accept the 
rhetoric of Confucian government. 

CONFUCIAN TEACHINGS AND REVOLUTION 

It appears that Tokugawa Ieyasu was favorably impressed by the 
Confucian concept of dynastic overthrow, or hobatsu.42 Having betrayed 
and destroyed the Toyotomi house after the death of Hideyoshi, Ieyasu 
probably assuaged his conscience by comparing his own actions to those 
of King Wu, founder of the Zhou dynasty. 

Yet the concept of hobatsu began to seem disruptive and traitorous in a 
world at peace. The comparatively few daimyo to embrace Confucianism 
in the seventeenth century seem to have rejected the idea.43 While they 
might be able to stomach the idea of forcing a ruler into retirement for the 
good of the house, they could not accept dynastic overthrow for the sake 
of "the people." For a hereditary retainer, the thought of assassinating one's 
lord for the sake of the people met with instinctive revulsion. That loyalty 
to the ruler should be predicated upon his benevolence toward the people 
was inconceivable to them. 

The views expressed by Asami Keisai cited earlier in this chapter are 
a reflection of this position. But there were also Confucian thinkers who 
unflinchingly affirmed the overthrow of tyrants. And there were even a 
few, such as Yamagata Daini, who employed the logic of the Confucian 
teachings to advocate the overthrow of the Tokugawa regime for the sake 
of the people (see chapter 10). 

One of them was even willing to put his ideas into practice and lead an 
uprising: Oshio Heihachiro (pen name Cho.sai; 1793-1837). A constable 
(yoriki) in the office of the Osaka magistrate, Oshio was also a serious 
student and teacher of Confucianism, and the author of several books. At 
the age of thirty-eight he settled into retirement, resigning from his official 
duties and transferring the headship of his family to his son. But several 
successive summers of torrential rain (perhaps El Nifio was at work) had 
produced a series of nationwide famines, and in March 1837 Oshio led an 
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armed uprising of his students and followers. Dragging out four cannon 
they had previously concealed and firing muskets, they advanced through 
the streets of Osaka, setting a number of fires as they went. The uprising 
failed and Oshio went into hiding, where, about a month later, he commit
ted suicide at the age of forty-five. 

The proclamation he had distributed appealing to the villagers of the 
provinces of Settsu, Kawachi, Izumi, and Harima to support the uprising 
stated his motives quite clearly.44 For Oshio the ongoing natural disas
ters, far from being a simple consequence of high- and low-pressure fronts 
over the Pacific, were a "heavenly punishment" for failed government (a 
way of thinking quite in line with the Confucian tradition of seeing the 
affairs of heaven and man as inextricably intertwined). Yet the officials 
of the Osaka magistrates' office and "the rich men of Osaka" showed 
no sign of reflecting upon the errors of their ways. While he could not 
compare himself in strength to Tang and Wu or in virtue to Confucius 
and Mencius, nonetheless Oshio felt himself compelled, for the sake of 
the realm, to smite the officials and cut down the rich townsmen. Just as 
King Wu had opened the granaries of King Zhou, whom he had deposed, 
and shared the contents with the people, Oshio proposed to distribute 
gold, rice, and other goods. He insisted that his actions were prompted by 
an unselfish heart filled with compassion for the people and seeking to 
"admonish the ruler and carry out the punishment of heaven" in similar 
manner to the great founders of the Chinese dynasties: Tang, Wu, Han 
Gaozi, and Ming Taizi. 

Oshio's proclamation concluded with the words, "following the man
date of heaven, we carry out heaven's punishment." It was clearly a dec
laration of a revolution to overthrow the Tokugawa house and establish a 
new dynasty (presumably the Oshio dynasty) to bring relief to the people 
of the realm, starting with Osaka.45 

Oshio and his followers displayed two banners. One read "Save the 
People" (kyumin); the other, in three columns, bore the names of "The 
Sage Kings Tang and Wu," "Grand Shrine of Amaterasu," and "Tosho 
Daigongen." Amaterasu Omikami, the Shinto sun goddess and ancestor 
of the imperial house, was invoked because Oshio believed her to have 
been a founding ruler-sage equivalent to Yao and Shun in China. Tosho 
Daigongen (the deified Tokugawa Ieyasu) was mentioned because Oshio 
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fancied himself a latter-day King Wu of Zhou, and Ieyasu would thus cor
respond to King Tang, founder of the preceding Shang dynasty. 

In September 1838, the office of the Osaka magistrate ordered Oshio's 
corpse, which had been preserved in salt, dragged through the streets 
of the city and then dismembered in a public ceremony. Afterward, the 
Confucian scholar Takamatsu Hoson wrote the following, contemptuously 
using Mencius's personal name of Ge to refer to the Chinese philosopher: 

Some while ago, in Tenpo 8, there was an uprising in [Osaka]. Although 

it offered little to actually be afraid of, the rebels were fervent believers 

in the teachings of Ge, which induced them to their violent acts.46 

This seems a fairly accurate assessment. 
Confucianism in those days held a myriad of attractions, but it was also 

dangerous. While it was convincing in many respects, it was also trouble
some. At the very least, no serious Confucian scholar could be satisfied 
with retailing this import simply as it stood. 





Chapter Six 

A NEIGHBORING ORTHODOXY: 

THE ZHU XI SCHOOL OF NEO-CONFUCIANISM 

INTRODUCTION 

T his chapter will examine the school of Neo-Confucianism articu
lated by Zhu Xi (1130-1200) during the Southern Song dynasty in 

China, a body of teachings essential for an understanding of the major 
thinkers of Tokugawa Japan. In 1790, the shogunate decreed that from 
that time forward the Hayashi family, its official Confucian advisors 
since the time of Hayashi Razan (1583-1657), should instruct their stu
dents only in the "orthodox teachings" (seigaku) of the Zhu Xi school.1 

However, Matsudaira Sadanobu (1759-1829), the shogunal official who 
authored this edict, could scarcely have been called a follower of Zhu 
Xi himself, as his other writings such as Kagetsu soshi (Blossoms and the 
Moon) indicate. According to contemporary rumor, 

Despite his personal adherence to the Sorai school, these days the Lord 

of Etchu [Sadanobu] appears to publicly favor the Zhu Xi school. But 

he's really Sorai school all the way through. 2 

The Zhu Xi school was generally seen as being consistent with the 
thought of two major precursors, the brothers Cheng Hao (pen name 
Mingdao; 1032- 85) and Cheng Yi (pen name Yichuan; 1033-1107), and 
was thus sometimes referred to as the Cheng-Zhu school. Along with 
other closely related streams of thought, it has also been called generi
cally the Song school, or Song Neo-Confucianism. 

Initially in China, the aggressively fundamentalist character of the 
Zhu Xi school was not welcomed, and it was in fact subjected to Song 
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governmental repression as a heterodox teaching. Yet it gradually won 
supporters among the elite scholar-officials whose identity was based on 
Confucian learning. Particularly during the Ming and Qing dynasties, 
the imperial court itself expected the answers given in the civil service 
examinations to be written from the perspective of the Zhu Xi school, 
thus affording it the imprimatur as the orthodox philosophy of the empire. 
Men who wished to pass these written exams to become imperial officials 
and lead the people (or advance their own careers) perforce were required 
to study the teachings of the Zhu Xi school. The same was true in Korea. 
Warrior-ruled Tokugawa Japan, therefore, found itself confronted on 
the one hand with the Christian West, and on the other with govern
ments armed with the sophisticated philosophical system of Zhu Xi Neo
Confucianism. 

The Zhu Xi school was essentially exegetical: its teachings took the 
form of commentaries on the Confucian classics. The Four Books 
Daxue (The Great Learning), Lunyu (Analects), Mengzi (Mencius), and 
7hnna'1nna (ThP nnf"'trinP ,-,f thP l\tfp-an\_u /PTP TP<T-arrlPrl o:,c PCT\Pf"'i-all11 
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important. Zhu Xi wrote a set of commentaries on all four, known as the 
Sishu jizhu (Collected Commentaries on the Four Books): Daxue zhangju, 
Lunyu jizhu, Mengzi jizhu, and Zhongyong zhangju. Since the words and 
actions of the ancient sages in the classic texts represented the truth, all 
that was necessary was to correctly interpret and understand them. 

Zhu Xi left an immense corpus of writings in both poetry and prose 
(his complete works, the Zhuwengbng wenji, runs to 121 books). In addi
tion, there is a posthumous collection of his talks and dialogues, compiled 
from student notes and topically arranged, called Zhuzi yulei (140 books). 
It provides a detailed record of the interaction between the master and his 
disciples in Fujian province in the twelfth century. 

Zhu Xi's thought as represented in the aforementioned works has 
much in common with other schools of Confucianism and other traditions 
of Chinese thought, but its structure is unique. Although sophisticated, 
its terminology and style of discourse may ring peculiarly in modern ears. 
Given proper attention, however, it is quite comprehensible-and surpris
ingly relevant to modern Japan. 

EXISTENCE 

Qi 
The Confucians speak of heaven, earth, and man- but what are they 
made of? Zhu Xi would answer: qi (J. ki). For him, the air, water, soil, 
stones, and metal, as well as all plants, animals, and human beings, were 
composed of qi. In other words, all things possess the same substance, 
and that substance is qi. 

If we were to cite an image for qi, it would be air: a continuously 
and spontaneously animated substance pervading everywhere, soft and 
pliable, and able to be perceived as breath or the wind. Concentrated, 
solidified, mixed, it forms all things. This is not atomic theory-not a 
conception of matter as composed of tiny particles, between which lies a 
vacuum. There is no vacuum, no absence. Everything is interconnected, 
with no intervening space. Human beings are literally at one with heaven 
and earth, part of the same body of being. 

The aspect of qi that is comparatively bright, warm, strong, mobile, 
and active is described as yang (J. yo), while the opposite aspect is yin (J. in). 
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Although in essence a single entity, qi does possess these dual aspects of yang 
and yin. Moreover, when qi condenses and solidifies, it forms specific "materi
als" (C. zhi, J. shitsu). These materials are divided into the five elements of 
wood, fire, earth, metal, and water. Combinations of yin, yang, and the five 
basic elements create and form all things in the universe. 

Qi moves spontaneously, of its own accord. It might seem that inani
mate objects should not move by themselves, but the seasons, the sun 
and moon, the air, plants and animals all are in motion, are alive. The 
ontology of qi simply does not posit-or even consider-a prime mover 
or some transcendental being standing behind and acting upon an inani
mate world. Moreover, since animals and people are also composed of qi, 
it naturally follows that sensing, perceiving, feeling, and thinking are all 
operations of qi. 

People receive their qi from heaven and earth when they are born, 
which is then augmented by food, drink, and other things they ingest in 
the course of their lives. The innate, inborn, original qi is called yuanqi 
(J. genki). Contemporary Japanese still greet one another with a phrase 
that, taken literally, inquires as to the state of the other's original qi
"Ogenki desu ka?" This innate qi is a matter of both body and mind. In 
Daxue zhangju, Zhu Xi writes that "the heart/mind (xin, J. shin) is what 
rules the body (shen, J. shin)." The mind/body relationship posited here is 
different from the Christian soul and body, or any concept of a spirit or 
psyche as the agent controlling a body conceived of as substance, tool, or 
machine. In Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism, the regulation of the body by 
the heart/mind is none other than qi regulating itself. 

When a person's original qi is exhausted, he or she dies, and the rem
nants of that qi are dispersed. And thus we return to heaven and earth, 
and the great ocean of qi itself. There is no other world. 

Principle 
Zhu Xi's ontology has another important aspect, and that is Ii (J. ri), or 
principle. Li is the way that all things, individually, should be or do. As the 
Tokugawa Confucian Amenomori Hoshu (1668-1755) put it, "When we 
speak of ri, we are saying no more than that this is how something should 
be, and this is what should be done with it."3 All things are composed of 
qi, and there is clearly an order to them. Heaven is vast, and enfolds the 
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earth. Spring is warm, and nurtures the trees and grasses. Hawks fly in the 
sky, fish leap in pools. Unlike the beasts, man walks erect. Each thing has 
its naturally appropriate way of being, and in fact the things of this world 
generally correspond to this fundamental character. To this natural "as it 
should be" is added the perception of how humans should treat things in 
response-and we can think of li as being an amalgam of the two. 

For example, the peach tree has its own li . In the spring it blossoms, 
and eventually peaches form on its branches . This is what makes it a 
peach tree. If plum blossoms were to appear on its branches and were to 
fruit into plums, then it would not be a peach tree. Insofar as a peach is a 
peach, it has a way of being and characteristics proper to it-it possesses 
the innate li of a peach tree. In the same way, a chair has the li of a chair. 
It has legs; one sits upon it. Thus it is a chair. If it had no legs, and one 
could not sit upon it, it would no longer be a chair. Insofar as a chair is 
a chair, it embodies the li of a chair; that is, it is an object that a person 
should be able to sit upon. 

Following this logic, each thing necessarily has its inherent li. A chair 
clearly exists so that people should sit upon it. That's the way it is made. 
This is not a subjective assumption or belief concerning what ought to 
be, but a principle inherent in the chair itself as an object. And can we 
not look at a peach tree in similar fashion? In like manner (or so Zhu Xi 
thought), parent and child are united by the continuity of their qi and 
relate to one another with the deepest love and affection. This is the Ii 
of parent and child: "things" that clearly should be joined by deep bonds 
of love, not riven by alienation and abuse. A relationship of mutual love 
and affection is what parent and child should have to one another. In this 
fashion, the way things should be is understood as inextricably bound up 
with how people should interact with them-what we might call moral 
principles. That is, things are not wholly other, existing apart from and 
unconnected with human beings, but are objects to which people have a 
connection and with which they must relate and interact. 

In a sense, everything in our world exists only in relationship to human 
beings. As people we cannot perceive or interact with the things of the 
world from anything other than a human perspective. Things only exist to 
the extent that we are in some sense intended to interact with them. Zhu Xi 
makes this a tacit presupposition of his thought. For this reason, in Daxue 
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zhangju, Zhu Xi says that "what we call things or beings are really more 
similar to doings." What he means is that "things" are not simply material 
objects; they are everything that appears to human perception in the course 
of living in this world, and are thus all matters (or "doings") that people 
must deal with appropriately and correctly according to their nature. This 
is another way of saying that "how something should be" and "what should 
be done with it" are intimately interrelated. 

Li is not in itself visible or tangible. Yet at the same time, though in 
a different sense than qi, it definitely exists in an object. Moreover, since 
human beings and all the other things of the universe are produced amid 
the spontaneous workings of heaven, it can also be said that heaven itself 
has endowed all things with their individual li. In this sense, all "principle" 
is "heavenly principle" (C. tianli, J. tenri)-the principle of nature itself. 
This leads to the conclusion that the individual li present in each thing 
is fundamentally the same, a concept distilled into the phrase liyi fenshu 
("principle is one, but its manifestations are many"). The individual li of 
all the things of this world are in essence the same, in the sense that each 
is the fundamental information regarding how that thing should properly 
be. A single qi becomes all things; corresponding to this, a fundamentally 
unitary li takes concrete individual form within each thing. 

MAN 

Essential Nature 
A human being is one type of thing. And thus, every person possesses the 
human li. They are born with it; it is intrinsic to their consciousness. It is 
the fundamental nature of the human being, and, as we saw in chapter 
1, it is good. Naturally, people should live in accordance with this nature 
and treat the other people they encounter in accordance with it. 

At this point some might object, saying, for instance, that even if people 
are equipped with certain characteristics as social animals, this does not 
mean they "should" necessarily live in a particular way. How things are is 
an issue of objective reality; but how things should be is a subjective value 
judgment, something quite different. Yet if, for example, we call a doctor 
who carefully examines her patients and treats them with a high rate of 
success a good doctor, is that simply a personal and subjective assessment? 
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Is she not, objectively speaking, a good doctor? And why? Because it is the 
fundamental nature of doctors to be as she is. In the same way, parents who 
do a good job of raising and educating their children are objectively good 
parents, and children who treat their parents with filial respect and affec
tion are objectively good children. In other words, parents should behave 
as parents, children as children, and this is only natural. Moreover, as we 
saw in chapter 1, in general Confucianism considers people as multifaceted 
beings in a variety of social roles: parent, child, ruler, vassal, husband, wife, 
friend. And in terms of these roles, it then posits a fundamental and natural 
way that human beings should be, insofar as they are human. In Zhu Xi's 
terminology this is "heavenly principle." 

According to Zhu Xi, the beginning of The Doctrine of the Mean 
expresses precisely this point: "What Heaven has conferred is called the 
nature; an accordance with this nature is called the path of duty."4 In 
Zhongyong zhangju, Zhu Xi comments, "To confer is similar to command. 
Nature (xing) is thus none other than principle (li). Heaven employs yin and 
yang and the five elements to give life to myriad things, employs qi to give 
them form, and endows them with li. This is all as though a command." 
The fundamental nature of human beings is li, which is bestowed upon 
them by heaven like an imperial command. If one behaves in accordance 
with this li, then one is following the mandate of heaven and traveling the 
Way appropriate to mankind. Thus Zhu Xi sees heaven, nature (xing), and 
the Way as posited in The Doctrine of the Mean to be linked by li. 

However, in reality people do not all behave in perfect accordance 
with li and live as human beings truly ought to live. Unlike sages such 
as Confucius, we ordinary people frequently stray from the path, some
times behaving more like animals than human beings. Why? Insofar as 
we are human beings, the li constituting our fundamental nature should 
be identical. Hence, the problem must lie in our qi, in the nature or qual
ity of the qi with which we were endowed at birth and have carried with 
us ever since. We could compare this to computers. If, running the same 
operating software, there is a performance issue with one of them, the 
hardware must be to blame. The perfect equality of li is prevented from 
manifesting itself by inequalities of qi-that is the source of all ill. 

Of course Zhu Xi himself does not employ the metaphor of the com
puter. He compares the li enfolded in the qi of the individual to a precious 
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jade submerged in water. If the water is clean and clear, the jade shines forth 
and is visible from the surface. But the qi of ordinary people is somewhat 
turbid and unclear, and the distortions-and resulting worldly desires
inhibit the luster of the Li within from finding full expression. 

Zhu Xi also uses the terms "original nature" (C. benran zhi xing, J. 
honzen no sei) and "material nature" (C. qizhi zhi xing, J. kishitsu no sei) 
in this context. Original nature is the Li all people are endowed with at 
birth, our innate nature as human beings. This Li, however, is embedded 
within and obscured by the material qi of each individual, so that differ
ences between people in temperament or character emerge. 

Yet even ordinary people such as ourselves can-by sitting quietly in 
meditation, removing all external stimuli, and freeing ourselves of thoughts 
and sense impressions-return our mind to a state free from distortions 
and harmonized with original nature (a state described by Zhu Xi as "in 
the midst of the unarisen," i.e., the pure state before the emergence of 
cognition). However, when we come into contact with external things, 
"emotions" (C. qing, J. jo; understood not as feelings, but as an arousal of 
the mind) are elicited, which are then expressed in words and actions. This 
is the crux of the matter. If our words and actions accord correctly with 
Li, all is well. If the heart/mind simply produces emotions in accordance 
with the Li inherent in human nature in response to the Li of the things 
of the external world, and we then act and speak on that basis, there is no 
problem. But ordinary people cannot manage this properly, and are often 
either excessive or inadequate in their speech and actions, to ill result. 5 

Zhu Xi uses the imperial bureaucracy as a metaphor for the human con
dition we have been discussing. He and many of his followers were govern
ment officials, and so the official becomes an analogy for humans in general. 

"What Heaven has conferred is called the nature," and "to confer" is 

similar to [an imperial] command or order. "Nature" is the official duty 

we must fulfill ... "Mind" is the government official. "Material nature" 

is the personality of the official, whether he is, for instance, indulgent or 

strict. "Emotion" is making the necessary decisions of official business.6 

There is no opposition between reason and feeling here. When mind 
correctly manifests in the world, it does so as "emotion" (qing) that 
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Humanity 
If li, or principle, is the guide for the way people ideally ought to behave, 
that specific content is the Five Constant Virtues of humanity, righteous
ness, rites , wisdom, and faithfulness .7 And appropriately enough for an 
image of mankind predicated on imperial officials, the virtue of human
ity was regarded by Zhu Xi as most central. 

This "humanity" (C. ren, J. jin; also frequently translated as "benevo
lence") is "the principle (li) of love, a virtue of the heart."8 In the Analects, 
Confucius defines humanity as love of mankind.9 For Zhu Xi, love (ai) 
is in the realm of the emotions (qing), which is not inherent to essential 
nature (xing). What is inherent is the principle of love, which is humanity. 
Moreover, this humanity is the base of the other four virtues (righteous
ness, rites, wisdom, and faithfulness) , and in that sense is the core virtue 
of the human heart. In short, humanity is the central axis of the original 
nature shared by all human beings. 

Why does humanity, above all else, constitute the essential nature of 
human beings? Because it is the essence of our being as received from 
heaven. Heaven is constantly creating the myriad things of the universe. 
This fundamental aspect of heaven and earth is precisely what is called 
"heavenly principle" (tianli), and accordingly human beings share this 
fundamental quality of creating, nurturing, and caring for things. Human 
nature accords with the fundamental nature of heaven and earth, which 
is the principle of love, and this principle is the foundation of all ethics
as Zhu Xi thought. So the issue that faces mankind is how to adequately 
manifest this humanity and live fully and truly as human beings. 

SELF-CULTIVATION 

Aspiration 
As mentioned earlier, ordinary people have a "material nature" that is 
adulterated, causing bestial behavior from time to time. But because 
we are human beings, we are also endowed from birth with a "heavenly 
principle" that is perfect and complete. In this we are no different from 
Confucius himself. Hence, we too have the potential to become a fully 
realized person- a sage-like Confucius. Zhu Xi tells us, "Learn from 
thP C ".:HTPC' -:tnrl l!All m'1H h of"\ Am,::,, Ano " 
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You simply must resolve to do so. This is called "aspiration" (C. lizhi, 
J. risshi). In Meiji Japan, under the influence of Nakamura Masanao's 
translation of Samuel Smiles's Self-Help as Saigoku risshihen (1871), as 
well as a spate of similarly titled biographies of self-made men, risshi came 
to connote the aspiration for a certain type of worldly success. This is not 
what Zhu Xi had in mind; rather, lizhi is the resolve, since one was born a 
human being, to live in the most truly human way one can. 

The effort to accomplish this aspiration is called "cultivation" (C. xiu
yang, J. shuyo) or "learning" (C. xuewen, J. gakumon). In other words, what 
is required is consistent, sustained practice-not mere faith, nor a passive 
waiting for revelation from on high. It is rational, intelligent effort that 
separates us from the beasts and makes it possible to become truly human. 

Abiding in Reverence 
How, specifically, is one to accomplish this? Through two methods, to be 
engaged in tandem like the wheels of a cart: "abiding in reverence" (C. 
jujing, J. kyokei) and "extending knowledge through the investigation of 
things" (C. gewu zhizhi, J. kakubutsu chichi). 

"Abiding in reverence" means to keep one's mind/heart constantly 
focused upon one's innate, original nature, so that they always remain in 
accord with heavenly principle-and in an uninterrupted state of rever
ence for that principle. As Zhu Xi explicated with copious citations of 
the classics, in essence it is to concentrate one's mind until it is free of 
distractions and to maintain an attitude of quiet composure. One should 
not lose oneself in raptures or enthusiasms, but rather control one's 
mind/heart so that no external stimuli can disorder or disturb it. 

This is not only an internal process, a mental self-control. It also involves 
self-control with regard to the body. If one is not quiet and composed in one's 
external behavior, one cannot achieve internal composure. One's clothes 
should be in proper order, one's desk neat and tidy. When interacting with 
people, one should always preserve a harmonious yet dignified attitude. And 
throughout, without an instant's interruption, one should maintain a firm 
composure and tranquility of mind/heart. (Try this, as a mental experiment. 
You'll see right away that it is no easy task.) One must pay careful attention to 
the moment-by-moment activities of one's own mind, and constantly assess 
whether or not they accord with li. 
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"Quiet sitting" (C. jingzuo, J. seiza) is also recommended as a medi
tative technique for stilling and clearing the mind and nourishing and 
replenishing the heart. 

Extension of Knowledge through the Investigation of Things 
The locus classicus for this phrase is The Great Learning: 

The ancients who wished to illustrate illustrious virtue throughout the 

kingdom, first ordered well their own States. Wishing to order well 

their States, they first regulated their families. Wishing to regulate 

their families, they first cultivated their persons. Wishing to cultivate 

their persons, they first rectified their hearts. Wishing to rectify their 

hearts, they first sought to be sincere in their thoughts. Wishing to be 

sincere in their thoughts, they first extended to the utmost their knowl

edge. Such extension of knowledge lay in the investigation of things. 

Things being investigated, knowledge became [fully extended]. 

Their knowledge [fully extended], their thoughts were sincere. Their 

thoughts being sincere, their hearts were then rectified. Their hearts 

being rectified, their persons were cultivated. Their persons being cul

tivated, their families were regulated. Their families being regulated, 

their States were rightly governed. Their States being rightly governed, 

the whole kingdom was made tranquil and happy. 10 

In his commentary, Zhu Xi parses the phrase "investigation of things" 
as penetrating to the essence of the thing or phenomenon being studied. 
Doing so is in itself equivalent to fully elucidating the li inherent in the 
individual thing or phenomenon, which Zhu Xi understood in terms of a 
phrase found in the Yijing (Classic of Changes), "penetration of principle" 
(C. qiongli, J. kyuri) . In other words, the core of self-cultivation and learn
ing is to arrive at a deep knowledge of the li of things and phenomena 
and become able to thoroughly explicate it. This is the logical conclusion 
of Zhu Xi's thinking on existence and on man. 

"Extending knowledge" means wielding one's innate intelligence to 
its fullest potential. It also implies that by so doing, one has the capacity 
to fully elucidate the principle of all things and phenomena. That is to 
say, the human heart/mind is originally endowed with li. And this li, as 
mentioned earlier, is fundamentally the same as that of all other things-
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as summed up in the phrase wuwo yili (J. butsuga ichiri), "all things and 
oneself are of one principle." To the extent that one can thoroughly inves
tigate and elucidate the principle underlying various phenomena, one 
also elucidates and manifests the principle inherent in oneself. In other 
words, the understanding of the object of investigation and the exercising 
of one's innate intelligence are two aspects of the same process. 

Such a knowing of the object of investigation involves more than sim
ply internalizing information as if unto a blank sheet of paper. It entails 
summoning forth one's innate knowledge and intelligence-in short, self
awareness. This clearly bears a resemblance to the theory, articulated by 
Socrates in Plato's dialogue Phaedo, that knowledge is the recollection of 
ideas that we have encountered prior to our birth. As a concept, li is prob
ably closer to Aristotle's eidos than to Plato's idea, but Plato and Zhu Xi 
would certainly agree with the premise that in order to perceive or know 
something accurately, the perceiver himself cannot be a tabula rasa. 11 

How is "extending knowledge through the investigation of things" to 
be carried out in practice? Zhu Xi advises us to investigate "the principle 
of every tree and blade of grass." He himself made assiduous efforts to 
understand a variety of astronomical and meteorological phenomena. In 
Tokugawa Japan, scholars of Rangaku, or "Dutch Learning" (so called 
because Western culture entered the country via the exclusive Dutch 
trading post at Nagasaki during the period of "national seclusion") under
stood Western science as a form of "penetration of principle" (kyiiri); 
hence the modern Japanese words for physics (butsurigaku), physiology 
(seirigaku), and the sciences in general (rigaku, rikagaku) all contain the 
character ri. 

But in fact it was not this kind of direct empirical interaction with 
the world that was at the heart of Zhu Xi's project. That central place was 
reserved for the study of the Four Books and Five Classics. These were 
works that either recorded the words and actions of, or had been com
piled and edited by, the sages-personalities who had perfectly embodied 
and manifested li. Moreover, these texts could be put to immediate use 
in cultivating the self and governing the people. Works of history could 
be used as material for discussing the strengths and failings of figures 
from the past and examining one's own actions and behavior in that light. 
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To engage in "study and debate" with one's friends, as advised in Daxue 
zhangju, was also beneficial. 

If all things and phenomena are endowed with li, then there is not only 
a correct way to deal with each of them, but a single correct way. (Unlike 
Aristotle in book 6 of The Nicomachean Ethics, Zhu Xi does not recognize 
a distinction between the absolute knowledge afforded by reason, or sophia, 
and the more provisional practical wisdom called phronesis, sometimes 
translated as "prudence.") To arrive at the answer one simply has to read the 
classics, discuss, and act-discovering each li as one encounters it, while 
also summoning it from within. 

Spiritual Breakthrough 
Yet the things of this world are innumerable-how can one possibly inves
tigate them all? The meticulous Zhu Xi has an answer for this as well. 

At the end of a long trial of strength, you will suddenly, cleanly, break 

through. Inside, outside; coarse, fine-there will be no aspect of the 

myriad things your mind does not reach. Nor will any aspect of your 

own mind in the totality of its functioning remain unclear to you. 12 

In other words, after long and persistent effort it is possible to have a sud
den satori-like breakthrough in which one gains a fundamental, intuitive 
understanding of li-one that opens a window onto every aspect of the 
myriad things of the world, and also into every aspect of one's own heart 
and mind. When this happens, you have become a sage. You want to do 
only that which is right; only that which is right do you desire. Without 
any need to think about it, you naturally act correctly in all matters, as 
heaven and earth themselves do. 

The following analogy from the philosopher Feng Youlan (1895-
1990) may serve to illustrate the point. The path of a human being is 
imprinted from the beginning in the heart/mind. Insofar as I am a 
human being, I know that complicated route. Yet at one point I leave the 
streets of my neighborhood (those of Beijing, for example) and become 
lost. The town around me no longer seems familiar. In the gathering dusk 
I grope and search, trying to find my way. And then, suddenly, I realize: 
"This is my old hometown, this is Beijing!" Once I have come to this 
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realization, I am no longer lost. I can walk on in any direction and never 
be lost again.13 

There are three particularly interesting aspects to the Neo-Confucian dis
course on cultivation and learning just presented. The first is the implicit 
assumption that if principle is properly understood it can be practiced. Or 
conversely, if it appears to be impracticable, then it has not been properly 
understood. "Penetration of principle" is not simply amassing information 
but involves a return to one's original nature, a process of becoming who 
one is truly meant to be in this world. This is called "return to the begin
ning" (C. fuchu, J. fukusho)-not to the "beginning" in a temporal sense, 
but to the essential nature of what makes us human beings. 

Second, this return to origins is regarded as the highest form of self
realization. Genuine realization and development of the self are to be 
achieved in a return to the fundamental humanity common to all men 
and women. This represents no self-alienation from forcing one's indi
viduality to conform to existing social conventions; followers of Zhu Xi 
simply are not given to proudly emphasizing their minor differences with 
other human beings, or to insisting that they must be free to live their 
way.14 They believe that living life humanely, as human beings are meant 
to do, is far more important than living life "my way." 

Third, human perfection is not to be achieved through carefully sort
ing through and selecting the correct options from the myriad choices life 
presents. If you have to think about it, you have not yet ripened. The true 
master of human existence is one who, like the operations of heaven and 
earth, does not deliberate, does not hesitate or falter, but simply acts , and 
acts immediately, without ratiocination. It is in such a state that human 
beings are truly at one with heaven and earth . This is "unity of heaven 
and man" -the highest state, and, furthermore, the original state. And, as 
a human being, you should aspire to it too. 

GOVERNMENT 

Gong and Yi 
It would be splendid if everyone did in fact live according to the Way, 
with sages to guide in doing so. But sages do not appear in this world very 
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often. So we must make do with people who are not sages, though perhaps 
close: people who have cultivated themselves, who understand the Way, 
and who can educate and govern others. All people can thereby come to 
know heavenly principle and live in a truly human manner. Then conflict 
between people will cease and all the world's problems will be resolved. 

The reason is that the Way, or heavenly principle, is gong-something 
universal, impartial, just, enabling the peaceful coexistence of all. Gong 
differs in meaning from both the Japanese oyake and the English "public" 
(two terms commonly written with the same kanji as gong; see discussion 
in chapter 3). It does not mean something belonging to the ruler, as oyake 
does, nor something involving all of the people. It signifies any thing or 
matter that is not strictly personal, private, or concerning only oneself. 
(In contemporary Chinese gong yong means something anyone is free to 
use, rather than something for official use only, as in the case of the paral
lel Japanese term kayo.) Heavenly principle and selflessness are gong; the 
human passions and selfishness are si (private or personal). Si essentially 
signifies self-interest and the realm of personal profit and desire. Since 
eating, drinking, and having sex are natural to human beings, the pas
sions are not to be denied. But private interests and desires that make our 
peaceful coexistence with one another problematic are not "humane" in 
the truest sense. 

It is the publicly minded ruler who must guide the people and save 
them from descending too far into the realm of private passions. This is 
benevolent government, which is to say, rule founded in love of mankind. 
It is also rule that is inseparable from education. For this reason, Zhu 
Xi and his followers did not believe that it was acceptable to deceive an 
ignorant populace into believing that they were happy. Nor did they resign 
themselves to erecting a governing system based on the premise that all 
people always seek their self-interest. They believed that it was not tinker
ing with institutions, but rather educating people that was fundamental. 
They believed that making people better as individuals would make for a 
better world. 

In Zhu Xi's teachings, the distinction between yi (righteousness) and 
li (interest, or gain) is almost as important as that between gong and si. 
"Righteousness" means to do what is right for no other reason than that 
we know it to be right. That which we do because there is some benefit 
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to be gained from doing it is "interest." Things must not be judged from 
the standpoint of utility. To do something because we believe in reward 
or punishment in the next world is interest, as is doing something because 
we want to be thought of well by others. As long as we are born as human 
beings, it should be sufficient for us to live as human beings; to live with 
the desire or hope of being rewarded in some way is, in itself, an affront to 
the majesty of humanity as the "crown of creation."15 

As a result, when they believe the status quo to be just and proper, 
Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianists can be extreme conservatives. But if they 
believe the state of affairs to be unjust, they can transform into staunch 
and fearless dissidents, unafraid of going against the stream. They would 
reject the very question of whether such resistance might be effective . 
Thus, to regard the followers of the Zhu Xi school solely as conservatives 
and traditionalists is a mistake. 

The Great Peace 
According to Zhu Xi, when the sages ruled as emperors the world was a 
marvelous place, since these emperors, who served as the interface between 
heaven and earth and mankind, were completely at one with heaven and 
earth. And so the workings of heaven and earth proceeded naturally and 
without flaw; there were no natural disasters, no famines. The influence of 
the virtue of these emperors spread throughout the realm, and the various 
classes of people, all in their proper station, rejoiced in a world at peace. 
There is a passage in The Doctrine of the Mean that reads, "Let the states 
of equilibrium and harmony exist in perfection, and a happy order will 
prevail throughout heaven and earth, and all things will be nourished and 
flourish." 16 In Zhongyong zhangju Zhu Xi interprets this as follows: 

Heaven, earth, the myriad things, and I are all of the same root. If my 

heart and mind are true, then the heart and mind of heaven and earth 

are also true. If my qi is in order, so too is the qi of heaven and earth. 

That is why its effects are so extensive. This is the supreme accomplish

ment of learning, the attainment of the sages. 

Moreover, we too can become sages-and should. Even this small 
heart of mine is directly connected to heaven and earth. If I can rectify 
my heart and mind, and cultivate my person, then the state can be rightly 
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governed and the realm made tranquil, and the workings of heaven and 
earth will be properly ordered. This is what all human beings should strive 
for. There are two sayings attributed to Zhu Xi still widely known in today's 
Japan: "With a focused spirit, anything can be accomplished" (Seishin 
itti5 nanigoto ka narazaran) and "Youth passes swiftly, and learning is dif
ficult to attain; not a moment's light should be wasted" (Shonen oiyasuku, 
gaku narigatashi; issun no koin karonzu bekarazu). Both are exhortations 
to effort, and to learning. Zhu Xi's final teaching to his disciples, delivered 
on his deathbed, is said to have been jianku-"work hard."17 

Thus the Zhu Xi school, without believing in a transcendent supreme 
being or in any world other than this one, constructed a marvelously con
sistent system of thought, completely grounded in this world and spanning 
all aspects of existence, man, personal cultivation, and government-and 
also attempted to put it into practice. It was this system of thought, in all 
its vastness, gravitas, and dominant position among their neighbors on the 
Asian continent, that confronted Tokugawa thinkers. 





Chapter Seven 

THE PARADOXES OF LOVE: 

THE THOUGHT OF ITO JINSAI AND ITO TOGAI 

LIFE AND WORK 

T he man who later became known to posterity as Ito Jinsai, stern 
critic of the Zhu Xi school of Neo-Confucianism and creator of a 

unique new system of Confucian thought, was born in 1627 as the eldest 
son of a Kyoto merchant house. 1 As a child his name was Genshichi. 
His mother's family was related to the famous renga poet Satomura Joha 
(1525-1602), while her mother was a Suminokura, a member of the fam
ily of wealthy merchants that had made its fortune in what was known 
as the "vermilion-seal ship trade," the officially licensed foreign trade 
between Japan and Southeast Asia that flourished from the 1590s into 
the first decades of the seventeenth century, before foreign trade was pro
hibited by the shogunate. In Jinsai's time, the Kyoto-Osaka region was 
the focus of Japan's economy and publishing industry, for Edo was still 
no more than a raw, recently established political center. So Genshichi 
was born and raised in what was the very apex of cultural sophistication 
in the Japanese islands. And fittingly, given the type of family into which 
he had been born, he studied Japanese and Chinese poetry from a tender 
age-a quite refined cultural pursuit. 

Gradually the young Genshichi came to regard this study as some
thing more than a hobby to pursue in the time he had free from the fam
ily business, and to speak of wanting to become a Confucian scholar. But 
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in early Tokugawa Japan, a polity ruled by the samurai houses without an 
imperial civil service examination system like that in China, it was sim
ply inconceivable that the eldest son of a wealthy merchant house would 
become a professional Confucian scholar. In later years, Jinsai recalled 
the reaction of those around him: 

Back when I was fifteen or sixteen years old, I loved learning and began 

to aspire to follow the Confucian Way. But my family and friends all 

said it would be impossible to make a living as a Confucian scholar, 

and told me I should become a doctor. I didn't listen to them. They 

were unceasing in their admonitions and criticism: What are you going 

to do when your parents grow old and the house falls on hard times? 

What will you do when you grow older yourself and nothing in life is as 

you envisioned it? They appealed to my sense of duty, and of propriety, 

and accused me of not thinking of my parents' future welfare-they 

pressured me in every way possible. And there was more than one occa

sion when I was bowed by their arguments, fell silent, and pretended to 

agree with what they said .. . The people with the deepest love for me 

attacked me with increasing vigor ... The people who loved me the 

most deeply were, in short, my enemies.2 

The Confucianism that the young Genshichi so desperately wished 
to study was none other than the teachings of the Zhu Xi school, freshly 
imported to Japan from the continent. He hung sayings by Zhu Xi on the 
wall of his room and adopted the pen name Keisai, the kei an allusion 
to the phrase kyokei, "abiding in reverence." At the age of twenty-nine 
he left home to live alone and concentrate on his scholarship; for the 
next eight years he lived as a recluse, cutting all ties to the world. His 
sufferings during this time were great. At one point he inclined toward 
the school of Wang Yangming, at another he flirted with Buddhism, and 
there came a time when everything seemed "empty" to him. Then, in 
1662, he at last decided to return to his family. He was thirty-six. 

But he did not return home to assume headship of the house and 
family business. That was ceded to a younger brother. Instead, he opened 
a small academy. At that time, the major Confucian thinker Kumazawa 
Banzan (1619-91) was also in Kyoto, and Yamazaki Ansai (1619- 82) was 
teaching Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism nearby. Interest in the Confucian 
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teachings was finally beginning to grow. It was during this period that 
Keisai gradually shed his adherence to the Zhu Xi school and began to 
develop his own way of thinking. This took specific form in his com
mentaries on the Analects and Mencius, commentaries that emulated but 
were also intended as an alternative to those of Zhu Xi. Eventually these 
efforts resulted in Rongo kogi and Moshi kogi , bold and systematic inter
pretations of what he argued was the "original meaning" (kogi) of these 
two pillars of the Confucian canon. 

He also changed his name from Keisai to Jinsai (jin signifying "human
ity" ). And as he gradually drew away from the teachings of the Zhu Xi 
school, he simultaneously drew closer to the world he had once renounced. 
He reconciled with his parents and worked hard at being a dutiful son. On 
her deathbed, his mother clasped her hands in gratitude to the prodigal 
son who had caused her such anxiety. 

Jinsai also married. His wife was a cousin of Ogata Karin (1658-1716) 
and Ogata Kenzan (1663-1743); Hon'ami Koetsu (1558-1657) was her 
great-grandfather's brother. These three men were central figures in the 
Rinpa school, one of the most influential and highly regarded lineages in 
Japanese art, and they produced many works officially designated today 
as national treasures and important cultural properties. Broadening his 
network of social and intellectual connections among the townsmen, 
physicians, and nobility of Kyoto, Jinsai participated in groups meeting to 
compose Chinese and Japanese poetry and to practice the tea ceremony. 
He was invited to lecture at the residences of nobles; he went on picnics 
to the outskirts of the city. He had become a member of Kyoto high soci
ety. His family business was now being a Confucian scholar. 

All the while, he continued to produce commentaries on the Confu
cian canon to his own exacting standards. Then, in 1705, he passed away 
peacefully at the age of seventy-nine. His son and students affectionately 
bestowed upon him the posthumous name of Kogaku Sensei ("Master 
of Ancient Studies"). 

Jinsai's eldest son, Ito Togai (1670- 1736), carried on his father's work. 
He arranged, edited, and in some cases completed the lecture notes and 
manuscripts Jinsai had left behind, publishing them along with a number 
of his own writings explicating the methods of "ancient studies." His post
humous name was Shojutsu Sensei (which means something like "Master 
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Successor"), a way of praising him for faithfully inheriting and developing 
the legacy of his father. Togai himself spoke of what is now known as 
Jinsaigaku ("the teachings of Jinsai") as "the family teachings" (kagaku). 
And his descendants continued to teach Jinsaigaku right down to the Meiji 
period. Jinsai's great-great-grandson Ito Yusai was tutor to the young court 
noble Saionji Kinmochi (1849-1940), who went on to become one of the 
leading politicians of the early twentieth century. 

Formal publications in Jinsai's name were all posthumous, and Togai 
had a hand in all of them. Therefore, strictly speaking, Jinsai and Togai 
should properly be considered coauthors. But their school was known by 
contemporaries as Jinsaigaku, and the work done by Togai was largely that 
of making Jinsai's manuscripts more coherent, consistent, and editorially 
polished. In the pages that follow we will examine the content of Jinsaigaku 
based on both the works attributed to Jinsai and those by Togai in his own 
name. If we are to be precise, this content should really be called "the 
thought of Ito Jinsai and Ito Togai." 

THE WAY 

Jinsai emphasizes that heaven and earth are eternal, without beginning 
or end. He flatly rejects the idea that there is anything beyond or behind 
heaven and earth, or anything preceding them. This claim is especially 
poignant coming from a man who for a time had seen the world as empty. 
According to Jinsai, the "Way of heaven" (tendo) is nothing more than a 
reference to the ceaseless, actual changes of the weather and the seasons in 
response to alterations in yin and yang. There is no heavenly principle tran
scending this. Zhu Xi saw the workings of the natural world embodied in 
man as human nature (xing), and considered both to be linked by principle 
(li). In contrast, Jinsai rejects from the beginning the idea of a "principle" 
of heaven. Thus he also denies any immediate connection between the 
Way of heaven and the Way of mankind. He does not embrace the ideal of 
the "unity of heaven and man" (C. tianren heyi, J. tenjin goitsu). According 
to Jinsai, the passage in The Doctrine of the Mean that reads, "Let the 
states of equilibrium and harmony exist in perfection, and a happy order 
will prevail throughout heaven and earth, and all things will be nourished 
and flourish,"3 is a corrupt text that does not represent the language of the 



THE PARADOXES OF LOVE: THE THOUGHT OF ITO JINSAI AND ITO TQGAI 125 

original. Jinsai is solely interested in pursuing "the Way of mankind" in 
this world, completely separated from a lofty and remote heaven. 

Nor does Jinsai attempt, like Zhu Xi, to locate the Way in an original 
nature embedded deep within human beings. He thinks it mistaken to 
believe in some innate or intrinsic "principle" and exert oneself to manifest 
it. He does not conceive of the Way as identical with a principle inherent 
in matter and phenomena, and does not suggest "penetrating principle" 
(kyuri) as a means for elucidating it. For him, no such principle exists. 

If the Way is neither the original nature of man nor inherent in phe-
nomena, where, then, does it exist? The answer is surprisingly simple. 

In the end, what we call the Way should not be seen as something apart 

from the human body, nor as some unseen and unheard principle with 

which the human mind is equipped. It is the name we give to people's every

day behavior, to the manner in which they normally relate to one another.4 

In other words, the Way consists in concrete human relations and inter
actions. It exists as the behavior of individuals as they relate to one another 
in the roles of parent and child, ruler and vassal, husband and wife. 

The Way itself is intangible, but it may be vividly observed in human 
activity-in much the same manner that the twelve notes of a musi
cal scale relate to the actual human voice. 5 The notes of the scale exist 
whether anyone sings them or not. But if someone sings them, we can 
hear them. In like manner, the Way exists. And when people behave in 
accordance with it, we can see it quite clearly. Moreover, Jinsai says, 

What we call the Way is not dependent upon the existence of human 

beings; present spontaneously from the beginning, it fills heaven and 

earth and pervades all human relations. There is not a time when it did 

not exist, nor is there a place where it is not present.6 

People sing its scales and melodies wherever and whenever they are. 
Wherever there are human beings-past and present, East or West-the 
Five Relations and Five Constant Virtues are honored. As a tangible reality 
people of all places and times have formed such webs of human relations. 
All one has to do is follow their example. Complex arguments that go 
beyond this simple, straightforward reality are all a sham. Solitary practice 
toward attaining some higher state or consciousness or being is erroneous. 
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Is there anywhere on earth that has no relations of parent to child, 
ruler to vassal, husband to wife, friend to friend? Don't people everywhere 
form such relationships? There is no need to argue about why. All you 
must do is follow suit. This is what Jinsai is telling us. 

FEELINGS AND CUSTOMS 

According to Jinsai and Togai, the Way is in accordance with ninja, actual 
human feelings or emotions. 

Human feelings are the same in all places and times, and the Five 

Constant Virtues and all other behavior arise from them. How can 

there possibly be a so-called heavenly principle apart from these human 

feelings? ... To seek the Way apart from human feeling and love is 

truly to follow heresy; it is not the high road of all under heaven.7 

For example, anyone who sees a child about to fall into a well would feel 
a rush of alarm and concern. No matter how hungry a person might be, if 
someone throws food at him as ifhe were an animal, he will become angry. 
That is how people are. Human feelings arise naturally from the inborn 
nature (sei) of human beings. And thus we can say, Jinsai asserts, that "the 
supreme form of human feeling is none other than the Way."8 

But, one might ask, aren't there heartless and evil people in the 
world? Togai answers this objection as follows: 

To wish long life for one's parents, and wisdom for one's descendants; 

to delight in others' happiness, and commiserate in their misfortunes

these are human feelings. One might also call them the human heart. 

On the other hand, when fathers and sons embroil themselves in law

suits, or brothers dispute over inheritance; when people delight in oth

ers' misery, and become envious of their joy-such things also come 

from the heart, and we cannot say otherwise. But it is difficult to call 

these human feelings, for they are all defects and distortions; they 

are not the pure heart with which we were born. Mencius questions 

whether these can properly be called human feelings. In later times we 

have also come to say such things are not human feelings, or are not 

close to human feelings. These are indications that human feelings are 
f .. -Anmn-·n l]., ~~~,.l 
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What we call human feelings are those things in our hearts uncon

cerned with discriminating thought, unchanged from birth, straight

forward and unadomed.9 

In Jinsai's view, natural human feelings have their prototype in famil
ial affection, in the "gratitude and love" that family members feel for one 
another. These are not the emotions (qing) as understood by Zhu Xi, but 
what is called nasake in Japanese, which carries a strong overtone of com
passion or fellow feeling. It is this sentiment that "the Way of mankind" 
follows. In Jinsai's theory human feelings are fundamentally good. 

Machiavelli or Thomas Hobbes might have sneered at this view of 
mankind as overly optimistic, while David Hume and Adam Smith, who 
saw sympathy as the basis for morality, would probably nod in agreement. 
Meanwhile in Japan, one contemporary of Jinsai and Togai, the noted 
dramatist Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653-1724), was writing joruri (plays 
for the bunraku puppet theater) celebrating the "principle" (kotowari) of 
both familial affection and romantic love. Jinsai himself recalled "hear
ing the songs of the streets and seeing plays in the neighborhood theaters" 
as having been an aid to his scholarship. 10 Hozumi Ikan (1692-1769)
whose preface to Miki Heiemon's Naniwa miyage (Souvenirs of Naniwa, 
1738) contains the only surviving extended account of Chikamatsu's com
ments on joruri writing, including his famous statement on realism and 
fiction in art11 -was a student of Ito Togai's and the author of Rongo kogi 
kokujikai, an explication of Jinsai's commentary on the Analects. Ikan was 
a close friend of Chikamatsu's, and his son (?-1787) won fame as a joruri 
playwright using the pen name Chikamatsu Hanji. 

Togai states the ancient sages addressed ordinary people "in the com
mon language of everyday life," without resorting to esoteric wordings.12 

Translating the Way (C. dao) into Japanese as "how people relate to one 
another" (hito ni tsukiau shikata), human nature (C. xing) as "what one is born 
with" (umaretsuki), or emotions (C. qing) as "tender feelings" (nasake) was 
not merely a matter of convenience: plain language is universal language.13 

Jinsai and Togai could, and often did, explicate Confucianism in flaw
less classical Chinese. They claimed to have rediscovered the "original 
meaning" of the Confucian classics; as their interpretations stripped away 
various influences, including from Zen Buddhism, that were clearly pres
ent in the Zhu Xi school. this claim seemerl to h::ive .~nme merit YPt wh::it 
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they were saying can actually be better understood in light of the vernacu
lar Japanese language of their day. Unlike the rather forbidding classical 
Chinese phrases in which the Confucian thought directly imported from 
the continent was typically couched, their arguments reached the hearts and 
minds of their Japanese audience much more immediately. No doubt a fair 
number of people were first convinced of the value of the "teachings of the 
sages" through exposure to Jinsai's interpretation of the classics. 

Jinsai and Togai argued that the Way conforms to social mores, worldly 
manners, and customs (filzoku). The common or vulgar manners and cus
toms of contemporary life are not to be avoided or despised. Quite the 
contrary, to stand apart and isolate oneself by asserting, "I am correct; it 
is the world that is mistaken" is an even more questionable moral stance. 

Insofar as they do no harm to what is right and proper (gi), what are 

called common or vulgar (zoku) are themselves the Way; apart from the 

common, there is no other Way. 14 

Despite the disclaimer "insofar as they do no harm to what is right and 
proper," the position staked out here is clear. In fact, Jinsai and Togai rarely 
speak of "righteousness." Since they do not posit anything that transcends 
actual present reality, fundamentally the accumulation of the behavior of 
the majority of people over time - common or vulgar custom- constitutes 
the Way itself. It follows that isolating oneself from society is evidence of 
subjective delusion. And if, from such isolation, one further insists on the 
correctness and superiority of one's own position, this is nothing more than 
intellectual and moral arrogance. 

Don't disturb public opinion, don't go against common custom, be 

calm and gentle in demeanor, never tire of delighting in the good. The 

Way of scholarship is nothing more than this. 15 

One must live together with others, following the conventions of this 
world we all live in. 

HUMANITY 

The centerpiece of Jinsai's morality is humanity, or jin . He felt so strongly 
::ihn11t it th::it hP ::irlnntPrl it ::is thP firs t rh::ir::idPr nf his n::imP. His iin is not. 
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however, the "principle of love" we encountered with the Zhu Xi school, 
as Jinsai does not agree that one should "penetrate principle" and try to 
live in accordance with it. Parsing everything in terms of "principle" leads 
to judging other people, and can end in self-righteous cruelty. Moreover, 
people's hearts are rarely swayed by logical argument. Thus Jinsai says, 

When the virtues of compassion and love are replete within, there is 

not the slightest room in the heart for cruelty or coldbloodedness. The 

benefits and boons of this are enjoyed throughout the realm to later 

generations. When this state is reached, it is called humanity (jin). 16 

Put in simpler, everyday language: 

When people are always courteous, treat matters with proper attention, 

and are not careless of others, this embodies humanity. 17 

Carefully, cheerfully showing consideration for others: this is the proper 
attitude of humanity. 

In order to manifest humanity, it is sufficient to follow this teaching 
of the Analects: "Hold faithfulness and sincerity as first principles."18 This 
is nothing like the "abiding in reverence," "quiet sitting," or "penetration 
of principle" advocated by the Zhu Xi school; such deliberate forms of 
cultivation and training are unnecessary. 

To fully manifest purity of heart is known as faithfulness; not to be at odds 

with things and circumstances is called sincerity ... Put another way, it is 

what people these days would call "having integrity" or "being upright." 19 

In other words, humanity means relating to other people honestly, con
scientiously, reliably. 

Also important is empathy or reciprocity (C. shu, J. jo), which the 
Analects defines, in the obverse of the Golden Rule familiar in the West, 
as "What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others."20 Zhu 
Xi understood this as an attitude achieved through self-cultivation that is 
then extended to other people. But Togai treats it differently: 

"What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others" means to 

read the feelings of others and refrain from harming them. If you do 

this, you will be treating other people with consideration and benefit

ing them. which is what we call h11m;:initv 
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Empathy means to intuit what is in the hearts of others and to forgive it. 

When one understands and pardons others, they too avoid suffering 

and distress and are benefited. This is what we call humanity. 21 

In short, what is being advocated here is kindness-understanding the cir
cumstances of the people around you and dealing with them sympatheti
cally. In the final analysis, the Jinsai school saw the ideal human being as 
someone who is honest, considerate, and kind. 

Perhaps this sounds like a response to a questionnaire on one's ideal 
mate. After all, one rarely is seeking someone devoted to achieving justice 
or someone who fights to save the world from evil. In terms of a mate, 
we want someone we can get along with in a relationship. Jinsai was no 
different. He thought about how to build and maintain strong human 
relationships out of the everyday interactions between people. And what 
he urged was, more or less, "Be kind to one another. We're only human. 
Don't be so touchy, so cold, so quick to nitpick. Be more considerate of 
one another, that's what's important in life!" 

Jinsai is clear that this is the way to a better world. All a person (mean
ing a man) need do is love other people, in his various roles as head of 
household, father, husband, brother. 

If I love others well, they shall love me in return. This mutual affection 

and love is like the affection of parents for their children, or the warm 

feelings of brothers for one another. 22 

If one meets other people with an attitude of warmth, gentleness, and 
consideration, then they, too, should respond with a similar attitude of 
love. This is the basis for sound human relations. And on that basis, all 
should go well. "There is no task that cannot be accomplished; nothing 
that cannot succeed."23 The entire world stands on this combination of 
the Way, human feeling, common custom, humanity, and love. 

Some might regard this as nothing more than starry-eyed opti
mism, as a softhearted prescription for getting by in a world lulled by 
a long peace. But for his part, Jinsai would probably counter such criti
cism with the following argument: It may be true that what I am saying 
is neither lofty nor deep. But have you spent eight years of your life in 
pursuit of so-called lofty and deep concepts and ideals, suffering, shut 
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up like a hermit, feeling that those who love you are your enemies? 
Are you aware of what terribly cruel consequences have resulted from 
believing in abstract principles and ideas of justice and attempting to 
enforce them on other people? It's because people irresponsibly bran
dish abstract concepts like justice and truth and so forth that the world 
is in a pathetic mess. What is really important in life? First of all, sus
taining warm, loving, compassionate relations with those closest to us, 
and then extending the range of such relations to others. Is there any
thing loftier or deeper in this world? Isn't this essentially what ordinary 
people in this world, wherever or whenever they might be living, want 
more than anything else? 

Jinsai's teachings represent a powerful moral philosophy. 

THE KINGLY WAY 

Jinsai also turns his attention to government. He repeatedly asserts that 
discourse on the "kingly way" (odo) is the crux of scholarship, and offers 
his views on how rulers could best follow that path. The key point is that 
the ruler must be "father and mother to the people." Not a model of 
moral cultivation, nor a skillful builder of institutions, nor a great intel
lect, but rather, a gentle and loving parent. 

Fathers and mothers make the concerns of the child their own concerns. 

So too [the ruler] must constantly keep the concerns of the people in 

mind in his actions and in meting out rewards and punishments ... By 

putting aside personal likes and dislikes and skillfully pursuing the best 

interests of the realm, he shall become as father and mother to the people. 

If the ruler leads in this way, the people will follow. 

A child follows the commands of its parents in any direction without 

thinking to deviate from them, hearing them even when they are not 

spoken, seeing them even when they are not given form. If benevolent 

government is truly implemented, or in other words, if one rules over 

the people with affection, the result is exactly the same. 

Just as parent and child are united by their concern and regard for one 
another, the ruler and his people can become "as one body" (kunmin ittai). 
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Conversely, if one does not take the concerns of the people as one's own, 
one is unqualified to be a ruler. 

If one has become a ruler of men, failing to share happiness with them 

goes against the responsibility vested in one by heaven, and is a willful 

abdication of one's duties. In such circumstances, how could one hope 

to maintain one's position?24 

Thus, if a ruler does not cause the people to suffer and faithfully fol
lows their likes and dislikes, they will adore and obey him. In short, "If 
I love others well, they shall love me in return." The Way uniting ruler 
and ruled is but a larger application of the way in which people normally 
relate to one another. If the ruler cannot practice it, he has gone against 
the responsibility vested in him by heaven and will lose his throne. 

More specifically, Jinsai advocated limiting government expenditure 
and sharing the resulting surplus with the less fortunate . Conversely, "If 
the ruler prefers heavy taxation, the people will resent it. When they can 
no longer contain that resentment, they will grow angry. Growing angry, 
they will pull away. And once they have pulled away, they will revolt." 
Instead of cowing the people with military might, the government should 
prioritize rewards over punishments. That is what the people want. Jinsai 
boldly asserts, "When the pen prevails over the sword, the country prospers; 
when the sword prevails over the pen, the nation's pulse will weaken."25 

Jinsai and Togai's discourse on "the kingly way" is a far cry from the 
usual Confucian platitudes about government for the people: it takes this 
idea a step further, to say that government should be founded on the will of 
the people. Jinsai and Togai, from their base in Kyoto, were offering a quiet 
resistance and alternative to the military might of the shogunate in Edo. 

According to Jinsai , when good government in accordance with the 
will of the people had been manifested, the world was a different place. 
Every day was like a holiday. 

In the times of the ancient kings, every household was well provided for 

and prospered; the people were at peace, and manners and customs gen

tle. From dawn to dusk, from spring to winter, the hearts of the people 

were in harmony. It was like New Year's Day, when everyone dresses in 

their finest for the festivities, there are toasts for long life and happiness, 
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and the entire household relaxes in good cheer, swiftly forgetting the 

troubles and cares of the past year. 26 

Jinsai's image here is of the traditional New Year's celebrations in 
Kyoto, on the old lunar calendar: imagine the clear light of early spring 
amid the falling petals of the plum blossoms-like something out of a 
painting by Ogata Korin-with family and relatives dressed in their best 
clothes for a relaxed and joyous conclave. When in his lectures Jinsai 
depicted his ideal world in this way, it is likely his audience shared his 
bright-eyed hope. 

TRANSFER OF THE MANDATE 

Jinsai and Togai were adamantly in favor of the overthrow (hobatsu) of a 
despotic ruler. They had no qualms about the idea of purging and replacing 
any ruler who did not practice benevolent government and unite himself 
with the hearts of the people. For example, in chapter 1 we encountered 
Mencius's remark on the overthrow of the tyrant Zhou: "I have heard of 
the cutting off of the fellow Zhou, but I have not heard of the putting 
a sovereign to death, in his case."27 Jinsai's commentary on this passage 
reveals the strength of his feelings on the subject: 

The Way is something common to all under heaven that the hearts of 

all men tend toward. Where the hearts of the multitude abide, there 

lies the Way ... The realm does not house but a single Tang or Wu. If 
the aforementioned Jie and Zhou had recognized their own evil and 

reformed it, then Tang and Wu would likely not have been able to over

throw them. But if they remained truly evil, then the entire realm would 

have become as Tang and Wu. If not in one place, [heroes such as they] 

would have appeared in another; if not there, surely still someplace else. 

Even had [Jie and Zhou] somehow managed to kill Tang and Wu before 

[their own defeats at] Nanchao and Muye, if they had not then gone on 

to reform their evil ways, then the realm would have raised up other 

Tangs and Wus to punish them, and though tens or hundreds of them 

might be slaughtered in the process, it would matter not. Because of this, 

the overthrow [of Jie and Zhou] by Tang and Wu was an overthrow by 
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the entire realm. It was not an overthrow accomplished by Tang and Wu 

alone. It was a manifestation of the common inclination shared by the 

hearts of all the people of the realm. 28 

Tyrants and despots have alienated themselves from the hearts of the 
people of the realm. And thus the realm purges itself of them. A ruler 
need not be a shining moral exemplar, but he must align himself with the 
hearts of the people. Anyone can potentially become a Tang or Wu. And 
though a tyrant might murder tens or hundreds of such men, in the long 
run it is of no avail. The realm contains countless men who can take the 
place of Tang or Wu. Kill that one, here comes another. The realm will 
not bow to a tyrant. 

The passage from Jinsai's commentary on the Analects quoted earlier 
that tells us "what are called common or vulgar are themselves the Way; 
apart from the common, there is no other Way" continues with the fol
lowing remarks: 

Therefore the peaceful transmission of the mandate from Yao to Shun 

was in accord with the hearts of the multitude . The forceful over

throw effected by Tang and Wu also followed the will of the multitude. 

Where the hearts of the multitude abide is what becomes common 

dictate. And therefore all that is necessary is to determine whether or 

not one is aligned with its principles. What need is there to search for 

the Way outside of common custom? For in fact those who seek the 

Way outside common custom travel the path of heresy rather than the 

Way of the sages. 

If the "hearts of the multitude" desire the overthrow of a ruler, that is the 
"common dictate" of the times, and hence the Way. And being the Way, 
it must be followed. 

Jinsai is consistent. Good people do not isolate themselves. They are 
always in fellowship with all under heaven, following the "common incli
nation shared by the hearts of all the people." They do not criticize the 
prevailing ways of the world nor consciously try to effect change. But this 
does not mean that they will endure any form of tyranny or despotism. The 
ruler, too, should rule in accordance with the hearts of the people. If he 
alienates himself from them, then the people of the realm will become as 
th~ kinP-s T:mP- :mrl W11 ;:iml rn1rP-e him from his throne-and thev have everv 
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A passage from Moshi kogi (Bunsendo, 1720). The original text of Mencius appears in 
large print, accompanied by Ito Jinsai 's commentary. 

right to do so. Jinsai's injunction to follow "common dictate" is thus not an 
instruction to be pliable and obedient at all times and in all circumstances. 

Of course, this is not to suggest that Jinsai or Togai believed that the 
Tokugawa house or any of the daimyo houses of their day should be over
thrown. But if it should come to that-if these rulers in fact alienated 
themselves from the hearts of the people-then armed uprisings and forc
ible overthrow of government were entirely possible, and justified. This 
they clearly stated. It was a quiet but adamant warning. 

Thus, in the seventeenth century, when the Japanese intelligentsia was 
struggling to come to grips with the Zhu Xi school, Jinsaigaku suddenly 
emerged as a uniquely attractive and powerful alternative, a systematic 
school of thought that mounted a frontal assault on the Neo-Confucian 
tradition. This had a weighty impact on all followers of Confucianism 
in Japan. 
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Chapter Eight 

SERVING THE "KING OF JAPAN": 

THE PHILOSOPHY AND POLICIES OF ARAI HAKUSEKI 

LIFE AND WORK 

I n 1709, four years after the death of Ito Jinsai, fifth shogun Tokugawa 
Tsunayoshi also passed from this world. He was succeeded by his 

nephew, lenobu (1663-1712). At least one Confucian scholar had been pri
vately waiting for this day to come: Arai Hakuseki (1657-1725). Hakuseki's 
long-established relationship as Ienobu's trusted tutor would allow him to 
exert influence over the course of shogunal policy to a degree unrivaled by 
any other Confucian scholar in Tokugawa Japan. An adherent of the Zhu 
Xi school, he believed, as he wrote in his autobiography, that "we should let 
nothing pass by that we see or hear. We should seek the origin [or reason] 
of everything carefully."1 This process he called kakubutsu, discussed in 
earlier chapters as "the investigation of things." 

Hakuseki believed the advent of Ienobu's reign to have been ordained 
by heaven . On 31 December 1703, in the latter years of the "dog sho
gun" Tsunayoshi (r. 1680-1709), known as such for his unpopular Edicts 
on Compassion for Living Things, a great earthquake caused horrific 
destruction to Edo and the entire southern Kanta region. Then, in 1707, 
Mount Fuji experienced its last recorded eruption. The surrounding 
region was ravaged, and volcanic ash fell on the streets of Edo as well. 
Other strange events followed. Hakuseki's autobiography records "an 
unusually heavy downpour" on 23 January 1708, and "white hairs sprout
ing from the earth" in April. After noting some policy decisions made by 
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Tsunayoshi, Hakuseki's account of this period remarks, "This year drew 
to a close with no end of heavenly portents and natural calamities besides 
this. However, I have not set down anything I have not seen with my 
own eyes."2 (Hakuseki 's diary contains even more entries concerning such 
unusual occurrences.) 

Then, for more than two months after 1 December 1708, no pre
cipitation fell. In the city of Edo, composed almost entirely of wooden 
buildings, the risk of a major fire grew with each passing day. As anxi
ety rose throughout the city, the new year began and on 19 February 
1709 Tsunayoshi died. In his autobiography Hakuseki wrote, "That day 
it rained toward nightfall. It was the first time it had rained since the 1st 
December of the previous year."3 

After an unusual winter drought of two months and nineteen days, this 
was almost literally manna from heaven. Other accounts record the fact 
of this long-awaited rainfall. But for Hakuseki, it had a larger significance. 
For a scholar of the Zhu Xi school of Neo-Confucianism believing in the 
rule of heavenly principle, natural phenomena were no mere coincidence. 

Heaven and man originally share the same qi. They sense one another 

and respond to one another . .. Thus when human qi becomes peaceful , 

the qi of heaven and earth also naturally become peaceful; when human 

qi is disturbed, the qi of heaven and earth are naturally disturbed as well.4 

Heaven and man exist in mutual correspondence. Strange natural and 
meteorological phenomena were a response to Tsunayoshi's misrule, 
while the healing rain was clearly heaven's blessing upon the advent of 
Ienobu-and by extension upon Hakuseki himself.5 

Arai Hakuseki was born into a samurai family serving as retainers of the 
Tsuchiya, a minor daimyo house.6 His given name was Kinmi, Hakuseki 
being the name he adopted as a scholar. His interest in Confucianism 
was first aroused at the age of seventeen, when he happened upon a copy 
of Nakae Toju's Okina mondo (Dialogue with an Elder), and he studied 
a bit with a local doctor. Even so, he might well have ended his days as a 
capable but anonymous retainer of a minor daimyo. When Hakuseki was 
twenty-one, however, he and his father were expelled from the domain 
as the result of an internal dispute, and his life changed dramatically. In 
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Portrait of Arai Hakuseki show
ing him impeccably attired in 
the formal clothing and court 
cap appropriate to his high 
position within Tokugawa 
officialdom. 

order to gain a livelihood and, if possible, be accepted as the retainer of 
another daimyo house, he began to pursue his Confucian studies with 
greater application. He also appears to have studied haiku on the side. Thus 
he can be said to have shared early life experiences with the ronin and 
haiku poet Matsuo Basho (1644-94), who was active in Edo at this time, 
as well as with playwright Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653-1724), the son 
of a retainer of a minor domain who lost his position when Chikamatsu 
was in his teens. 

For a time Hakuseki was affiliated with another daimyo, but at the age 
of thirty-five became a ronin once again. Meanwhile he studied under 
Kinoshita Jun'an (1621-98), a Kyoto-born Confucian scholar who had 
learned with Matsunaga Sekigo, a disciple of Fujiwara Seika. Jun'an had 
been a retainer of the Maeda, daimyo ofKaga, and then entered the service 
of the shogun Tsunayoshi-a career emblematic of the spread of Confucian 
studies from Kyoto to Edo. In 1693, Jun'an's backing enabled Hakuseki 
to enter the service of Tokugawa Tsunatoyo, Tsunayoshi's nephew, as a 
Confucian tutor. Hakuseki lectured his new master frequently on the 
Confucian classics and historical texts, including Zhu Xi's commentaries 
on the Four Books, and the Zizhi tongjian gangmu, a condensation and 
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reworking by Zhu Xi of Sima Guang's influential historiographical treatise 
Zizhi tongjian (Comprehensive Mirror for Government). Just as the two 
were forging close ties in this way, Tsunayoshi, who had not fathered a male 
heir, named Tsunatoyo as his successor, paving the way for him to later 
become shogun under the name Ienobu. 

With Ienobu's succession as the sixth shogun in 1709, Hakuseki became 
a hatamoto, a direct vassal of the shogun, and was given a lavish stipend of 
one thousand koku. In 1711 he was given lower junior fifth court rank and 
the title Chikugo no kami (Lord of Chikugo). He was the only Confucian 
scholar in Tokugawa Japan to receive such rank and title apart from the 
heads and heirs of the Hayashi family (who hereditarily held lower junior 
fifth rank and the title Daigaku no kami or Zusho no kami). Hakuseki 
was assigned no official position or title within the shogunal bureaucracy. 
However, as a result of his personal relationship with Ienobu, this relatively 
low-ranking hatamoto, who ordinarily would have had no say in the ruling 
councils of the shogunate, came to exert substantial political influence. 
Recollecting Ienobu's years as shogun, Hakuseki later wrote, 

Not only did I serve the shogun as an advisor on political matters, great 

and small, there was never a time I refrained from speaking my mind ... 

Seven or eight times out of ten my proposals were adopted by the shogun.7 

A success rate of 70 to 80 percent for policy proposals would be the envy 
of any modern advisor. 

Ienobu died of illness after a little more than four years as shogun, 
and was succeeded by his son, Ietsugu (who at the time was three years 
and ten months old). Although Ienobu's death was a serious blow to 
Hakuseki's political influence, which was based on the shogun's personal 
trust in him, the circle of Ienobu's closest advisors survived the shogun's 
death intact, and Hakuseki was not completely sidelined. 

Three years later, however, Ietsugu also died of illness. This time, the 
succession passed to Tokugawa Yoshimune (1684-1751) of the Kii branch 
of the Tokugawa house. Hakuseki, now sixty, was reduced to being a hata
moto without any official position. He died in Edo during the reign of the 
capable Yoshimune in 1725, at the age of sixty-nine. 

Hakuseki left no original interpretations of the Confucian classics. As 
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Books indicates, his understanding of the classics was primarily grounded 
in the Zhu Xi school. There is no "school of Hakuseki" as there was a 
"school of Jinsai." Hakuseki's importance, rather, lies in his application of 
Neo-Confucian thought to ruling Tokugawa Japan, making policy pro
posals that enjoyed a surprisingly high rate of implementation. 

PROPER GOVERNANCE 

In ancient times Japan adopted the Chinese system of dating years by an 
era name assigned each time a new emperor ascended the throne or under 
other special circumstances. In the Tokugawa period, however, the change 
in era name, although formally promulgated by the imperial court, was 
usually associated with the shogunal succession. The name selected by 
Arai Hakuseki to symbolize Ienobu's rule was Shotoku, signifying "proper 
virtue" or "properly manifesting virtue." Era names preceding and follow
ing this-Enp6, Tenna, Jokyo, Genroku, Hoei, Kyoho, Genbun, Kanp6, 
Enkyo, Kan'en, Horeki-almost all merely convey supplications for a stable 
and peaceful succession. Shotoku (which had also been an era name in 
China's Ming dynasty) stands out as a symbolic mark-a mission state
ment, so to speak-left by the Neo-Confucian scholar Arai Hakuseki in 
the pages of Japanese history. 

In 1710, the year after Ienobu became shogun, Hakuseki undertook 
a complete revision of the Buke Shohatto, the regulations for the military 
houses that had been originally drawn up on the orders of the first sho
gun, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542-1616), and issued in 1615. New articles were 
added, and the content of the version established during Tsunayoshi's 
rule was recast. Moreover, in an exercise without parallel in the history 
of Tokugawa Japan, Hakuseki personally wrote and published a detailed 
line-by-line commentary on this revision titled Shinrei kukai. 

The Buke Shohatto had first been promulgated immediately after the 
Summer Siege of Osaka, which had represented the final consolidation 
of Tokugawa hegemony. Not surprisingly, it retained a strong coloration 
of the Warring States period. For example, one article began, "The for
mation of cliques for scheming or conspiracy in neighboring domains 
must be reported to the shogunate without delay," enjoining daimyo to 
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attempts to form secret alliances. With slight alteration this was retained 
down through the version promulgated by Tsunayoshi. Until Tsunayoshi's 
time, the first article read, "The arts ofletters and of war, including archery 
and horsemanship, must be devotedly practiced," but, as noted in chapter 
5, Tsunayoshi had this revised to read, "The arts of letters and of war and 
the virtues of loyalty and filial piety must be devotedly practiced; rites and 
etiquette must be correctly observed." 

Hakuseki first set about reforming the language of the Buke Shohatto. 
Originally the document had been written almost entirely in Chinese 
characters, but not in the classical Chinese language-instead, it was an 
awkward and stilted hybrid of Japanese and Chinese. Hakuseki rewrote 
this text into properly ordered and grammatical Japanese. But at the same 
time he avoided usages of Chinese characters that had become peculiar 
to Japan, sticking to a vocabulary shared with Chinese, and he ordered his 
text so that it could be recast with relative ease into acceptable classical 
Chinese. He noted in his memoirs that he had been ordered to do this by 
the shogun himself: 

The New Regulations should use Chinese characters, as in the Genna 

Regulations, but kana should be used to write particles and verbal ter

minations. Later on, when people had learned Chinese characters, the 

kana could be done away with, and they would still understand how to 

construe the text. I was ordered to write the draft in the above style.8 

The concern with easy conversion into classical Chinese seems to have 
stemmed from a sense that the fundamental law of the land should not be 
written in some local jargon that was not readily communicable with the 
world at large. 

The content was also revised. Article 1 now read, "Master the way 
of letters and of war, clarify ethical relations, and rectify manners and 
customs." Clarifying ethical relations meant "to lecture on and eluci
date the five teachings on ethical relations, namely, that between par
ent and child, there is affection; between ruler and vassal, righteousness; 
between husband and wife, distinction; between elder and younger, 
precedence; and between friends, faithfulness." As for rectifying manners 
and customs, "When those above lead by example, this is known as 'man
ners' (fu); when those below learn from this example, it is known as 'customs' 
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(zoku). If those above lead correctly and those below learn correctly, man

ners and customs will naturally be rectified."9 This was a lucid definition, 
in Confucian terms, of the principal duty and responsibility of the daimyo. 

Article 2 was revised to "Devote yourself to the governance of your 
domain, be it a province or county, and of your house; do nothing to 

anger or grieve your retainers or the populace."10 New articles (6 and 7) 
were added enjoining shogunal and domanial officials to work diligently 

to perform their official duties fairly and equitably. The prohibition on 
the formation of cliques and factions was moved to article 16, where it 

became part of a more general prohibition on illicit behavior: 

The prohibition on junshi [ritual suicide upon the death of one's lord] is 
hereby even more strictly enforced. Wantonly engaging in illicit activities, 

including the formation of cliques and factions or the pledging of oaths, 
is a violation of the laws (kenpo), and all such acts are strictly forbiclclen .11 

In Hakuseki's revision, the Buke Shohatto was transformed into a set 

of instructions for regional and local officials on honest and equitable 
civil administration, with the shogun as supreme ruler, leading his own 

direct vassals and the daimyo in an effort to imbue the entire populace 
with morality and ethics.12 One might even say that with this revision the 

Tokugawa regime itself had radically altered the defining character of its 
authority. The volumes on Ienobu's reign in the Tokugawa jikki (Annals 

of the Tokugawa), an official set of chronicles in whose editing Confucian 
scholars played a central role, characterized Hakuseki's version of the Buke 

Shohatto in the following manner: 

It incorporates new laws while respecting the established text. It is well 
balanced in argument and style. The language is refined, and accords 

well with logic. Never from the Joei Shikimoku [the administrative 
code of the Kamakura shogunate (1192-1333)] on clown has there been 

a collection of laws for military houses like this one. 13 

Had Hakuseki's version been retained, it would likely have had genuine 

influence. But the eighth shogun, Yoshimune, ordered a return to the text 
of Tsunayoshi 's era, and from that time forward there were only minimal 

alterations. In effect, the Tokugawa shogunate publicly and formally rejected 

its redefinition by a Neo-Confucian scholar. 
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Yet during Ienobu's tenure as shogun, the shogunate made repeated dec
larations of Confucian precepts of government. One such case is a personal 
directive issued by Ienobu in 1711 following the inspection of the country 
traditionally undertaken upon the accession of a new shogun. "Regarding 
the reports of the circuit inspectors," the proclamation noted, "in general, 
we are told that manners and customs have declined, government affairs 
are in disarray, and the four classes of people [samurai, peasants, artisans, 
and merchants] are all in straitened circumstances. We are of course deeply 
concerned by this situation." Hence, "from this time forward, the officials 
administering shogunal lands, and the lords of domains from the provin
cial to the county level, should diligently apply themselves to all matters of 
government, great or small, enabling the four classes of people to pursue 
their livelihoods."14 Clearly written by Hakuseki, the document effectively 
constitutes a personal declaration by the shogun that rectifying manners 
and customs is the duty of the shogunal officials and local lords. 

Then, in 1712, another lengthy directive was issued by the shogun to 
the members of the Hyojosho, the supreme judicial office of the shogu
nate. It gave specific instructions drafted by Hakuseki himself regarding 
the proper adjudication of cases. 

The offices of the commissioners (bugyo) are where the government of 

the realm is conducted; the right and wrong of myriad affairs is decided 

there. Thus, if things continue as at present, it does not simply constitute 

malfeasance on the part of the commissioners; it warps the conduct of 

government and makes it impossible for the people to rest easily. We 

therefore enjoin each of you to keep this firmly in mind and deliver your 

rulings accordingly. 15 

The emphasis here, again, was on bringing peace of mind to the people 
of the realm. 

There is also the last testament of Ienobu. His final instructions to 
the daimyo, read to them after his passing, were to exert themselves "for 
the sake of the country and the people," for if they did not "it will bring 
unhappiness to the people of the realm." His posthumous instructions to 
shogunal officials were, 

Take care that from the various provinces to the lowliest households, no 
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that does not create hardship. This is not for the sake of Nabematsu [his 

heir, the future shogun Ietsugu]. It is solely for the sake of the welfare 

of the four classes of the realm .. . You must seek to do that which will 

bring happiness and peace of mind to the myriad people of the realm. 16 

These are indeed the words of a proper Confucian son of heaven. 
Hakuseki's influence was felt beyond such pronouncements: he also 

engaged in concrete policymaking. In the area of fiscal policy, Hakuseki 
denounced the powerful and capable commissioner of finance (kanfo 
bugyo) Ogiwara Shigehide (1658-1713) and drove him from office. 
According to Hakuseki, the reason for this was that 

As is widely known, ever since Shigehide gained control of shogunal 

finances, the fine laws of former shoguns have been trampled upon, 

arousing the anger and grievance of the retainers and the populace. 17 

This echoes the language in article 2 of Hakuseki's revision of the Buke 
Shohatto, which directs daimyo to "do nothing to anger or grieve your 
retainers or the populace." 

Moreover, Hakuseki pushed to reverse the debasement of currency 
begun in 1695. A detailed shogunal directive on restoration of the currency 
was issued the month after Ogiwara Shigehide's ouster. According to this 
document, because of the currency debasement "the gold and silver (coins] 
in circulation in our country ... increased in number" but had decreased 
in quality, resulting in rising prices for commodities and "financial dif
ficulties for public and private, high and low alike." Therefore, "it is our 
intent to restore the gold and silver coinage to its original purity, leveling 
out commodity prices and eliminating the distress in the realm." Yet there 
were obstacles to making changes too quickly. "Since the wealth of the 
realm must be treated as wealth held in common with the realm, it is dif
ficult for us to make policy based solely upon our own will." In order to 
better ascertain the sentiments of "artisans, merchants, and the like," the 
shogun announced that "it was best to wait with the people of the realm for 
an appropriate time" to act. 18 Two years later, the Shotoku recoinage was 
initiated, restoring newly minted coins to a higher level of metallic purity. 
The shogun had explained his policies to the people of the realm, and 
then waited with them for the appropriate opportunity for implementation. 
This was both unorecedented and unreoeated. 
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Setting aside the actual efficacy of these policies, it is clear that they 
went beyond mere declarations of concern for the welfare of the people. 
As Hakuseki himself recounts in a letter to Confucian scholar Muro 
KyC1so (1658-1734), "Throughout the reigns of the previous shoguns I did 
not begrudge to give my life. Never for a moment did I forget my wish to 
make the people of the entire land residents of a world of great peace."19 

RITES AND MUSIC 

As a good Confucian, Hakuseki believed that "the ancient kings always 
employed rites and music in governing the realm and state."20 According 
to him, the "divine ancestor" and first shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu, had actu
ally intended to establish a system of rites (rei), but had passed away before 
accomplishing this goal. Hakuseki was firm in the conviction that "now, a 
century later, the time has come for a flourishing of rites and music."21 

In light of the correlation between heavenly and human affairs cen
tral to Confucian thought, such correct practice was also essential for the 
survival of the Tokugawa house. Ieyasu had in essence founded a new 
dynasty and served the people of the realm by overthrowing a tyrant, 
much as the ancient kings Tang and Wu had done in China. But among 
his successors, the fourth and fifth shoguns, Ietsuna and Tsunayoshi, had 
failed to produce heirs. This, Hakuseki speculated, was because "at pres
ent rites and music are not properly practiced, and there are places where 
the qi of heaven and earth is disturbed. Thus, without the assistance of 
the gods and spirits, it is possible that the principle of germination cannot 
be achieved."22 This was ~ forceful warning to Ienobu as well, since he 
also had not yet produced a mature heir. 

Hakuseki made a number of specific efforts to establish "rites" in the 
Tokugawa context. The first involved accession and coming-of-age cer
emonies. In 1709, Hakuseki had the opportunity to observe at first hand 
the ceremony of shogunal investiture (in which an envoy of the imperial 
court in Kyoto came to Edo to officially bestow the title of seii tai shogun 
on the new head of the Tokugawa house). In his autobiography Hakuseki 
says he was invited to attend this and other occasions "so that if discus
sion of those ceremonies should arise, His Highness could ask me about 
them."23 The following year, Hakuseki was dispatched to Kyoto to observe 
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the accession ceremonies for Emperor Nakamikado (then eleven years 
old). In those days the imperial accession ceremonies followed the Tang
dynasty model, including the formal court dress for the occasion, which 
featured dragon patterns and other Chinese motifs. 24 In other words, the 
ancient ceremonies of the "Middle Kingdom" were still being observed in 
Tokugawa Japan. In 1711, Hakuseki attended the coming-of-age ceremony 
for Emperor Nakamikado. The coming-of-age ceremony that Hakuseki 
later organized for lenobu's son, letsugu, was said to closely resemble the 
ceremony for the emperor. 

Hakuseki also prescribed the forms of dress and ritual for the sho
gun's official pilgrimage to Yushima Seide}, the shrine of Confucius in 
Edo. This was no small affair: the shogun made a formal progress from 
Edo Castle, accompanied by a procession of daimyo and their retinues. At 
the shrine the shogun bowed and clapped his hands, normal practice at a 
Shinto shrine but unusual at this sanctuary to a Chinese sage. According 
to Hakuseki, a clapping of hands to pay one's respects was customary in 
Chinese antiquity, and its observance by the shogun was evidence of his 
being a proper Confucian ruler. 

Ceremonial court dress for the daimyo and hatamoto was also revised. 
Different colors of hakama (the culotte-like trousers worn over a formal 
kimono) were assigned according to rank and status, and changes in the 
cut of dress were also implemented. 25 

Another matter of great importance for Confucians was the type and 
degree of mourning to be observed upon the deaths of parents or other 
relatives. Hakuseki was ordered to deliver a report on mourning customs, 
past and present, in both China and Japan. (Unfortunately, lenobu died 
before policies based on this report could be undertaken.) 

Diplomatic etiquette was also altered-most significantly, that involv
ing the reception and treatment of envoys from Korea. And when the 
Ryukyuan envoy brought to Edo a letter from his king that had been writ
ten in Japanese, he was instructed to recast it in classical Chinese, perhaps 
because it was felt that Japanese was not an appropriate language for formal 
diplomatic discourse. 

Hakuseki constructed a main gate, the Shibaguchi Gomon, where 
the Tokaido highway entered the heart of the city of Edo (and where later, 
in 1872, Shinbashi Station came into being as the starting point of the 
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first railway line to be built in Tokyo). The Korean capital of Seoul had its 
grand Namtaemun gate; surely Edo could not do without its own gate for 
receiving foreign envoys and symbolizing its status as the country's politi
cal capital. Hakuseki moreover built a magnificent gate in front of the 
Main Enceinte in Edo Castle. This, however, was almost immediately 
demolished by Yoshimune upon his becoming shogun. 

A "rectification of names" (the locus classicus for this concept is 
the Analects) was also undertaken. For example, a 1716 shogunal edict 
ordered that the names of the San'indo and San'yodo highways were 
henceforth to be read Sen'ondo and Sen'yodo (unifying their pronunci
ation according to the go'on, one of three or four ways of pronouncing 
Chinese characters in Japanese). Five principal highways, the Gokaido, 
led to and from Edo, the word kaido being written with characters mean
ing "coastal road." The edict observed that highways traversing regions 
without seacoasts had no reason to be called kaido and instructed that 
the names Nikko Kaido and Koshu Kaido be amended to Nikko Dochu 
and Koshu Dochu. After all, the main thoroughfares of the land should 
be named in a logical manner. Other changes of this nature included the 
terminology used for the Tokugawa mausolea at the temples Kan'eiji and 
Zojoji. Concerning these changes, the Tokugawa jikki noted, 

The shogun expressed his discontent that many names were inaccurate. 

Hence during his reign reforms were initiated to correct them accord

ing to classic models, and many of the revisions still live on today. 26 

Then there was the matter of music. As noted in chapter 1, Confucians 
believed that proper, refined music had the capacity to mold human beings 
from within. It was the ceremonial music of the royal court that should 
serve as model and standard. However, the ceremonies of the shogunate fre
quently featured performances of noh, which had evolved out of an earlier 
folk entertainment known as sarugaku (a noh stage had been constructed 
in the forecourt of the great hall within the Main Enceinte of Edo Castle). 
To Hakuseki's ears, nob was vulgar and barbarous. He proposed replacing 
it with gagaku, a form of court music and dance from Tang-dynasty China, 
citing the precedent of a performance ordered by Ieyasu himself in 1615 at 
the Nijo Castle in Kyoto. 27 Accordingly, Korean envoys who visited Edo in 
1711 were welcomed with a gagaku performance at Edo Castle. Hakuseki 
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asserted with some pride to the envoys that this recalled "the rites and 
music of the Three Dynasties" of ancient China.28 

Present-day historians frequently refer to the reforms of the Kyoho, 
Kansei, and Tenp6 eras, but, despite Hakuseki's complete overhaul of 
the Buke Shohatto and other changes, no one speaks of the Shotoku 
reforms (perhaps a result of the antipathy shown Hakuseki by the eighth 
shogun, Tokugawa Yoshimune, a prejudice inherited by others includ
ing Yoshimune's grandson, the powerful senior councillor and daimyo 
Matsudaira Sadanobu [1759-1829]). Yet the reforms of "rites and music" 
detailed above were symbolically significant, reflecting the Confucian 
view of politics as edification; they extended to matters of national honor 
and dignity in relations with foreign diplomatic representatives. Hakuseki 
had indeed undertaken the wide-ranging reforms he regarded as essential 
from his perspective as a Confucian scholar of the Zhu Xi school. 

THE "KING" OF JAPAN AND THE "COMMON OVERLORD" 

Hakuseki's political history of medieval Japan, Tokushi yoron, was based 
on his notes for a series of lectures to Ienobu in 1712. It begins with the 
reign of Emperor Montoku, in the ninth century, and ends with the 
hegemony of the warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the immediate precursor 
of Tokugawa rule, late in the sixteenth century. It is a compendium of 
examples-both successful and unsuccessful- drawn from Japan's politi
cal history and presented as object lessons in how to govern the country. 

One such lesson is the critical importance of succession. History 
teaches that it is extremely dangerous to designate a young child as heir. 
According to Hakuseki, "the beginning of the decline of the power of 
the throne was, in my opinion, when [Emperor] Montoku set up a minor 
as his successor."29 He also notes that Hoj6 Tokiyori (the fifth regent of 
the Kamakura shogunate, in the mid-thirteenth century) "disinherited his 
eldest son [Tokisuke) and made [his second son, Tokimune), a mere child, 
his successor, and after his death, confusion came to his House."30 At the 
time of these lectures, Ienobu had not yet produced a mature heir. It was 
a grave and very present issue. 

Hakuseki also emphasizes the "retribution of heaven" as a principle for 
interpreting history. In Hakuseki's way of thinking, evil shall not prosper 
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for long. It will meet with retribution, just as good eventually receives its 
just reward. For example, Emperor Tenmu came to the throne in 672 by 
deposing Emperor Tenji's son and designated heir, Prince Otomo, in what 
came to be known as the Jinshin Disturbance. Because of this, Tenmu's 
line lasted only seven generations, and was succeeded, not coincidentally, 
by a descendant of Emperor Tenji. Hakuseki remarks that "from that time 
on his line has endured, so it can be said that it is clear that they enjoyed 
divine support."31 

The transition from rule by the emperor and court nobility to that by 
the military houses was similarly the work of heaven itself: not merely a 
historical fact, but a moral and ethical necessity. Hakuseki warns of "the 
mistake of thinking that the decline of imperial might and the rise of the 
military classes were without just cause."32 In his estimation, 

Ever since the Middle Ages in times of conflict it was only the warriors 

who strove to be faithful and considered what was right, and exerted 

their strength and sacrificed their lives ... So, since it is only right 

that those who have taken it upon themselves to do what is honorable 

should be rewarded, it was not without reason that thereafter the mili

tary houses gained control of Japan.33 

The misrule of Emperor Go-Daigo was especially decisive, Hakuseki says.* 

[Ashikaga] Takauji's usurpation of the administration was due to the 

want of integrity of imperial rule after the renaissance of Go-Daigo. So 

the country came to like the military and their rule. Takauji and those 

who came after him simply treated the Imperial House as an empty 

symbol, and so the empire passed entirely under military rule.34 

After a discussion of other histories treating this period, Hakuseki states 
bluntly, "I am also of the opinion that from the beginning of the restora
tion, the government was completely lacking in propriety."35 In the final 
analysis, Go-Daigo's lack of virtue caused heaven to abandon him. 

* Go-Daigo's failed effort to return to a system of direct imperial rule with the Kenmu 
Restoration of 1333-36 paved the way for military commander Ashikaga Takauji's 
founding of the Muromachi shogunate in 1338, ushering in an additional five hun
dred years of rule by the military houses. 
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The passing of power from warlord Oda Nobunaga to Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi and finally to Tokugawa Ieyasu followed a similar logic. As 
Hideyoshi had gained hegemony over the realm solely through mili
tary force and clever plotting, he caused "great harm to the world" and 
"through the retribution of heaven, Hideyoshi 's house would not endure 
even for two generations."36 Then, in 1600, the mandate of heaven passed 
to the Tokugawa house, in Hakuseki's interpretation. He says so explicitly 
in the explanatory notes prefacing his Hankanpu, a history of the daimyo 
houses: "After the Battle of Sekigahara [in 1600] the mandate of heaven 
was once again renewed." Like kings Tang and Wu, Tokugawa Ieyasu 
rid the realm of the tyranny of the Toyotomi house, received heaven's 
mandate, and founded a new dynasty. The official letter from the shogun 
lenobu to the Korean king, presented to the Korean embassy of 1711, con
tains a passage to similar effect in classical Chinese, which Hakuseki also 
translated himself into Japanese: "Heaven above looked upon the disorder 
in the land and, despising it, sought for a man of the Way; my divine 
ancestor received the mandate of heaven and thus became the protector 
of this eastern land."37 In other words, in this letter the current head of 
the Tokugawa house formally proclaims that he has been entrusted with 
the responsibilities of rule through the mandate of heaven and, in effect, 
it is he who is the "son of heaven." 

What, then, of the Japanese emperor? Hakuseki deals with this issue 
in his Koshitsil and Koshitsil wakumon, two major interpretations of 
ancient Japanese history based on a close comparison of sources such as 
the chronicles Kojiki and Nihon shoki, "following whatever passages from 
these books that do not contravene the facts and that appear to be most 
reasonable in their explanation of events."38 

According to Hakuseki, the "gods" (kami) appearing in the chronicles 
were not supernatural beings. Such beings do not exist. As he explains in 
Koshitsil, "The kami are human beings. It is customary in our country to 
refer to exalted personages with the word kami, a word identical in ancient 
and present usage." For example, the name of the kami Kuninotokotachi 
no mikoto means "an exalted personage who stood forth in the land of 
Toko," the latter signifying what became the province of Hitachi. Nor is 
the Takamagahara of the chronicles to be construed, as it normally is, to 
mean "High Plain of Heaven," or, a land in the sky-an unlikely notion. 
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Since this is a place name from a preliterate society, we should not be 
misled by the Chinese character for "heaven" that was later used to write 
the sound ama. Here, ama signifies not heaven, but the sea, says Hakuseki. 
Takamagahara thus actually means a plain (hara) fronting the sea (ama) 
in the region called Taka in Hitachi province. And when the kami Izanagi 
and Izanami are said to have had "intercourse" (mito no maguwai) and 
produced the islands of Japan, this refers to a merging of two great fleets 
of warships led by these personages. Following the same logic, Hakuseki 
argues in Koshitsil wakumon that the mountain Amanokaguyama of the 
chronicles is Mount Tsukuba, also in Hitachi. 

In this way, Hakuseki takes the mythology recorded in the ancient 
chronicles and reduces it to territorial squabbles among ancient chief
tains. Even the imperial founding myth- the descent of Ninigi no mikoto 
from Takamagahara to rule the islands of Japan-is explained as noth
ing more than the scion of a powerful lineage of local chieftains setting 
out to sea from his base in what is now Ibaraki prefecture. Hakuseki thus 
demolishes the basis for an ideology that others maintained well into the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as embodied, for example, in this 
passage from the preamble to the Constitution of the Empire of Japan 
(1889): "The right of sovereignty of the State, We have inherited from 
Our Ancestors [beginning with the Sun Goddess], and We shall bequeath 
them to Our descendants."39 

But what of the emperor who still occupied the palace in Kyoto in 
Hakuseki's day? In Tokushi yoron, Hakuseki first addresses this issue in 
terms of the two rival imperial courts in Japan from 1336 to 1392: 

From the time that [Ashikaga] Takauji installed Komyo as a common 

overlord, the country came long under the rule of the military houses. 

In the twelfth month of Kenmu 3 [1336] Go-Daigo retreated to Yoshino. 

The emperors at Yoshino were from then on known as the Southern 

Court, and the emperors who were the common overlord of the military 

houses were known as the Northern Court. 

The Northern Court was set up simply because Ashikaga [Takauji] 

revolted against his sovereign and, though a mere sub ject, threw the 

empire into confusion. He himself was naturally filled with misgivings, 
n"rl m~M~.,~ .. 'h~ l ~e· ~.,~,., hnHl~ 'T''h-,~f~•- "'n"" -n .. - 'h;m n,.l.,;n- e~ 'h-
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quickly set Komyo . his sovereign and made it appear as if there was a 

o emperors of the north and south ... Thus, since 

the Northern Cour vas nothing but a creation of the Ashikaga, nobody 

regarded it as the r htful imperial line, but at the time the northern 

emperor seems to h. e been called the "Pretender" and the Northern 

Court the "Pretender , ourt."40 

The Northern Court, , ose succession continues down to the pres-
ent imperial house, was thu tablished as the "common overlord of the 
military houses" by Ashikaga ' auji in the course of his struggles with 
Emperor Go-Daigo. The locus , ssicus for the term "common overlord," 
kyoshu (C. gongzhu), is book 4 f Sima Qian's Shifi (Records of the 
Historian), in which it denotes tl royal court of Zhou during the latter 
part of the Warring States period. captures how the Zhou rulers, while 
being constantly impinged upon powerful local lords of the period, 
nevertheless managed to be reco . ized by them as the son of heaven. 
Interestingly enough, the schol mi Sokken (1799-1876) would later 
write of the United States of Arr-erica t iat since it had no "sovereign prince" 
(kuncho), George Washington was mstalled as its kyoslw, to be replaced 
after a four-year term of office.41 In the sense that they were established in 
their office by those below them, who then acknowledged their sovereignty, 
the emperors of the Northern Court as seen by Hakuseki and the presidents 
of the United States as seen by Sokken had something in common. 

Hakuseki comments in his autobiography that because the Northern 
Court was established specifically for the purposes of the military classes, 
"its fortunes rose and fell along with theirs."42 Given this historical back
ground, Hakuseki advocated a shogunal policy of support for, and peaceful 
and prosperous coexistence with, the imperial house. In his view, unless the 
imperial house also flourished, it was unreasonable for "the descendants 
of the Divine Ancestor of [the Tokugawa] to expect to flourish unshakable 
forever."43 He argued for a relaxation of the custom of requiring imperial 
sons and daughters other than the crown prince to enter the Buddhist 
clergy, and advised the creation of a new cadet house, the Kan'in no miya, 
a proposal that was implemented by the shogunate in 1710. 

A second initiative was the betrothal of the shogun Ietsugu to Yaso no 
miya Yoshiko, daughter of the retired emperor Reigen (1663-87). At the 
timP lPh11011 w::is sPvPn vP::irs nlrl ::inrl his fi::inrPP w;:is two. ThmlP'h the 
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planned union obviously had nothing to do with the desires of the two 
principals, there was no greater possible symbolic representation of the 
coexistence and coprosperity of their respective houses. (However, Ietsugu 
died the following year, leaving the unfortunate Yoshiko an "unmarried 
widow" at the age of three. She later died at the age of forty-five.) 

In his autobiography, Hakuseki sums up these two initiatives by stat
ing, "Thus I, born in this land, was able in some way to repay gratitude 
to the Imperial House."44 In his own way, Hakuseki showed a deep rever
ence for the imperial institution. 

Another issue was the proper name to be given to the ruler who had 
raised and accepted the emperor as a "common overlord." Hakuseki takes 
up this matter when writing of the Ashikaga shogunate in Tokushi yoron: 

Since the time the shogun established the emperor as the common over

lord, although in name the shogun was a vassal, in reality his position 

did not accord with that name. 

While the shogun technically occupied the position of "minister to 
the sovereign" (okan), the reality of the situation was quite different: real 
sovereign power rested with him despite his nominally inferior status. In 
Hakuseki's view, something should have been done about this discrep
ancy between name and function during the tenure of shogun Ashikaga 
Yoshimitsu (r. 1368- 94). The solution Hakuseki had in mind was clearly 
demonstrated when the Korean embassy visited Edo in 1711, the year 
before he delivered the lectures to the shogun collected as Tokushi yoron. 
Hakuseki convinced the envoys to change the form of address of the head 
of the Tokugawa house in the Korean king's letter of state from Nihonkoku 
taikun ("great prince of Japan") to Nippon kokuo ("king of Japan"). In his 
autobiography, Hakuseki explains his reasoning: 

To think of the emperor as "Heaven" and call him "Nippon Tenno," 

and to .. . call [the shogun] "Nippon Koku-0," is as natural as the 

unchangeable positions of Heaven and Earth. To call both by the title 

"Nippon" was like bestowing the title "Chou" on the King of Chou and 

the Duke of Chou, prince and subject alike.45 

In Hakuseki's view, the "mandate of heaven" had descended upon 
the "king of Japan," and rule over the samurai and common people of the 
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entire country had passed to him. And of his own free will he had raised 
up the emperor of Japan as his kyoshu. Thus, referring to the shogun as 
"king of Japan" accurately reflects the situation, and achieves a "rectifica
tion of names" in the Confucian sense. One imperial line (the Southern 
Court) had been extinguished as a result of misrule and loss of virtue, to be 
replaced by another (the Northern Court) raised up by the military houses 
for their own purposes-an imperial line with which the kingly line of 
Tokugawa could and should coexist and coprosper. This was the conclu
sion reached by one Neo-Confucian scholar in his quest to arrive at the cor
rect terminology for the anomalous political institutions his era confronted 
him with, and which the Confucian tradition had never anticipated.46 

ENCOUNTER WITH THE WEST 

In October 1707, an unusual personage arrived on the island ofYakushima 
in the domain of Osumi (now part of Kagoshima prefecture)-a Catholic 
missionary, Father Giovanni Battista Sidotti (1668-1714). Born in Sicily and 
trained in Rome, in 1703 he had received orders from the pope to make 
preparations in Manila and proceed to Japan to persuade its rulers to lift 
their ban on the Christian faith . The year after his arrival, he was inter
rogated in Edo by none other than Arai Hakuseki. Seventy years after the 
Shimabara Rebellion (the Christian-led peasant uprising in 1637-38 that 
gave impetus to the shogunate's decision to "close" the country), a Jesuit 
priest who had entered the country illicitly would engage in dialogue with 
one of Japan's most prominent intellectuals. It was quite a twist of fate. 

Hakuseki kept a record of their conversations, Seiyo kibun; unfortu
nately, we have no similar record by Sidotti. Hakuseki seems to have been 
unmoved by Sidotti's exposition of the tenets of Christianity, but mar
veled at his knowledge of astronomy and geography. However, this did not 
necessarily mean (as has been frequently misinterpreted) that Hakuseki 
acknowledged the superiority of contemporary Western science. Hakuseki 
reports that Sidotti "raised his head, looked at where the sun was in the 
sky, and regarded his own shadow falling upon the ground. Then, after 
counting upon his fingers , he pronounced what would be, in 'our people's 
reckoning,' the present year, month, day, hour, and minute." Impressed, 
Hakuseki remarks, "This might appear simple to accomplish using the 
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kokogen method [the Pythagorean theorem], but one would not think it 
could be done with such speed and ease." 

The problem here is that there really is no way to arrive at an accurate 
calculation of year, day, month, hour, and minute by simply looking at 
the position of the sun and one's own shadow, and doing sums on one's 
fingers. Moreover, Sidotti says "our people's reckoning," meaning that he 
gave the information in a form Hakuseki had no way of accurately veri
fying. Moving from astronomy to geography, Sidotti used a compass to 
locate Rome and other features on a Western map of the world, working 
from the far margins of the map. This also amazed Hakuseki, but one 
wonders why an educated man like Sidotti, born in Sicily and trained for 
many years in Rome, would require a compass to find Rome on a world 
map. Both of these displays seem to have been coups de theatre intended 
to win the awe and respect of a high official of the Japanese government.47 

Yet it is also undeniable that his interrogation of Sidotti inspired in 
Hakuseki a genuine interest in Western geography. On the basis of dis
cussions with Sidotti and with Dutch traders, supplemented by Western 
works published in Ming China, Hakuseki wrote Sairan igen, a five-volume 
introduction to world geography from the perspective of the Western world, 
in which Japan was treated in the volume devoted to "Asia." This work 
circulated quite widely, and a revised and expanded version was later pub
lished by the rangakusha (scholar of Dutch studies) Yamamura Saisuke 
(1770-1807), further establishing it as a crucial source for Tokugawa Japan's 
understanding of the world (and perception of itself as a part of ''Asia"). 

On the other hand, Hakuseki mounted a relatively well-informed 
critique of Christianity after consulting works such as Tianzhu shiyi (J. 
Tenshu jitsugi; The True Meaning of the Lord of Heaven), a Christian 
apologetic written in classical Chinese by the Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci 
(Chinese name, Li Madou; 1552-1610). For example, Hakuseki relates the 
Christian idea that "since things cannot arise of themselves, they must 
await some force that creates them" and that therefore "heaven and earth 
and the myriad things" must have had a creator. He then attacks it by ask
ing who it is that creates the creator; if the Christian god "Deus" is capa
ble of "giving birth to himself," then why is it strange to think that heaven 
and earth have arisen naturally, without need of a creator?48 As is also 
indicated by Hai Yaso (Rejecting Jesus) by Hayashi Razan (1583-1657), 
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it was quite difficult to convince Confucian scholars of the existence of 
the Christian god with the simple arguments of natural theology. If Deus 
had been explained instead as an eternal presence, existing outside time 
and space, then perhaps they would have been persuaded to interpret the 
Christian god in terms of Confucian concepts such as the Way of heaven. 
This in fact was the understanding arrived at by Confucian-influenced 
early Meiji intellectuals such as Nakamura Masanao (1832-91). 

Then there was this central trope of Christianity: "It is said that Deus 
took pity on those who had broken the heavenly commandments and 
sinned so greatly they could not themselves atone for that, and he made a 
vow that three thousand years later he would be born as Jesus and would 
himself atone for their sins in their stead." But Hakuseki questioned why 
such an elaborate scenario was needed to save people who had broken 
rules Deus had established in the first place. To him this did not seem 
particularly humane or benevolent (fin). To Hakuseki, Christianity as 
a whole seemed to be some mutant form of Buddhism that had grown 
more "shallow and constricted" during its transmission from India to 
points farther west. 

Even so, should Christianity, like Buddhism, be permitted to spread 
to Japan? Hakuseki did not think so, primarily because the Christian 
teachings posited a "heavenly lord" who was "a great prince and great 
father," creator of all things. 

If I have a lord I must serve other than my lord, or a father I must serve 

other than my father, and if the respect I owe him is greater than that 

toward my own prince or father, then not only will there be two fathers 

in my house and two princes in my land, but I will end in disrespecting 

my own father and my own lord, than whom no one should be greater. 

Even if the tenets of this faith do not teach me to disrespect my father 

or my prince, its evils are such that it will surely lead people to commit 

regicide and patricide without remorse. 

Even if Christianity itself did not teach contempt for the authority 
of the ruler or the father, having people in the realm who believed there 
was a "great prince and great father" with an authority transcending these 
earthly patriarchs was dangerous. The same logic had historically driven 
the suppression both of militant Buddhist sects such as the Ikko and Fuju 
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Fuse and of Christianity in Japan. Hakuseki did not subscribe to the theory 
that the Western countries were attempting to spread Christianity in Japan 
in order to create a fifth column of domestic allies and prepare the country 
for invasion . But he did reject the idea of loyalty to any transcendental 
being or principle other than the heaven that he himself believed in. 

Arai Hakuseki had the courage of his own convictions. No one can 
deny that he, by his own lights, did his utmost both as Confucian scholar 
and as policy advisor to serve the Tokugawa dynasty and the warriors and 
common people of its realm. 



Chapter Nine 

AGAINST MODERNITY: 

THE THOUGHT OF OGYU SORAI 

LIFE AND WORK 

0 gyu Sorai (1666-1728) was the most influential-and most contro
versial-Confucian scholar of Tokugawa Japan. His appearance 

transformed the history of Tokugawa Confucian thought at a stroke. 
Neo-Confucianism had to respond to his thought, and the "National 
Learning" of Kokugaku also developed under its stimulus. Sorai's influ
ence was both deep and far-reaching. 

Sorai was born in Edo in 1666.1 His personal name was Mokei; his 
common name, Soemon. Sorai was the pen name he adopted as a scholar. 
His father was a physician in the service of Tokugawa Tsunayoshi, younger 
brother of the reigning shogun, letsuna. In 1679, Sorai's father incurred 
Tsunayoshi's disfavor and was banished from Edo, moving with his fam
ily to what was then the hinterland of the Boso peninsula (in present-day 
Chiba). After more than a decade of hardships there, the family returned 
to Edo. Thus Sorai had the experience at a highly impressionable age 
of living at a remove from Edo, and, as he later observed, this drew his 
attention to the changes that had taken place there during his absence, 
deepening his thought. 2 

In 1696, Sorai's father was recalled to service with Tsunayoshi, who 
in the meantime had become shogun. Sorai himself entered the service 
ofTsunayoshi's chamberlain Yanagisawa Yasuakira (later Yoshiyasu; 1658-
1714) as a Confucian scholar. The shogun was an enthusiastic Confucian 
who frequently visited Yanagisawa's residence to deliver his own expli
cations of the Confucian classics, or to listen to others do so. This was 
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An 1812 reprint of Rongocho shilran, a collection of commentaries on the Analects pub
lished in 1760 under the patronage of daimyo Matsudaira Yorihiro, a major supporter of 
the Sorai school. Passages of the Analects are followed by commentaries taken from He 
Yan, Zhu Xi, Ito Jinsai, and-in larger print-Ogyu Sorai's Rongocho (1737). 

probably why Yanagisawa employed Sorai. Sorai was ordered to attend 
Tsunayoshi 's lectures and was no doubt known to the shogun (though, 
unlike Arai Hakuseki, he had no political influence). This situation contin
ued for some thirteen years until Tsunayoshi's death in 1709, when Sorai 
was forty-four. With the accession of the new shogun, Ienobu, the age of 
Arai Hakuseki commenced. Hakuseki's reforms must have provided Sorai, 
still ostensibly a Neo-Confucian, with much food for thought. 

In 1716 (Sorai was fifty-one), the infant shogun Ietsugu died and 
Tokugawa Yoshimune became shogun. Yoshimune immediately changed 
the era name to Kyoho and set about systematically dismantling Hakuseki's 
initiatives. Neo-Confucian reformism had clearly failed . It was at this 
juncture that Sorai unleashed a flood of works that in a very short time 
established what came to be known as Soraigaku ("the teachings of 
Sarai"). These ranged from Benda (Defining the Way), Benmei (Defining 
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Terms), and Gakusoku (Instructions for Learning) to Rongocho, his sys
tematic commentary on the Analects of Confucius. Like that of the Neo
Confucians and Ito Jinsai, Sorai's thought took the form of interpretive 
analysis of classic texts. Sorai also wrote a commentary on Sunzi's Art 
of War and produced an extensive military treatise of his own entitled 
Kenroku, something that would have been unthinkable for a scholar such 
as Jinsai. 

In 1721, apparently at the invitation of the shogun Yoshimune through 
one of his chamberlains, Sarai submitted Taiheisaku (Policies for Great 
Peace), a brief summary, written in colloquial Japanese, of his opinions on 
government (it however remained unpublished at the time). The follow
ing year Yoshimune invited Sorai to the shogunal residence within Edo 
Castle-an unusual honor for someone who was not a direct vassal of the 
shogun-and rewarded him for his service. Sorai was also ordered to pres
ent himself three times a month at the residence of one of the shogun's 
advisors for "confidential service to the shogun." Then, probably in 1726, 
Sorai submitted his major treatise, Seidan (Discourse on Government), 
which combined analysis of the contemporary sociopolitical situation 
with a discussion of policy. Although it is likely that Yoshimune read this 
tract, he did not implement its proposals. Increasingly concerned for the 
future of the Tokugawa regime, Sorai passed away in 1728, at the age of 
sixty-three. 

In his critique of the Neo-Confucian tradition, Sorai constructed 
a unique and original system of Confucian thought, and in this sense 
he can be said to resemble Ito Jinsai. Sorai's residency in Edo, proxim
ity to the shogun, and submission of policy proposals make his position 
roughly comparable to Arai Hakuseki's. He was, however, harshly critical 
of Jinsai's interpretations of the Confucian classics and vehement in his 
repudiation of Hakuseki's efforts at reform. 

SORAI'S METHODOLOGY 

"The world changes, carrying language; language changes, carrying the 
Way."3 According to Sorai, language changes with the times, and the Way 
is expressed through this constantly changing medium. Moreover, the 
language of the Confucian canon, Chinese, belongs to another country. 
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Without recognizing this dual remove in time and space, one cannot 
comprehend the teachings of the sages of ancient China. In other words, 
Sorai harbored no illusions that classical Chinese (kanbun) was a universal 
language capable of transcending time and space, in contrast to Ito Jinsai 
and Ito Togai's assertion that the Way was reducible to everyday speech. In 
Sorai 's view, the so-called "ancient style" from Han Yu (768-824) onward 
was not authentically archaic, and even the core Confucian classics had 
been formed within a specific historical context in China's antiquity. So 
one must begin with study of contemporary Chinese language and of his
tory in order to appreciate the differences between antiquity and the pres
ent. Then one must read widely among the writings of the ancients in 
order to master the language used in them, effecting a transformation in 
one's sensibility and the workings of one's intelligence by thoroughly steep
ing oneself in the classics. Of course, the Chinese texts should be read 
in the original, without parsing them into Japanese through the system 
known as kundoku. One should also write poetry and prose modeled on 
the ancient styles. "One's linguistic mastery cannot be regarded as com
plete until one is able to enter the state of mind the ancients experienced 
when they were writing their books."4 

His is an uncompromising methodology that would put the major
ity of present-day classicists and historians to shame. Not only that, Sorai 
bluntly stated that "the Song Confucians did not understand the language 
of antiquity."5 This was a shocking claim, one that seems to have decisively 
diminished the authority of the Neo-Confucian school for many of Sorai's 
contemporaries. His call to read widely, immerse oneself in Chinese antiq
uity, and write poetry and prose in language, allusions, and metaphors 
that recalled the Chinese past was also an intellectual amusement of the 
highest order. It was a significant element in the attractiveness of Sorai's 
teachings, helping to win him a steady stream of new followers. 

THE WAY AS INTERPRETED BY SORAI 

The Sages 
Sorai understands the ancient Chinese sages-figures such as Yao, Shun, 
and Yu, and Tang, Wen, and Wu- not as men of perfect character but as 
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exceptionally skillful monarchs. Because of this, "the Way of the sages" 
is "the way of governing the realm and managing the state."6 It is not an 
inherent property of human nature to be elicited through either introspec
tive reflection or, as the Neo-Confucians phrased it, "abiding in reverence 
and investigating principle" (kyokei kyuri). Advocacy of this type of moral 
cultivation is in fact a misreading of the Confucian classics resulting from 
the influences of Buddhism and Daoism. 

What we call the Way is neither the principle of things nor the natural 

way of heaven and earth; it is the Way established by the sages for the 

purpose of governing the realm.7 

For Sorai the Way consists of the social and political institutions of gover
nance established by the sages in their "perspicacity and wisdom." 

In concrete terms, the Way is first of all the means for basic material 
culture-food, clothing, and shelter. These, too, were devised by the sages 
and subsequently spread throughout the world. Thus, the sages were what 
cultural anthropologists would describe as "culture heroes." 

Second, the Way is the Five Relations. Of these, the parent-child rela
tionship is a natural one, but even the relations between men and women 
were in prehistoric times "simply like those of the beasts." By instituting 
these five relationships the sages created ethics and morality. 

In the vastness and profundity of their wisdom and in accordance with 

the inborn nature of humanity, the sages thus established the human 

realm. As a result, nowadays even those who have not studied the Way 

possess a basic understanding of the Five Relations, so that they have 

come to seem a part of human nature.8 

Third, the Way is the totality of the rites, music, punishments, and 
administration of antiquity. Of course it had been long accepted in 
Confucianism that these sociopolitical institutions were the creation of 
the sages. Zhu Xi himself had written in the introduction to Zhongyong 
zhangju, his commentary on The Doctrine of the Mean, that the sages 
had intended their teachings-"rites, music, punishments, administra
tion, and other things of this nature" -as "laws of the realm." However, 
Zhu Xi believed in the a priori existence of principle (C. li, J. ri), which 
human behavior should follow, and saw rites, music, punishments, and 
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administration as having been "articulated" by the sages on the basis of 
Ii. What he posited was a kind of dual structure in which positive law 
was formulated as an application of natural law. In contrast, Sorai's sages 
know no such transcendent norm as a model. The positive law that they 
invented and established is itself the Way. 

Human Nature, Sentiment, and Temperament 
The sages created the Way. But they did not deform human nature to fit 
a rigid system. First and foremost, the Way is predicated upon the funda
mental social nature of humankind. 

It is human nature to befriend one another, love one another, live 

together, grow together, assist one another, nurture one another, 

admonish one another, and succor one another.9 

Human beings are social animals. We have no choice but to live collec
tively, which is what makes political rule both necessary and possible. 

In the various aspects of their social life, human beings share common 
modes of feeling, thought, and behavior. These Sorai collectively terms 
"human sentiment" (ninja) and, in reference to its unchanging qualities, 
talks about "the constants of human sentiment" (ninja no tsune). Note that 
Sorai's use of the term ninja is quite different both from the ja (C. qing) of 
the Neo-Confucians and from ninja as understood by Ito Jinsai. 

According to Sorai's Seidan, "Human sentiment takes comfort in that 
which is familiar," and "It is a quirk of human sentiment that we all pre
fer that which we are accustomed to doing." Precisely because of this, 
manipulation of custom and habit is an essential tool for a ruler. However, 
a stable status hierarchy invites the corruption and degeneracy of those 
at the top: "Since those in high position are remote from the sentiments 
of those below and have been brought up amid the praise and flattery of 
their retainers .. . they naturally grow selfish and come to think of those 
below as little better than insects. This, too, is human sentiment." As for 
those in a lower position, "the wretchedness of those below stems from 
the human sentiment of the lower orders, which is overawed by those in 
authority and cannot speak for itself, no matter what encouragement may 
be given it." Moreover, it is quite easy for high and low to become alienated 
trr.m r.nP ".lnr.thPr· "Tl,., mnrP thPir ~PntimPnh :HP ~Pn::ir::itPrl frnm thnsp 
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above, the more likely the lower orders will be to form various cliques and 
associations among themselves; this is a constant of human sentiment." 

The troublesome nature of human sentiment is fundamentally 
unchanging. The strategy for rule set forth in the Way of the ancient 
kings was founded on a keen understanding of its truths. 

Generally speaking, human sentiment does not change with the times, 

and is the same now as it was in the past. The sages of olden times were 

well aware of human sentiment and knew what is suitable and convenient 

for people. They knew how people tend to be led astray by sentiment. 

The prescription [of the sages] for how to control this may also be clearly 

understood by reflecting upon antiquity. 10 

Individuals are each endowed with their own particular temperament. 
The analogy Sorai makes is a humble one: "Rice has its use as rice, beans 
their use as beans." 11 In his view, the role of learning is to nurture this 
temperament and lead its inborn tendencies to maturity. To attempt the 
perfection of human character represented by the sages is a useless goal. 
Learning allows individuals to develop and extend their innate tempera
ment. The ruler's task is to skillfully combine the temperaments of his 
vassals. In Sorai's Way of the sages we thus see a reemergence, in a some
what more refined form, of the "right tool for the job" philosophy of the 
Warring States warlords discussed in chapter 2. 

At the same time, the ruler should not be indiscriminate in extending 
the benefits of education to the ruled. 

The common folk have little use for learning beyond being taught filial 

piety, respect for elders, sincerity, and faithfulness. They should not be 

encouraged to extend their study beyond the Classic of Filial Piety, Lives 
of Exemplary Women, and The Conduct of the Three Relations. Further 

scholarship will only fill their heads with harmful ideas and distractions. 

If the minds of the people are filled with harmful ideas, they become dif

ficult to rule.12 

In short, it is sufficient to inculcate the people with the most basic moral 
precepts. Here Sorai does not even mention the Analects: the people 
could do without this work, which Confucius had revealed to his disciples 
;:iftf'r hf' liim,f'lfli;:irl trif'rl fonrl foilf'rl !'.ltl arn1Prn!'.lnf'P 
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Providing peace and security to the people has nothing to do with what 

is commonly spoken of as compassion. It means to put them at ease and 

make them quiescent, which in turn means to eliminate the ills of fam

ine, cold, and outlaws, and to make the people feel they can depend on 

neighboring villages and live securely in their domains and in the world 

at large, enjoying their family occupations and comfortably carrying on 

their existence as subjects of the realm. 13 

The common people should expect no more than this, nor should any
thing more be expected of them. With peace and security guaranteed for 
life, what more could they want? 

Even though we may speak of benevolence (fin), this does not mean 

merely, as the Neo-Confucian scholars are wont to say, feeling pity 

for those below and treating them with compassion. Nor does it mean 

treating those below with trust or in accordance with principle. In 

dealing with their children, parents at times act as enemies, discipli

narians, deceivers. They take whatever pains are necessary to care for 

those below and secure their livelihood. The workings of government 

are invisible to the outside world. The excellence of that governance 

becomes known only after the passage of many months and years. 14 

Rule by Template and Ruse 
Peace and security for the people are impossible to achieve through either 
verbal persuasion or moral suasion by an exemplary personality. Rather, 
they are to be achieved through "things" (butsu, a term that means some
thing different to Sorai than to the Neo-Confucians). 

The teachings of the early kings are conveyed through things (butsu) 

rather than principles (ri) . Those who teach with things will concen

trate on practice .. . A myriad principles reside in things. Thus one 

must familiarize oneself with them through long practice before one 

can truly understand them. Of what use are words?15 

According to Sorai, the Six Classics (the Five Classics plus the Yuefing 
[Classic of Music]) are a compendium of "things," namely the institutions 
of antiquity. The Classic of Rites and Analects explain and interpret the 
'\ianifir::mrp" ( oi)-tl.P mP::mino ::inrl intf'nt-of thf'se institutions. Sorai 
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sometimes uses the term waza (techniques, methods, behaviors) inter
changeably with "things." In other words, as for Zhu Xi, "things" for Sorai 
are not simply material objects, but include "doings" or actions, though 
his understanding of the implications of this differs from that of the Song 
Neo-Confucians as discussed in chapter 6. 

Principle (ri) is difficult and cannot be grasped by ignorant people. 

Therefore the ancient sages embodied their Way and its teachings in 

patterns of behavior (waza). If these patterns are but practiced, even in 

ignorance of principle, manners and customs will naturally be altered, 

the hearts of the people will be rectified, and the state and the world 

will be put in order. For the individual [student] as well, alteration of 

habitual behavior will naturally greatly broaden his perspective and 

mature his talents and virtues. This is the marvelous working of the 

Way of the sages and their methods of teaching. 16 

Waza in Sorai's vocabulary means a way of doing something, a con
crete behavioral template. Faithfully following such a template transforms 
the heart and mind. "The Way of the sages is like a circus trick . . . Catching 
the vulgar people unawares, it works its magic, and they are unwittingly, 
naturally reformed."17 

Rule employing waza and butsu is little affected by the abilities of the 
individual ruler. For example, 

One should know that ancient Japan was well ruled by virtue of the 

institutions established by the Lord of Tankai . . . Generations of wise 

and foolish rulers came and went, but through the power of institu

tions, benevolence and frugality were not lost; by faithfully preserving 

the ancient laws, the realm was peacefully governed. 18 

"The Lord of Tankai" was Fujiwara no Fuhito (659-720), credited with 
introducing to Japan the legal system of Tang China, which Sorai under
stood to have been modeled on the Way of the sages. It is to the power of 
the institutions represented by this system that Sorai attributes the suc
cessful governance of ancient Japan. 

Yet how were people induced to accept and follow these techniques 
and institutions of governance in the first place? If words proved inad-
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The [worship of] spirits and deities was established by the ancient kings. 

The ancient kings based their Way on heaven, and practiced it in service 

to the Way of heaven. Venerating their divine ancestors, they identified 

them with heaven. Thus did the Way originate.19 

Yao and Shun created the rites (rei) and practiced them in service to the 

Way of heaven. This is how they rendered their teachings sacred. zo When 

the emperors of the Three Dynasties instituted a new policy or promul

gated a new law they paid homage to their ancestors, placing them next to 

heaven in importance, and so followed the commands of heaven and the 

ancestors in their rule, which they conducted in accordance with what they 

learned from divination. This is how the Way was practiced in antiquity.21 

"Heaven" here is not the heaven of the Neo-Confucians, filled with 
the love that gives life to all things. Instead, it is a distant and sacred mys
tery, to be approached with awe and reverence. The "spirits and deities" 
invoked are primarily the dynastic founders. In other words, the rulers 
venerated an awe-inspiring "heaven" and the deified ancestors of the 
dynasty, using the mysterious pronouncements of these powers (secured 
through various divination practices) in order to command their people 
and demand their obedience. In Kenroku, his treatise on military science, 
Sorai puts this even more bluntly. 

Generally speaking, ruses and deception are grounded in the Way of 

benevolence ... The ruses of wise men like the sages do not leave any 

traces by which people may recognize them as such. This is the quintes

sential goal of the strategist. Spirits and deities, divination, and ominous 

or auspicious events are all tools employed by the sages to manipulate 

the ignorant. Manipulating the ignorant does not mean deceiving them; 

it is simply that no amount of reasoned explanation will put to rest their 

doubts, and inadequate rationales become the seed of further doubts. 

Because of this, [the sages] employed the tools of spirits and deities, divi

nation, and ominous or auspicious events to unify the hearts and minds 

of the ignorant people and to allay their distrust. 22 

The employment of religious authority to bolster secular rule is com
mon in European thought, as exemplified by Machiavelli. Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau wrote that the "legislator" (the maker of fundamental institutions) 
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can appeal neither to force nor to reason in gaining popular acceptance for 
his laws, but instead "must have recourse to an authority of a different order, 
capable of constraining without violence and persuading without convinc
ing."23 The people seek happiness, but have no idea of how to achieve it. Sorai 
and Rousseau, though they make an odd couple, share a similar pessimism or 
realism, and thus arrive at a similar solution: the use of awe-inspiring sacred 
authority to undergird earthly rule. 

But are the sages, or the rulers learning from their example, then free 
to do evil as well as good? After all, there is no Way or principle that tran
scends or constrains them. They are able to manipulate even heaven and 
the spirits and deities to achieve their ends. What guarantees that such 
rulers will truly seek peace and security for the common people? 

For Sorai, "benevolence" (jin) is the only way to unify masses of peo
ple. Without it, people will not follow the ruler. Becoming a true "prince" 
is only possible by enabling farmers, artisans, and merchants all to aid one 
another in securing their livelihoods. 24 If the goal is to become the ances
tral founder of the country and ensure the continuity of one's dynasty and 
descendants, the only path is to realize an effective institutional frame
work for guaranteeing the peace and livelihoods of the general populace. 
Therefore, individuals who possess the virtues of perspicacity and wisdom 
will strive to bring this minimally defined peace and security. In other 
words, Sorai felt no need to posit an irrational spirit of self-sacrifice on 
the part of the sages. He made no ahistorical claims that somehow great 
men whose goodness and virtue transcended the "constants of human 
sentiment" had appeared in antiquity. Insofar as the self-interest of the 
sages aligned with the interests of the common people, all that sagehood 
required was extraordinary perspicacity. Conversely, a tyrannical ruler was 
characterized more by stupidity than lack of benevolence. 

The Historical Cycle of Rise and Fall 
As we have seen, Sorai considered the institutional framework established 
by the sages of ancient China as the Way, as a model or template for rule 
common to all humanity. More than simply a faith in the sages on his 
part, this claim to universality was based on what he saw as the historical 
evidence of their unusually successful rule. The Three Dynasties founded 
by the sages-the Xia, Shang (Yin), and Zhou-were stable and remarkably 
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long-lived. Subsequent dynasties had no choice but to take them as models 
if they sought similar stability and longevity. 

Later, the Han, Tang, Song, and Ming dynasties each lasted for about 
three centuries. They endured because their founding institutions in large 
part followed the Way of the sages. Since Nara-period Japan (710-794) had 
learned from the Tang dynasty and to some extent followed the Way of the 
sages, rule by the imperial court had lasted for some three hundred years as 
well. When the realm passed into the hands of the military houses, however, 
the Kamakura shogunate lasted only a century; after about a hundred years 
under the Ashikaga shogunate, the country fell into disorder. According to 
Sorai, the reasons for downfall were lack of learning and failure to follow 
the methods of rule of the ancient kings of the Three Dynasties. 25 

Yet the dynasties founded by the sages had also eventually fallen . In 
this world, even the institutions of the sages are subject to the implacable 
laws of history. 

In antiquity, as at present, tendencies toward prosperity and decline, the 

paths of order and disorder, tally exactly with one another. In any age, 

when manners and customs degenerate and luxury and excess prevail, 

both high and low find themselves in straitened circumstances, exhaust

ing their resources. As a result evils proliferate, thievery and banditry 

arise, and the world falls into disorder: this is consistent throughout all 

history. The path of order and disorder is such that when order reaches 

its zenith, disorder sets in; when disorder reaches its extremity, order 

returns . Though this may seem a cycle fated by heaven, it is strictly 

the result of human activity. When people at the top grow stupid and 

mediocre and men of distinction are kept down, the world will be 

thrown into confusion. When such disorder reaches its furthest point, 

the hearts of the people tire of it, which becomes the impulse to restore 

order. At such times, men who possess the virtues of benevolence and 

wisdom are looked to by the people to unify the realm.26 

Human nature is imperfect. Since it is a constant of human senti
ment to enjoy luxury and beauty, during long periods of peace a tendency 
to excess arises. As a result, prices rise, people high and low begin to 
feel the pinch, crime increases, and things begin to spin out of control. 
Moreover, those at the top are unaccustomed to hardship; since, as quoted 
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previously, they "are remote from the sentiments of those below and have 
been brought up amid the praise and flattery of their retainers ... they 
naturally grow selfish and come to think of those below as little better 
than insects." As the rulers become more isolated from reality, those below 
conversely grow increasingly sharp-witted. And so the very stability of pro
longed peace carries within it the seeds of instability and ruin. 

Furthermore, resources are not unlimited. Sorai does not subscribe to 
the sort of easygoing optimism that permits belief in unlimited develop
ment and growth in a limited universe. 

All things between heaven and earth have limitations on their growth. 

The quantity of rice or of other grains that can be produced throughout 

the country of Japan, or the amount of lumber that can be grown and 

harvested over so many decades-there are limits to each and every one 

of these things. 27 

During long periods of peace, consumption increases and commodities 
grow scarce, creating rising prices that cause distress for everyone-with 
the exception of a handful of merchants. 

All dynasties are subject, in the final analysis, to this cycle leading to 
their eventual ruin. Sorai likens this to the human body-we are born, we 
grow to a robust maturity, we age and decline, we die. In this sense, there 
are limits even to the Way of the sages. Yet the Way of the sages provides 
us, so to speak, with an ideal body type and constitution. If we pattern 
ourselves upon the Way, we will live longer; if we ignore it, we will fall ill 
and die at an untimely age.28 

PRESCRIPTIONS FOR TOKUGAWA JAPAN 

The Diagnosis 
Sarai was given the opportunity to expound the Way of the sages to a de 
facto son of heaven, the shogun Yoshimune, and to make policy propos
als. The possibility must have crossed Sorai's mind that by combining his 
own talents with those of the powerful leader Yoshimune, together they 
could embark on a series of great reforms that would surpass those of the 
shogun Ienobu and Arai Hakuseki. 
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In Taiheisaku, Sorai writes that governing a nation is like providing 
medical treatment. (If one accepts the metaphor embedded in the term 
"body politic," this comparison of the ruler to a physician seems quite 
natural.) Sorai says that a mediocre doctor works to treat symptoms, while 
a skilled physician perceptively discerns the pathology and cures the disease 
from its roots. In doing so, he must make his prescriptions with due con
sideration for factors such as the patient's physical predisposition and age. 

If we extend this metaphor, in Sorai's assessment the physical pre
disposition of the Tokugawa dynasty had been none too sound to begin 
with, and now a century had passed since its birth. Both the Kamakura 
and Ashikaga regimes had begun to fall apart at about the hundred-year 
mark. The Tokugawa shogunate was rapidly approaching the last point at 
which a recovery or "renovation" (tatekae) might be effected through the 
establishment of institutions based on the Way of the sages. 

Back to the Land 
The first element in Sorai's "renovation" was to return people to the land. 

There is no better method at present than to return to the basis of gov

ernment, namely to establish laws grounded in antiquity while making 

allowances for (today's] softened manners and customs. To reform the 

laws by returning to the basis of government means reverting to the 

basis of government in the Three Dynasties, in recent times there [i.e., 

in China), or in ancient times in Japan, which is to ensure that people 

are tied to the land. Such is the basis of government. 29 

In this short passage, Sorai repeats the phrase "basis of government" (chi 
no konpon) four times, indicating that he believed a return to the land to 
be a critically important policy principle. Why? 

First of all, because it provides a means of restoring and maintaining 
peace and security. 

These days we have population registers (ninbetsucho) and village 

headmen and five-man groups (goningumi), but with everyone free to 

change residence and relocate from one domain to another, people from 

throughout Japan intermingle in a disorderly manner, creating confu

sion. People have become no more than temporary residents of wherever 
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they happen to be. They lack constancy of heart and mind, and care not 

for their neighbors. Nor do their neighbors have any care for them; all 

know nothing of one another's origins, and are content to know nothing. 

With everyone knowing nothing of one another, in the end even the 

town or village headmen do not trouble themselves with the affairs of 

others, so all become isolated and do as they please. 

Sorai is describing what he sees as an institutional pathology. High social 
mobility causes people to become estranged from one another and to 
behave willfully. Human beings are not capable of maintaining a stable 
social order in such circumstances. 

One possible solution would be to clearly demarcate Edo from the 
rest of Japan to prevent any worsening of the unruly melting pot the capi
tal had become. Within Edo, gated checkpoints with watchmen could 
be established within the districts designated for samurai residence, and 
supervisors for each district appointed from among its residents. 30 Lower
ranking shogunal vassals (gokenin) should be made to reside in specific 
neighborhoods according to their duties and the units to which they were 
assigned. This was so that "the affairs of each neighborhood should be 
mutually known even to the smallest details of the life of each household." 

In addition, family registers (koseki) should be maintained to monitor 
every individual, and even local travel should require passports, which 
Sorai calls "travelers' stamps" (tabibito dochii no kitte) or "road passes" 
(roin, using the same Chinese characters employed in the Qing-dynasty 
criminal code Da Qing luli to refer to analogous documents called luin). 
This was to discourage frivolous and unnecessary travel on the part of the 
common people. "Not only will it rid the world of unmonitored individu
als, but by subjecting everyone in the realm to administrative control, it 
will place them in the palm of the ruler's hand, to do with as he pleases." 
Sorai goes on to say that "Not a single individual will stand apart from 
this, and no one will remain unmonitored." In this way, 

Because people will have established places of residence where they will 

be surrounded by th~ir relatives and have many friends and acquain

tances from childhood, they will naturally avoid doing ill in the presence 

of these relatives and friends. No one in any town or village will remain 
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unknown to the headman. In every town and village the people will 

know one another over the generations from the time they are children. 

This being the case, they will know each other's rights and wrongs, and 

moreover, if the joint-responsibility law pertaining to the five-man groups 

is implemented, no one should have anything private to conceal. 

If everything is reformed in accordance with this law, then, as I have 

stated above, not only will there be no hiding places, but the people 

of every town and village, being naturally familiar with one another, 

will mutually admonish wrongdoings and be compelled to heed those 

admonitions; they will maintain their close relations, never forsaking 

one another. If, moreover, the magistrate (bugyo) attends with all his 

heart to matters of government and carefully guides and instructs the 

headmen, everyone in every village and town will be on friendly terms, 

manners and customs will naturally correct themselves, and wrongdoers 

will disappear. 

Tying people to the land or to a particular place meant fixing their social 
relationships as well. To accomplish this was to bind everyone in an 
entangling network of human associations and mutual surveillance. With 
such a mechanism in place, a stable order might be established-even 
without such technologies as the surveillance camera. 

Sorai further advocated an end to concentrating the samurai popula
tion in the castle towns, urging instead that they be made to live, as much 
as possible, on land granted to them in fief. This would restore them to 
simplicity and robustness of character as well as make them familiar to 
the peasants over whom they ruled: "If the hearts and marrow of the peas
antry are instilled from childhood with a spirit of respect and awe for their 
lordship, there will be order in the domain." As for the samurai them
selves, "When they are familiar with the peasants in their place of resi
dence, they will naturally develop benevolent feelings toward them, and 
no matter what sort of individuals the samurai may be, they will not treat 
their peasants too harshly. This, too, is human sentiment." In sum, here 
was another way to establish fixed patterns of human relations. According 
to Sorai, this had been the way of the world under the feudal system of 
ancient China, which he saw as the antithesis of the system of centralized 
rule that had been established from the Qin dynasty onward and that 
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relied exclusively on impersonal "laws" (ho) rather than "human affec
tion" (on'ai). 31 

Earlier, Ito Jinsai had urged family, relatives, and friends to care for 
one another with compassion and tenderness, for he believed that this 
could create a peaceful and humane world. Yet as the young Jinsai came 
to understand, it is one of the ironies of life that the people who love one 
most deeply can also be one's worst "enemies." Intimate human relation
ships are a necessity, but at the same time a constraint. Sarai focused on 
this second aspect, devising ways to enmesh people in networks of rela
tionships to achieve a stable social order. 

For Sarai the contemporary situation of samurai was like that of way
farers on a permanent journey who had long lost consciousness of their 
unnatural state. Every aspect of their lives was comparable to the status 
of travelers at an inn, in the sense that they were supported solely by their 
capacity to buy commodities with cash (a condition of course familiar to us 
in today's world). The samurai could not live without the merchants, result
ing in an abnormal state of affairs: "Since the samurai are in the circum
stances of travelers at an inn and the merchants have been amassing huge 
profits in these last hundred years, we have a situation that has never existed 
before since the beginning of time, either in Japan or in other lands." 

These "circumstances of travelers at an inn" are what we speak of 
today as commodification, a money economy, or a market economy. But 
Sarai did not see this as a necessary, natural, or inevitable development. 
Instead, he deemed it a low point in the historical cycle of decadence to 
which the human race is prone after a lengthy period of peace and tran
quility. (From this perspective, insofar as the resources and environment 
of the planet are limited, today's economic globalization is also no more 
than a temporary bubble in the history of mankind.) 

In any event, something had to be done. Inaction would have dire 
consequences; the world would soon plunge into disorder. Sorai's solution 
was once again to call for the samurai to live on their fiefs. There, they 
would obtain essential goods from their peasants directly, in kind. No lon
ger would they be collecting the tax rice and selling it for cash in order to 
purchase other commodities. Now they would directly supply artisans with 
the materials needed to fashion the tools and accoutrements of daily life. 
Lower-ranking samurai would make their own weapons. The shogun in 
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Edo would be provided with local products and specialties as tribute from 
the various daimyo. In this way Sorai wanted to reverse, from its roots, the 
commercialized economy that had developed along with urbanization. A 
"return to the land" was to be the basis for effective rule. 

A System of Rites and Laws 
Sorai also called for a system of rites and laws. In Seidan, he wrote, 

The fundamental principle of the laws of the ancient sages was to root all 

of the people, high and low, in the land, and upon that basis establish the 

institutions of rites and laws; this was their basic outline for government. 

As to the significance of these "institutions of rites and laws," 

"Institutions" refers to the legal system and to rules or standards. The 

ancient sages established these institutions of government, employing 

them as a marvelous method for distinguishing between high and low, 

suppressing extravagance, and enriching the realm. Such institutions 

were established by every government, but after the great civil distur

bances of recent times we live in a world in which rule is maintained 

by military supremacy. Because we are vastly removed in time from the 

era of the ancients, it is difficult to [re]establish the ancient institutions, 

and moreover, since many institutions have been ruined or lost follow

ing the years of great disorder, and manners and customs have not been 

reformed for generations, we are confronted with the present state of 

affairs, in which we lack institutions for most everything, and high and 

low alike behave as they please. 

In concrete terms, Sorai defines institutions as 

distinctions in clothing, shelter, and tools and utensils, as well as in 

practices and customs relating to marriage and mourning, correspon

dence, exchange of gifts, retinues of servants, and the like, all of which 

delineate individuals according to status, estate, and official rank. 

Sorai thus believed that it was government's role to define, according 
to a hierarchical social order, every detail of what individuals were to be 
permitted in terms of basic necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter, as 
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well as the manner in which they were to conduct the rites of passage and 
rituals of social life, from weddings and funerals to ceremonial processions. 
There should be detailed standards for the lifestyles of the various classes, 
publicly defined and fixed, right down to the color, cut, and material of 
their garments. What was this supposed to accomplish? 

First of all, the proper allocation of the limited resources of society. 

Goods of high quality are scarce, while those of poor quality are 

abundant. When institutions are established so that the finest goods 

including food, clothing, and shelter are allocated to those of noble 

status and the meaner goods to those of lower status, then, there being 

fewer noblemen than commoners, the scarce goods will be used by 

the smaller number of people and the abundant goods by the greater 

number. This accords with rationality. The goods produced through

out Japan will thus be sufficient unto the use of the people living 

throughout Japan. 

In other words, distributing scarce, high-quality goods to a small elite and 
poor-quality goods to the masses (something our present-day society does 
through income inequality) accords with reason and ensures a properly 
unequal pattern of distribution and consumption with no surpluses or 
shortages. 32 

Moreover, if such a system were established it would stabilize status 
relationships, as it would clearly differentiate high from low. For example, 
at the time the universal standard dress for male members of the samurai 
class was the kamishimo, a two-piece ensemble of a sleeveless jacket and 
culotte-like hakama trousers worn over a kimono. A person's status was not 
immediately evidenced by his manner of dress, and, as a result, "superiors 
attempt to distinguish themselves from inferiors by adopting an overbear
ing attitude," while "the lower ranks overdo the requirements of etiquette, 
[falling into) a habit of servility and obsequiousness." A lack of clear status 
distinctions had produced endemic arrogance and subservience. It was 
precisely to prevent such a situation that, as quoted above, the ancient sages 
drew on the institutions of government "as a marvelous method for distin
guishing between high and low, suppressing extravagance, and enriching 
the realm." 
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The Proposed Transition 
How could the sweeping reforms Sarai envisioned be implemented, 
if, as he said, human beings are such creatures of habit? According to 

Sarai, the optimal time for reform had been circa 1680, during the latter 
years of the shogun letsuna and the beginning of the rule of Tsunayoshi. 

After that time, however, the ruinous side effects of the policies imple
mented by Arai Hakuseki, whom Sarai saw as equivalent to a quack phy

sician, began to be felt. Among other things, increasing the quality of 
the currency while decreasing the amount in circulation had touched 

off a deflation.33 To counter this Sarai advocated a massive new minting 

of copper coinage as a temporary economic stimulus, to be followed by 
a special government edict forgiving all unpayable loans by samurai in 
order to lay the groundwork for proper and effective collection of debt 

through the courts in future. This would relieve the most immediate 

financial pressure on the samurai class. Then the work of preparing the 
great reforms could begin. As Sarai wrote in Seidan, 

In order to correct the institutions of dress and so forth as discussed 
above, something must be done to delineate and commemorate the 

transition. First of all, the shogun should announce his intention to 
make a personal pilgrimage to the Toshogu shrine at Nikko [where the 

spirit of Tokugawa Ieyasu was enshrined]. Two or three years before 
this pilgrimage is to take place, an order should be issued to all those 

making up the shogun's retinue and to all the daimyo, giving them 
details on how they are to attire themselves for the occasion. They 

can be made to prepare the robes, and then after the pilgrimage adopt 
them for everyday dress. 

The significance of a shogunal pilgrimage to Nikko has been discussed 
in chapter 3. It was an elaborate ceremony that required several years of 

preparation, as the shogun was to be accompanied by a retinue made up 
of the various daimyo, who in turn would be accompanied by retinues of 

their own, forming a prodigious and awe-inspiring procession that would 
wend its way from Edo to Nikko and back again (a round trip of nearly 

150 miles). Yoshimune would offer his prayers to Ieyasu, and presumably 
receive instructions to carry out the intended "renovation" with ancestral 

blessings. From that time onward, everyone would adopt for everyday use 



AGAINST MODERNITY: THE THOUGHT OF OGYU SORA! 179 

the attire they had been assigned for the pilgrimage, with the journey to 
Nikko functioning to "commemorate the transition." 

Since the Toshogu shrine at Nikko embodies the "ancestral spirits 
and deities," the pilgrimage by the shogun would be a faithful application 
of the Way of the ancient sages as described earlier: 

When the emperors of the Three Dynasties instituted a new policy or 

promulgated a new law they paid homage to their ancestors, placing 

them next to heaven in importance, and so followed the commands of 

heaven and the ancestors in their rule, which they conducted in accor

dance with what they learned from divination. 

The prestige and authority of Tokugawa rule had at the apex the sternly 
radiant figure of Ieyasu-Tosha Daigongen, "Light of the East," the dei
fied founder of the shogunate-whose awesome authority would be bor
rowed to support that of his descendants. 

Still, matters must be handled with care. One must set priorities and 
"in all matters, first a rough overall change should be implemented; the 
details may be filled in afterward." Returning the samurai class to the land 
should begin with efforts to reduce the size of the retinues the daimyo 
brought with them on their prescribed sankin kotai processions to and from 
Edo, as well as the number of retainers they housed in their Edo residences. 
Regulation of the lifestyles of the people should first of all induce the 
townsmen and peasants to abandon luxury and extravagance. By reducing 
demand, prices could be lowered, providing relief to struggling samurai 
families; then the regulations could be extended to the samurai class as 
well. Sorai was serious indeed in his planning for reform. 34 

The core of Ogyu Sorai's thought is almost a complete reversal, a precise 
negative of the "modern." His view of history was opposed to progress, 
development, growth. He was against urbanization and the market econ
omy. He was opposed to freedom and equality in the lives of individuals, 
and against any attempts at "enlightenment" for the ruled. Politically, he 
was completely opposed to any sort of democracy. In all respects he was 
remarkably consistent. 

The modern reader is unlikely to feel any great sympathy for such a 
position. We might note, however, that Sorai did not have any naive belief 
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in the possibility of unlimited "development" of the market economy in 
a limited world. Nor did he believe that humans were such wonderful 
creatures that they could maintain social order and avoid doing evil once 
their relations with others had been rendered superficial through freedom 
of mobility. Are we really in any position to say he was completely wrong? 



Chapter Ten 

AMORALITY AND REBELLION: 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE SORAI SCHOOL 

FRUSTRATED HOPES 

H ad shogun Yoshimune been sympathetic to the proposals of Ogyu 
Sorai, engaged him as a trusted advisor, and initiated his desired 

"renovation"; had Sorai's disciples been employed by the shogunate in 
responsible positions and set to the task of implementing policy; had the 
populace "returned to the land" to create a simpler, plainer, and more 
stable world-this, for Sorai and the members of his school, would have 
been the ideal course of events. 

In fact, Sorai at one time did place his hopes in Yoshimune. He once 
made the following comment to his disciple Dazai Shundai, as reported 
by one of Shundai's own disciples: 

Now is the time for a restoration. Manabe Echizen no kami should be 

forced to cut open his belly, the daimyo who have served as loyal and 

meritorious retainers since the founding of the country but have gone 

into decline should be granted special favor and promoted to positions 

of importance, and public sentiment should be renewed. If this is not 

accomplished the country will little by little slip further into decline. 1 

A little more than a year afterward Sorai complained to Shundai, "What 
I spoke of has not been done, and so as you can see, there is no sign of a 
restoration!" 

Sorai apparently envisioned reforms that would commence by forcing 
the ritual suicide of Manabe Akifusa (1666- 1720), the powerful senior 
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councillor who had cooperated with Arai Hakuseki during the reigns of 
shoguns Ienobu and Ietsugu, and then enlist as allies the fudai daimyo 
who had resisted their programs. As Sorai himself acknowledged, however, 
there was no sign that such a "restoration" was about to begin. He grew pes
simistic about the future of Tokugawa rule, and was gripped by feelings of 
crisis and intense frustration. On his deathbed, in 1728, Sorai said, "The 
pulse of the nation is faltering; I believe that soon it will be time to put on 
armor again."2 He was predicting that the country was about to fall once 
again into the disorder of the Warring States period. 

With the master now departed, how were the surviving members of 
Sorai's school to make their way in life? Had they been adherents of the 
Zhu Xi school, despite the failure of their policy proposals they would 
have been able to find meaning through self-cultivation and the unceas
ing aspiration to mold oneself into a "sage," in the sense of a fully realized 
human being. Such a life would also serve as an example for others. Or, 
had they been followers of Ito Jinsai, they would only have had to deal 
with those around them in a loving and gentle manner to rest content they 
were living in embodiment of the Way. As members of the Sarai school, 
however, they had concentrated almost exclusively on mastering the Way 
of governing the realm and ordering the state. What were they to do if they 
could not put that into actual practice? Here was the intractable problem, 
noted from antiquity (in Plato's Republic 499B, for example), of how to 
link political philosophy and the study of politics with the real world. In 
Sorai's followers, we can see four distinct varieties of response. 

DIVERGING PATHS 

Continued Effort 
One course taken by Sorai's followers after his death was to continue 
making policy proposals in the hope of influencing those wielding 
power. Usami Shinsui and a few others pursued this course in service 
to various daimyo houses. The capable Dazai Shundai (1680-1747) 
meanwhile attempted it with the shogunate itself. In 1729, the year 
after Sorai's death, Shundai produced a treatise on government entitled 
Keizairoku.3 In its preface, Shundai wrote, 
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Generally speaking, despite differences between past and present and 

differences in manners and customs between China and Japan, the 

techniques for the conduct of government do not differ at all. If what 

was suitable for ancient times were not suitable today, and if what is 

suitable in that country were not suitable in this one, then it could not 

be called the Way of the sages. Whether it can be adequately prac

ticed or not is an issue that resides with the practitioner. Among the 

myriad lands in the four directions, wherever the light of sun or moon 

shines, there is not a place on earth where the Way of the sages can

not be practiced. This is especially true of Japan, where we have since 

antiquity employed the Way of Chinese civilization to bring order to 

the land, so even in these benighted latter days it should not be impos

sible to effect its revival. If heroes and great men come forth, are uti

lized by those on high, and work to apply its techniques when the time 

is ripe, the Way of the ancient kings, the teachings of Confucius, shall 

be practiced in this land, bestowing its benefits upon all the people; 

we need only to await and be prepared for that day to come. 

The entire passage is suffused with a belief in the universality and effi
cacy of the Way of the sages-and the hope that "heroes and great men" 
(such as Shundai himself) will be employed to effect its "revival." 

Four years later, in 1722, at the age of fifty-four, Shundai submit
ted a memorial to the shogunal heir apparent, Tokugawa Ieshige. It 
would seem that having lost hope in influencing the current shogun, 
Yoshimune, Shundai had pinned his hopes on the next generation. It was 
a bold move for a masterless samurai like Shundai, and he ran the risk 
of serious punishment for his temerity. Obviously he had thought hard 
about it and was willing to pay the price. In the end, however, there was 
no response whatsoever from Ieshige. 

Shundai had probably anticipated this as well. In the preface to 
Keizairoku we also find the following impassioned words: 

Once upon a time there was a man who paid a thousand gold pieces to 

learn how to slay a dragon. But he never found a dragon to slay and ended 

his life's quest in vain. I cannot help but feel a resemblance to this man. 

However, it pains me to think that should I end my days in my present 

situation, the dragon-slaying arts I have learned shall be fruitlessly buried 
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along with me, so I take up my clumsy brush and make this record to 

place in my manuscript box, praying that someday in this wide world, 

someone may find a dragon and wish to slay it, and that these pages may 

secretly reach him and aid him in his mission. This is my constant, albeit 

faint, hope. If even a ten-thousandth part of what is contained herein 

proves to be of some use, then even though this body shall die, I will in 

some way live on. 

It is worth remembering that Confucius and Mencius also spent their 
lives vainly searching for an enlightened prince to serve. Like the disciples 
of these sages, Shundai placed his faith in the power of words. 

Withdrawal from Politics 
Others of the Sorai school arrived at a rejection of political engagement. 
A classic example is Hattori Nankaku (1683-1759), remembered primarily 
as a man of letters and painter. According to Ken'en zatsuwa, a collection 
of anecdotes concerning members of the Sorai school, "Though Nankaku 
once wrote in classical Chinese on issues of state, he became embroiled in 
such trouble for this that thenceforth he gave up on government altogether 
and concentrated exclusively on poetry and literature." Another source tells 
us that he flatly stated, "I will never say anything about matters of govern
ment."4 It seems that Nankaku quite intentionally shut the door on political 
involvement. He explained his reasoning as follows: 

Scholarly types think they can simply set out to rule the country by telling 

people to do this and that. But they bandy logic while being ignorant of 

the actual conditions of the times, so that generally speaking their so

called government only commits the sin of leading the country astray. 

I was intending to write a treatise on rice policy, but realized that even 

if I did it wouldn't be used, or that whether it would be used or not was 

purely a matter of chance. So I have abandoned my effort as a waste. It's 

disgusting to see how for the most part today's scholars are wrapped up 

in their paper fantasies, believing they can govern people without having 

actually seen the land or learned anything about popular sentiment. 5 

Not only was Nankaku doubtful his policy proposals would ever be 
adopted, but the realism instilled in him by Sorai's teachings had made 
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the feelings of the common people he would not be fit to govern others. 
This led him to deny his own capacity to do so, especially since, unlike 
Sarai, he had no actual experience of village life. He spent the remainder 
of his life in literary and artistic pursuits, cultivating a polished literary style 
modeled upon the classics. Occasionally he would vent his frustration with 
self-deprecating remarks: "The scholarship pursued by the likes of us [allud
ing to the Sarai school] was never much more than a wart on the body poli
tic."6 Precisely because at one time he had been passionately interested in 
politics, he abandoned it completely to lead the life of a thwarted litterateur. 

Amorality 
A third option was embracing amorality-not so much a conscious and 
active violation of moral norms as a studied indifference and cynicism. The 
Sarai school had never placed much emphasis on moral self-cultivation, 
being primarily interested in eliciting the virtues appropriate to an indi
vidual's temperament so that he could fulfill his proper function within 
the mechanisms of rule. If there was no likelihood of occupying any such 
position of responsibility, there was also little point in cultivating virtue. 

It was generally accepted that adherents of the Sarai school would 
eventually fall into dissipation and delinquency. 

One person has remarked that because the Sorai school tends to corrupt 

youth, parents and siblings try to stop men from taking it up. At the same 

time, Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism is nothing new anymore. And so, out 

of the feeling that it would be tiresome not to be able to affect opinions 

that stood out a bit from the common lot, some are now turning to the 

schools of Lu Xiangshan and Wang Yangming.7 

Indeed, for a member of the Sarai school not to be dissipated was even 
regarded as newsworthy: "Ozawa Bunjiro, though an adherent of the Sarai 
school, is no wastrel; he appears to be reading books tirelessly."8 

Confucian scholar Ota Kinjo (1765-1825) explained, "Since Sarai, 
scholars seem to think that unless they are going to become one of the 
shogunal elders and rule the realm, scholarship itself is useless. So it is 
not surprising that they fall to delinquent and amoral behavior."9 Another 
Confucian, Hirose Tanso (1782- 1856), pointed to the problematic nature 
nf thP C:nr '.li <f'hnnl'c 11nr1Pr<hnr1ina nf thP W'.lu '.l< '.l h11m'.ln f'rP'.ltinn· 



CHAPTER TEN 

The sages were human. Kongzi, patriarch of the Confucians, was a 

Chinaman. From the standpoint of the people of our land, they are nei

ther our lords nor our forefathers. They are people with whom we have 

nothing in common. If the Way is something that has originated from 

the minds of such people, then however much we might make use of it 

in our day-to-day lives, sages and exemplary gentlemen aside, ordinary 

people cannot be expected to risk their lives to defend its teachings at 

times of ultimate crisis. 

For individuals with no belief in heaven or natural law who see morality 
and ethics as no more than human constructs, virtue is not worth defend
ing at the risk of one's own life. Tanso continues, 

Since they think the Way a fiction, they treat the good and grave gentle

men of this world as hollow poseurs and believe their own crew of dis

solute delinquents to have discovered the truths of heaven and earth. 10 

In his view, the Sorai school bred cynical wastrels who sneered at the 
moral efforts of others as being smug and hypocritical. 

Some such as Bito Jisho. returned to the Zhu Xi school after spending 
some time in the Sorai camp; others (such as Katayama Kenzan, Inoue 
Kinga, Kamei Shoyo, and Toshima Hosho.), after being exposed to Sorai's 
teachings, redoubled their efforts to construct a basis for moral commit
ment by developing new interpretations of the Confucian classics. 

Doubts and Exceptionalism 
The fourth path taken by followers of Sorai was in some respects the most 
disturbing. They could excuse the failure of Sorai's teachings to be utilized 
in the real world of politics and government as the fault, not of the teach
ings, but of the rulers. But when the disorder that Sorai had predicted did 
not come to pass, it shook the very foundations of his teachings. 

Before he died in 1747, Dazai Shundai was still privately predicting 
that "the rule of the Tokugawa house will no doubt end in anarchy and 
banditry."" But the Pax Tokugawa continued unabated. The latter part of 
the eighteenth century did bring famines and sporadic rioting, but there 
was still no sense of an external threat to Japan. No matter how one looked 
at it, a return to the chaos of the Warring States period seemed unlikely. 
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In Hattori Nankaku's assessment, "At present the country, as a result 
of the feudal system, is well-ordered and peaceful, its customs close to 
those of the Three Dynasties [of ancient China]."12 Dazai Shundai's stu
dent Matsuzaki Kankai (1725-75) commented, 

The century of great peace brought to our land by the rule of the 

divine ancestor (Tokugawa Ieyasu J outdoes even the time of the Three 

Dynasties. Not long after the reign of Qi, the son of King Yu of Xia, the 

realm fell into disorder. We know little of the following Yin [Shang] 

dynasty, and while the rule of the first four kings of the Zhou dynasty

Wen, Wu, Cheng, and Kang-was stable, King Zhao was forced to retreat 

southward and never returned. It would seem that the great peace that 

Japan presently enjoys surpasses that of the Xia and Zhou dynasties .13 

If a period of great peace superior to that of even the ancient Chinese 
dynasties had been achieved without the renovation of institutions in 
accordance with the Way of the sages advocated by Sorai, one logical 
response might be to conclude, as Hattori Nankaku did, 

The reason that the ancient kings created rites and music was that they 

wished to bring peace and order to the realm. However, the great peace 

we have at present seems to have put us beyond even the need of rites 

and music. 

In comparing ourselves to China, it is entirely possible that we may yet 

produce sages in years to come. One might even think that Japan at 

present exists in a state prior to that of Yao and Shun in China. 14 

Nankaku is suggesting, though not without some stretch, that the Japan of 
his era might very well be in a state of primitive peace comparable to that 
which existed in China even before the emergence of the Way of the sages. 

There was, however, another possible answer, one that appears to 
have been Nankaku's final conclusion on the matter: that Japan, unlike 
China, could be peacefully governed without recourse to the Way of the 
sages because its people were inherently superior. In his words, 

In China, sages and emperors stand below their deified ancestors, 

while the various lords arrayed throughout the land acknowledge the 
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emperor, and then below them there are a bunch of dukes and such

it is enough to make you think the character of the people of that 

country is really quite awful. And this is why the sages ruled through 

rites and music. But in Japan it appears peaceful rule can be effected 

without rites and music, so the character of our people must be better 

than that of the Chinese. 15 

We see here the emergence of Japanese exceptional ism and notions 
of superiority. Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769), who studied under one of 
Dazai Shundai's disciples and was acquainted with Hattori Nankaku, and 
whose thought will be taken up in chapter 13, proclaimed, 

No one who really understands the foreign teachings would think that 

those enamored of foreign countries should look down on Japan. There 

are a lot of stubborn pedants in the East [meaning Edo], but there are 

also a few people, like that fellow Nankaku, who have learned through 

extensive study that the Chinese Way is a profitless and empty business 

that cannot bring order to the world. That is why he's taken to spending 

all of his energy in purely literary pursuits and has nothing to say about 

the Confucian classics. There's no better ordered country under heaven 

than Japan. There's really nothing more to aspire to. 16 

It seemed impossible to explain Japan's stability and prosperity in terms 
of its institutions, so the key must be its people. They must be inherently 
superior. Japan could get along better than foreign countries, and had no 
need to imitate them-or so this interpretation went. As Ota Kinjo wrote, 

According to [the war tale] Hogen monogatari, in the glory days of 

Japan over the reigns of twenty-seven emperors and more than 340 

years not a single official was put to death. This model of benevolent 

government was one that the dynasties of the Tang, Song, and Ming 

could not hope to emulate. And now, since the Tokugawa house came 

into power, our realm has not known the disaster of armed conflict for 

two centuries. This is something that even the rule of the sages of the 

Three Dynasties could not better ... Thus our country is more easily 

governed than China, whether under centralized rule or under feudal 

rule. First and foremost, this is because the character of our people and 

customs is one of honesty and faithfulness. 17 
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Thus the denial of the raison d'etre of the Sorai school gave birth 
to an argument for Japan's superiority over China. In some cases this 
went no further than the eclectic Confucianism represented by fig
ures like Kinjo. But others developed it into a full-blown contempt for 
Confucianism and for China itself, all the while extolling the virtues of 
Japan and the Japanese-in other words, the nativist position associated 
with Kokugaku. As we shall see in chapter 13, the rise of Kokugaku was, 
in one sense, a result of the collapse of the Sorai school. 

The Sorai school was clearly becoming difficult to uphold as a sys
tem of thought. Indeed, one man even drew upon its teachings to justify 
overthrowing the Tokugawa shogunate, the very institution that Sorai had 
sought so diligently to protect. That man was Yamagata Daini. 

REBELLION: THE THOUGHT OF YAMAGATA DAIN! 

Life and Work 
Yamagata Daini (1725-67) was a lower samurai from Tokugawa house 
lands in Kofu, a castle town in what is now Yamanashi prefecture.18 He 
studied with Kagami Ou (1711-82), a Shinto priest and second-generation 
follower of the Zhu Xi school philosopher Yamazaki Ansai , and Gomi 
Fusen (1718-54), a phys ician and student of Dazai Shundai (Fusen's 
name appears frequently in Shundai sensei Shishien ko, a collection of 
Shundai's poetry and prose). At the age of twenty-six Daini was implicated 
in misdeeds committed by his younger brother and dismissed from ser
vice, becoming a ronin, or masterless samurai. He went to Edo, where he 
temporarily served a daimyo house, but from 1760 he made his living by 
lecturing on Confucianism and the military arts at his own small school. 

Around this time he also erected two memorials. The first, to a legend
ary figure of ancient Japan, Prince Yamatotakeru, was placed in 1762 in the 
Sakaorimiya shrine on the outskirts of Daini's hometown of Kofu. The site 
was one that the prince was supposed to have visited in the course of his tri
umphal return from pacifying the "eastern barbarians" -tribal peoples on 
the fringes of the expanding polity of ancient imperial Japan. The second 
monument was to Yamatotakeru's consort Princess Ototachibana, who, the 
ancient tale went, committed suicide to aid her husband. This monument 
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Azumanomori stele erected by Yamagata Daini in honor of Princess Ototachibana. 
Sumida-ku, Tokyo. 

was erected in 1766 (Meiwa 3) in the Mukojima district of Edo, beside 
another stone said to have been placed there in her honor. In the following 
year, Daini and a number of his associates were arrested by the shogunate 
on suspicion of a variety of acts of "extreme disrespect and the utmost 
insolence."19 In September Daini was beheaded and his corpse used to test 
swords. He was forty-three years of age. Known thereafter as the Meiwa 
Incident, the affair deeply shocked the people of the era. 

What had Daini been thinking, and what had he been attempting to 
accomplish? The terse judgment passed on him by the shogunate does not 
do much to clarify matters. But some insight may be gained from Daini's 
most important work, Ryiishi shinron (Master Ryu's New Theses), which 
was completed in 1759, though it remained unpublished during his lifetime. 

Ryushi Shinron 
In its basic theoretical framework, Ryiishi shinron follows the Sorai school; 
more specifically, its view of humanity before the advent of the sages is close 
to that of Dazai Shundai. zo According to Daini, humanity existed in a state 
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of barbarism and perpetual warfare until the sages imparted the techniques 
of producing food and clothing; established status distinctions between 
noble and base, and close and distant; instructed people in the division 
of labor among peasants, artisans, and merchants; and established rites 
and the system of imperial offices. In the case of Japan, divine emperors 
"founded our eastern land," setting up a system of graded court headdress 
and robes and enacting music and ritual so that the ancient imperial court 
"rivaled the Three Dynasties of high antiquity."21 Daini follows the Sorai 
school 's concept of the sages of Chinese antiquity as architects of civiliza
tion. However, his interpretation casts the ancient Japanese emperors in the 
role of the sages, thereby diverging significantly from Sorai 's. 

In Daini's analysis, "imperial government" began to decline from the 
time of the Hogen and Heiji Disturbances in the middle of the twelfth 
century; and from the Juei and Bunji eras at the end of the twelfth cen
tury, the "eastern barbarians" (referring to the Kamakura shogunate) 
determined everything through military force, while even their power 
was eventually usurped by rear vassals. The imperial line narrowly sur
vived, but "name" and "reality" had parted company. The rites and music 
of the ancient kings were lost, and the evils of the Warring States period 
were passed on down to the present, with government continuing in a 
disordered and improvisatory way. 

Underpinning Daini's thinking was a largely Confucian conception 
of the Japanese emperor and his court as following the Chinese model (an 
image nativist scholars would not countenance, and that would be sup
pressed after the Meiji Revolution). The ritsuryo administrative system was 
based on Tang codes, and everything from coronation ceremonies to court 
music to the hairstyles and clothing of the aristocracy were patterned on 
Tang-dynasty precedent, including the name and layout of the capital of 
Heian (meaning "tranquil peace"; present-day Kyoto), which was modeled 
on the Tang capital of Changan (meaning "long peace"). 22 

Hence the shift to warrior rule was perceived as a loss of the rites and 
music and the court dress of the ancient kings. The Tokugawa rulers were 
also "eastern barbarians": violent and uncultured usurpers. The significance 
Daini invested in his memorial to Prince Yamatotakeru, who "pacified" the 
"eastern barbarians," is obvious. For Daini, the "Way of the sages" was a 
lever not for bolstering Tokugawa rule, but for critiquing it. 
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The ancients said: "One cannot cheat in weighing things when scales 

are hung right, in marking lines when ink strings are stretched right, or 

in drawing figures when compass and slide are crafted right." The sages' 

Way is like those instruments. It ensures that things are weighed, lines 

are marked, and figures are drawn without cheating. Then benefits are 

promoted and evils are eliminated.23 

Daini saw little good in the present situation: 

Our ritual and music were devised over a thousand years ago. Today we 

live in a different world, under a different state; so we have no dynastic 

rituals to build on or proper methods to follow. Customs today are really 

leftover folkways from an age of disunity and civil war, the residue of 

barbarism.24 

With the institutions of imperial rule in disorder, the distinction 
between civil and military authority had broken down. As a result "harsh 
government" by self-proclaimed warriors had become the norm. 

To disdain the civil harms government because ritual and music break 

down, and people cannot endure the ensuing crudities. To esteem the 

martial harms government because laws and punishments take force, 

and people cannot endure the ensuing cruelties. 25 

To escape their difficulties people move about, and the custom of being 
rooted in the land is replaced by concentration in the cities. Urban areas 
flourish unnaturally, and merchants store up great wealth. Meanwhile all 
the other classes, from the daimyo and samurai to the peasants and arti
sans, experience financial difficulties. 

Daini's hostility to commercial activity and his idealization of a popu
lace rooted in the land owe much to Sarai. Like Sarai in Seidan (Discourse 
on Government), Daini proposes reforms based on strengthening the 
mutual surveillance groups and system of domicile registers. 26 But in the 
end, for Daini, it was the Tokugawa regime itself that was the fundamental 
problem. To his mind, it was failing to perform the essential functions of 
the ruler. 

Rulers who governed states well in antiquity strove to promote benefits 

and eliminate evils [for the people). Only then did their peoples follow 
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them. One promotes benefits through ritual, music, and the cultured 

adornments of civil rule (bun). One eliminates evils through adminis

trative regulations and the statutory punishments of martial rule (bu). 27 

The overthrow or deposition (hobatsu) of a ruler could serve as the 
greatest of all punishments, rendered in the service of benevolence (jin): 

Laws and punishments exist to stop people from doing evil. Anyone 

who harms the realm will be punished-even the ruler of a state. 

Troops should be raised to chastise him if he does not mend his ways. 

Manifest cases in point are Tang's destruction of the Hsia, and Wu's of 

the Shang.28 

And if this was not clear enough, Daini states his point even more plainly: 

If performed for the good cause of eliminating evils and promoting 

benefits, even a minister's deposing of his ruler (hobatsu) qualifies as 

benevolence because it coincides with popular will. 29 

Indeed, in its concluding paragraphs, Ryiishi shinron engages in outright 
agitation: 

When a tall tree falls over, it is because termites have eaten through the 

trunk; when a huge dike collapses, it is because cracks have penetrated 

the wall. Although the tree will not fall and the dike will not collapse 

unless struck by fierce rains or strong winds, only a fool ignores termites 

in the trunk or cracks in the wall because the weather is fair and the 

winds are gentle. No one can drive a horse past the point of thirst and 

hunger; if it sees water or grass, it bolts. No one can tame a tiger to the 

neglect of feedings; if it sees meat, it rages. This holds true not only for 

horses and tigers ... 

If great heroes should "offer up their lives to perfect virtue" and lead 

men to righteousness, then loyal, wise, and brave patriots would exhort 

and direct the realm's peoples. In turn, those peoples would exert them

selves, yet follow commands compliantly. The resulting fury would be 

as irresistible as a starving tiger pouncing on meat or a thirst-crazed 

horse bolting toward water. The righteous and brave would rouse 

themselves to action-inspired to avenge the wronged, vindicate the 
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disgraced, and recompense blessings received from above. Deposing a 

tyrant (hobatsu) would be as easy as a strong wind toppling a termite

infested tree or a fi erce rain dissolving a cracked dike. 30 

Read this passage aloud and it is immediately obvious that its purpose is 
to rouse people to action. 

In 1763, four years before Daini's arrest and execution, a scholar of 
the military arts named Matsumiya Kanzan (1686-1780) read a manu
script copy of Ryushi shinron and wrote an envoi in which he acknowl
edged the overall accuracy of its thrust but thought it inappropriate to 
debate the necessity of "choosing between the two capitals," or in other 
words to question whether allegiance should be owed to Edo or to Kyoto. 
"The glory of the imperial court reigns high above the ninefold clouds," 
and though it wields the authority to assign rank and titles, it does not 
involve itself in matters of taxation or fiscal policy. This is why the posi
tion of the imperial throne is so secure, and "all gentlemen of the Way 
throughout the realm" are united in celebrating its virtues.31 

Daini forcefully disagreed in a letter to Kanzan. Glorious as the 
imperial court might be, its "allotment" was less than that of a domain 
councillor, and its authority over ranks and titles was purely nominal. The 
fact that the court was uninvolved in taxation or fiscal policy because of 
its exalted status was all well and good, but what of the "myriad people" 
of the realm? Were they not suffering from hunger and want and being 
subjected to harsh punishments? "The various lords should be system
atically united under the aegis of imperial authority," and if this were 
accomplished, "rulers would bear their responsibilities seriously, and the 
common people would depend upon them for their needs." Military rule 
must be replaced by civil government-in Daini's terminology, "govern
ment by [officials in] court headdress" (kanben no sei) - and rule through 
rites and music. 

Daini appears to have dreamed of replacing the Tokugawa house with 
direct imperial overlordship of the daimyo and civil political control. In his 
thought, the Sorai school's faith in the Way of the sages had evolved into a 
call for a "renovation" (tatekae) through overthrow of the Tokugawa, with 
the imperial court as means to this end. The following comment by Ota 
Kinjo seems to be aimed at Daini: 
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In this world there are scholars one might call monarchists. Knowing 

nothing of the morality of the sages, they are gladdened by the idea 

that the Way consists only in institutions, so this bunch long for the 

official ranks and caps and vestments of the ancient royal courts, hate 

the shaven foreheads and formal dress of our day, and claim the rule of 

the military houses to be immoral.32 

The verdict delivered against Daini by the shogunate charged him, 
among other things, with saying "that imperial tours of the provinces no 
longer take place today and that the emperor is a virtual prisoner"; with 
teaching his disciples and comrades that "they should always think of how 
to tum insurrections or other incidents to their advantage and so achieve 
success"; and with mentioning "specific areas of strategic importance" 
and details of topography in his "talks on military science."33 As noted ear
lier, Daini believed it would be easy to overthrow the Tokugawa regime if 
only "great heroes should 'offer up their lives to perfect virtue."' No doubt 
he conceived of himself as playing the part of one such great hero. 





Chapter Eleven 

ANTI-URBAN UTOPIANISM: 

THETHOUGHTOFAND0SH0E~ 

LIFE AND WORK 

A n enormous gulf exi~ted .betw~en the pr~sperous cities inh.abited by 
figures such as Ito Jmsa1, Arai Hakuseki, and Ogyu Sora1 and the 

rural areas of Tokugawa Japan. The extreme poverty of villages in the 
more remote countryside and isolated mountain regions astonished rare 
visitors from the city. 

One resident of Edo, on a trip through the countryside, stopped for 
the night somewhere in the province of Shinano (present-day Nagano 
prefecture), where he witnessed the residents putting an infant to bed. 

A narrow mat was layered over a larger straw mat on a wooden lattice, 

and on this the infant was laid entirely naked, covered with but a single 

large kerchief-like patchwork of cotton rags. The parents also went to 

sleep naked. 1 

Similarly, the Kyoto-born moral lecturer Nakazawa Doni (1725-1803) 
regaled Osaka audiences with what he had seen on a recent trip to Shinano: 

In those parts everyone, women and men, look like monkeys. It was the 

planting season, and on breaks from working in the paddies, they would 

crawl up unto the dikes or dry fields and sit and pick the lice out of one 

another's hair. And all they ever eat is stuff like cattle feed-millet, 

barnyard millet ... They clothe themselves in nothing but tatters .. . 

There isn't a single woman in their world who has her hair dressed the 

way women in Kyoto and Osaka do. As for the toilet, it's no more than a 
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hole in the ground covered by a straw mat and two boards so plastered 

by muddy feet they're as rounded and slick as cakes of fish paste. So you 

squat on these two boards, and there's no toilet paper, just a bit of a stick 

in the corner that you're supposed to wipe yourself with. 2 

Famines were frequent, especially in the regions of the country north 
of the Kanta plain surrounding Edo. Unseasonably cool summers pro
duced crop failures even more extensive than the typhoon and insect 
damage that were the ordinary scourges of the farmers. As there was no 
national system of famine relief, each domain would hoard its own provi
sions. In affected areas, an implacable course of malnutrition, physical 
debilitation, and mass death from disease or starvation would set in. 

A rich harvest does not continue year after year. Let us say that once 

every fifteen years or so there is a minor famine, and once every thirty, 

a major one. When a disaster happens after a space of about forty or 

fifty years, another one is sure to follow soon, and when it does, tens of 

thousands of people will die of cold and hunger. It has been this way 

from ancient times. 3 

Cold summers in the Tohoku region of northeastern Japan-the 
samusa no natsu familiar to many Japanese from the poetry of Miyazawa 
Kenji (1896-1933)-result when high-pressure zones off the Pacific fail 
to drive the monsoon rain front from the Japanese islands. Stalled over 
the region, the front is met by cold northeasterly winds known as yamase. 
The Pacific coast of the Tohoku region is particularly affected by this 
phenomenon, and it was smaller domains of this region that were hardest 
hit by the competition to hoard foodstuffs. Hachinohe, the domain of the 
Nan bu house, was located in the worst possible place, the far northeastern 
corner of Mutsu province in today's Aomori prefecture. Although assessed 
at a standard annual productivity of only 20,000 koku of rice, in a typical 
five-year period it would experience at least one shortfall in excess of 3,000 
koku. In 1753 (Horeki 3) the shortfall was nearly 12,000 koku; in 1755 
(Horeki 5), 19,000 koku; and in 1763 (Horeki 13) there was scarcely any 
harvest at all.4 The suffering that year must have been horrific. 

It is in this part of Japan, in the castle town of Hachinohe, that 
Ando Shoeki first appears in historical records, as a physician. As such, 
l,;~ thnnr.ht r,,+J,,,-.tc PvnPriPnf'P< rc,rlif'CJ lh, rliffPrPnt frnm thn~P nf thF. 
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well-to-do Kyoto townsmen or shogunal advisors we have been discuss
ing up to this point. 

Shoeki was born in 1703.5 His family were hereditary headmen of 
the village of Niida in the county of Akita, Dewa province (present-day 
Akita prefecture). Shoeki is the name he took upon becoming a physi
cian. After coming of age, he apparently left home for a time to pursue 
medical training in Kyoto.6 Then, no later than 1744, we find him mak
ing a living as a town physician in Hachinohe, where he experienced the 
Horeki famines. In 1753, when Shoeki was already fifty-one years of age, 
the Kyoto publisher Ogawa Genbei brought out his three-volume Shizen 
shin'eido (The Way of the Operation of the Self-Acting Truth). A later 
printing with minor variations exists, so it would appear that the work 
met with a certain degree of response at the time. Shoeki continued to 
develop his thought, eventually producing a manuscript also titled Shizen 
shin'eido and divided into 101 books in 93 separate volumes, of which only 
15 books survive. He also wrote another manuscript, Toda shinden (The 
Comprehensive Transmission of the True Way), in five books. All of these 
works were rendered in an idiosyncratic variant of classical Chinese modi
fied to correspond more closely to Japanese word order and grammatical 
usage, and copiously annotated to indicate intended readings. This was 
likely the result not only of a poor command of classical Chinese, but also 
of a conscious indifference to stylistic elegance. 

Sometime around 1758, Shoeki returned to his native village of 
Niida. The head of the Ando house had died two years before, and it 
appears Shoeki returned to inherit the headship. He seems to have had 
a dramatic impact on the minds of the villagers. After Shoeki's death, a 
Shinto priest with a close relationship to the local Buddhist temple wrote, 

Shoeki came to this place some years back, and within five years' time 

had every household disbelieving in and ceasing to practice all their 

daily and monthly prayers, offerings to the gods, Shinto rites, festivals, 

and ceremonies. He also convinced them to give up the [Daoist] Koshin 

observances and the associations for pilgrimages to lse and Atago.7 

Shoeki thus apparently influenced the villagers to abandon almost all 
their traditional religious practices. Some years after his death, the local 
chrHT11n..,l ;,,J-.:::::a.,.......1..-. ....... "- .... ................ -.1- ..... ..l .1.L_.1. ".1.L --- -
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hanging about this village in recent years, assiduously practicing evil 
teachings and deluding the villagers."8 Most likely Shoeki was perceived 
as something like the leader of a suspicious cult. 

Even so, he lived out his life without ever receiving any particular 
punishment, dying of illness in 1762 at the age of sixty. Two years later, 
the villagers erected a stone monument to him behind his residence. On 
it were inscribed the particulars of his lineage and the main points of his 
teachings, as well as a posthumous name honoring him as a local tute
lary deity and incorporating the pen name (Kakuryodo Ryochu) under 
which he wrote his treatises. The local Shinto priest objected, arguing 
that such a deification was a disrespectful use of a title appropriate only 
for the major deities of the Japanese pantheon. His pressure, together 
with that of the local Buddhist clergy (who were closely allied with the 
authorities as a result of the terauke system by which all villagers had to 
be registered at local temples), made the villagers fearful enough that 
they destroyed the monument, although a written record was secretly 
preserved of its inscription. Eventually, however, their descendants forgot 
almost entirely about this incident. 

What made Ando Shoeki so controversial? In his "Great Introduction" 
to the manuscript edition of Shizen shin'eido, Shoeki himself writes, 
"People of the world who see this book will no doubt be amazed and 
astounded." And in the preface written by one of his students to the 
printed edition, there is the following: 

Our teacher, born in this country of Japan and unworthy though he may 

be, questioned the ancient teachings regarding the Way of nature. People 

who see this book will be amazed, people who hear of it will be shocked. 

Some will view it with contempt, others will hate it; many will want to 

see it as sinful. 

In "The Great Introduction" Shoeki asserts that the truths he relates are 
"as yet unknown to and unspoken by the ancient sages, Shakyamuni, Laozi, 
Zhuangzi, doctors, sibyls, buddhas, wisemen, or scholars." His work did not 
derive from the teachings of any master, nor did he come to his knowledge 
from ancient books. According to him, all existing teachings are in error. 
Hence his discourse does not take the form of commentaries on classic texts 
but is based on his discoveries from direct observation of reality, "without 
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the addition of my own discriminating consciousness." His writing is full of 
neologisms and unusual expressions. He felt this was the only way to express 
truths long concealed from mankind. 

Let us look now in more detail at the new truths that Ando Shoeki 
claimed to have discovered. 

SHOEKI'S COSMOLOGY 

At the beginning of the text of the manuscript edition of Shizen shin'eido, 
the title of the work is written "Shizen kasshin eido," which might be 
translated as "the way of operation of nature's living truth." Shizen §~, the 
word normally used for "nature" in modern Japanese, is given a marginal 
gloss by Shoeki that reads hitori suru (self-acting, spontaneously doing), 
while kasshin 715~ is glossed ikite makoto naru (living and being true, or 
incorruptible). In other words, Shoeki begins by saying that he will speak 
of a Way that is spontaneously living and true. This Way is the operation 
of heaven and ocean, or tenchi-which he writes using the Chinese char
acters llii5E, which respectively mean "to revolve or turn" and "static, fixed, 
stable."9 His universe is thus made up of a ball-like revolving ten and a 
fixed and stable chi; in the midst of chi (the ocean) is also earth. Everything 
within is composed of qi; it has neither beginning nor end, but is ceaselessly 
and spontaneously in motion in all directions, creating mankind and all 
the other myriad things. 

On the face of it, this is not substantially different from the Confucian 
cosmology of heaven and earth and the spontaneous working of qi to 
form the things of the world. But from this point onward, Shoeki's argu
ment goes off in some surprising directions. 

First of all, Shoeki calls this functioning of heaven, ocean, and 
earth-movement and rest-and its generation of living things "right 
cultivation" (chokko), creating the word out of the Chinese characters for 
"direct" and "tilling, cultivation." He sees the operations of nature and 
the cycle of the seasons as an agricultural tilling of the soil, a spontane
ous "living and becoming true." Confucians would not use such termi
nology, and Shoeki's vision is also far from the prevailing metaphor for 
the natural world in Europe at roughly the same time, that of a gigantic 
clockwork mechanism. 
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Second, Shoeki asserts that all things exist in what he calls gosei, mean
ing reciprocity or correspondence, in a rejection of nibetsu, or dualism. 
(Both of these terms are neologisms by Shoeki.) Confucianism, as seen in 
the Yijing (Classic of Changes), tends to think in dichotomies: yin and yang, 
heaven and earth, noble and base, high and low, heterodox and orthodox, 
order and disorder. Shoeki believes this dualistic thinking is wrong. All 
such seeming dualities actually contain mutual correspondences-their 
natures are in "reciprocity" -and thus actually constitute a unitary exis
tence of complementary parts. "All antonyms are errors," Shoeki writes in 
Toda shinden. It is because we say "order" that there is "disorder"; one does 
not exist without the other. Even to oppose male to female is erroneous: 
"The nature of man is woman and the nature of woman is man. Man and 
woman as mutualization of natures are the person manifesting the Living 
Truth."10 Therefore, Shoeki writes the characters for "man" and "woman" 
as a compound "man-and-woman" and attaches a gloss saying it should be 
read as hito, "person." Man-and-woman as a conjoined pair form a complete 
human being. 

MAN-AND-WOMAN 

Man-and-woman (human beings) are born of and embody tenchi: heaven
and-earth, movement and rest. Man-and-woman are the rightful heirs of 
tenchi and a "microcosm" of it (shotenchi). Thus humans, like tenchi, engage 
in "right cultivation," raising their own grain to feed themselves. "Heaven 
and humans unite in right cultivation, harmonizing with one another in a 
living process of spontaneous activity without beginning or end."11 

Heaven-and-earth generate the grains that humans eat in order to live, 
and so "humans are the children of the five grains; the five grains are the 
father and mother of the people."12 To Shoeki, we literally are what we 
eat: "Since humans become humans by eating rice and the other grains, 
humans are rice and the other grains."13 Human beings should not eat the 
"four orders" of birds, beasts, insects, and fish; the four orders serve as one 
another's food sources.14 One should not smoke tobacco or drink alcohol. 
Unlike plant fibers such as linen and cotton, "the nests of worms" (i.e., silk) 
are not fit for human clothing.15 
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Page from the third book 
of Ando Shoeki 's Toda 
shinden explaining that 
since humans are born 
of grains, the shape of the 
human fetus corresponds 
to that of rice, "chief among 
the five grains." 

If man and woman as a pair make a complete human being, then it 
follows that husband and wife form the fundamental axis of human moral
ity: "Human ethics begin with husband and wife."16 For Shoeki, the Five 
Relations are not those enumerated by the Confucians, such as the bond 
between ruler and vassal; rather, they are the bond between grandfather 
and grandmother, father and mother, husband and wife, married child and 
spouse, and married grandchild and spouse. These are of course monoga
mous relationships. He states that to the old saying "a virtuous woman 
cannot serve two husbands" should be added "a righteous man cannot 
have relations with two wives." For a single man to copulate with multiple 
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women is the behavior of beasts. 17 (By this reckoning, the shoguns and 
daimyo with their consorts and concubines would be beasts.) In Todo shin
den, Shoeki writes approvingly of what he understands to be the morality 
of family life in Holland: 

Once a man has taken a wife, or a woman becomes a bride, the man has 

no further relations with other women and the wife none with other men; 

together they preserve their marital love and have no lust for others. If a 

man without a wife should have illicit relations with the wife of another, 

his family will band together and kill him. Or if a widow should have 

relations with the husband of another woman, her own family will meet 

and decide to kill her. 18 

According to Shoeki, the entire human race is descended from a single 
original couple and thus the people of "the myriad countries" are all of the 
same lineage. Consequently the Confucian teaching (and Chinese custom) 
of not taking a wife from one's patrilineal clan is erroneous.19 Shoeki's dis
course on marriage makes one suspect he might have had some exposure 
to Christian teachings. 

Shoeki's vision of humanity as sketched above was universal in its 
nature. The human body and mind are essentially the same everywhere; 
the human race is fundamentally one. It follows that "there should be no 
division of human beings into ruler and ruled, high and low."20 

The human body naturally arises through the circulation of qi. Because 

of this our hearts and minds are as one; the myriad peoples are as a 

single being. Of this being, how can we say that one should be king, 

another subject? Look well at all the myriad peoples. Among them, 

there is no great variation in height, nor in intellect. Down to the last 

detail, they are identical in body and in mind. 

Under heaven all people are one. As they are a single being, who can say 

this one should be the lord above, these the vassals below, and therefore 

say, here is the sovereign, here the subjects? Or who can decide that this 

one is a sage, this one a fool? In this single body, who should rule? Who 

should exercise sovereignty? Under heaven the myriad peoples engage 

as a single person in right cultivation. But there are those who would 

steal from this, fabricating self-serving ideas such as the Five Relations 
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and attempting to rule the world with them. It is because of this that the 

world is in a continual state of turmoil.21 
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If "right cultivation" is the fundamental way of life of all people, then 

there is no need for gluttonous noncultivators who merely sit back and 

collect taxes on the rice produced by others. 

Heaven-and-earth are one; the myriad peoples are one being. In this 

self-activating heaven-and-earth there is no such thing as lord and vassal. 

What are called lords came into being only after the sages appeared to 

steal heaven-and-earth, invent self-serving laws, and set themselves above 

everyone else. It is merely another word for bandit. 22 

"Lord" is merely another word for "bandit": what a remarkably coura

geous statement. But what would a world without such bandits be like? 

Shoeki called it the shizen no yo, in his own gloss the "self-acting world" 

or "world of natural spontaneity." 

THE SELF-ACTING WORLD 

According to Shoeki, the self-acting world is a splendid one in which peo

ple are united as one body with heaven-and-earth. 

In the self-acting world, people engage in their various occupations in har

mony with heaven-and-earth, without the slightest deviations. In spring 

the myriad things flourish and the flowers bloom; in harmony with this 

the fields are tilled and the seeds of grains and beans are planted. In 

summer, heaven-and-earth cause the myriad things to grow and ripen; 

accordingly weeding is done so that the produce may grow to its greatest 

capacity. In autumn, the myriad things are at their most robust; it is at 

this time that the grains and vegetables bear fruit and can be harvested. 23 

A minimal amount of exchange might take place, but for the most 

part everyone is engaged in cultivation, in harmony with the cycle of the 

seasons. There is no one to collect rice tax, and no one who wants to. 

With no ruler above there is no one who desires to intimidate and rob 

those below. With no subjects below there is no one to flatter or chal

lenge those above. Accordingly there is neither resentment nor dispute, 
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and thus no reason for fielding armies. Since there is no one on high 

who plants the roots of robbery by attempting to usurp the realm, then 

there is no one below who tries to steal household goods. 24 

Rulers are not problem-solvers, but the source of the problem. With no 
rulers there would be no thievery, no disorder. People would live peaceably. 

Men till and women weave, secure in food and clothing, harmonious 

as husband and wife, loving as parents and children, obedient and true 

as descendants, loyal as brothers and sisters, affectionate as cousins. 

The Five Relations exist entirely in harmony, with no ruler or ruled, 

no noble or base, no self-serving laws; no rich or poor, no private busi

nesses; no disputes or debates; no noncultivating greedy expropriators. 

Each plot of land is directly cultivated, and clothing is woven by those 

who live there. Grains are cultivated and eaten; eaten and cultivated; 

cultivated and eaten. 25 

In this vision, heaven-and-earth and man-and-woman are perfect 
complements, forming one body engaged in "right cultivation." Though 
there is some division of labor between genders (tilling versus weaving, 
for example) there is none according to social hierarchy or status. There 
are no merchants because, in Shoeki's eyes, 

They have a lust for gain, and while they flatter those above them, they 

cheat the masses who make their living through Right Cultivation. 

Among merchants, parents and children, brothers, and members of the 

same clan think nothing of cheating each other. The more they plan 

and scheme for the increase of their wealth, the more they go mad over 

profits. They do not know the Way of the Living Truth.26 

In Shoeki's ideal world, there is also no such thing as currency, of 
course. Money arouses greed, and the desire for prosperity and success 
begets a world of deluded behavior. 27 Shoeki relates the story of a bandit 
who, during a famine year when many of the common people were starving 
to death, killed a beggar to steal from him a couple of cups of millet mixed 
with rice-without bothering to take the gold and silver coins the beggar 
had collected. 28 Shoeki's own experience of the famine years had taught 
him th:::it in ::in Pmf'TP-Pnrv r::i .d-. w::i.~ 11~PlP~~ Wh::it rn11ntPrl w::i~ rP::il fnnrl 
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In the "self-acting world" there are no artisans who ply their craft to 
the exclusion of agriculture. This is because there is no need for beautiful 
houses, castles and palaces, or sumptuous dress. Nor are there music or 
artistic pursuits. There are no musical instruments (he lists almost all those 
known to his day, from koto and biwa to shakuhachi, drums, and shamisen); 
no kabuki, no bunraku puppet theater. No tea ceremony, no waka poetry, 
no haiku; no board games, no card games, no gambling. And of course, 
no "women of pleasure." 

Ever since music and artistic diversions came into being, they have been 

enjoyed by all people high and low. Indulging in these pastimes, they each 

forget their family business or trade, and the number of people mired in 

these pursuits increases daily, while the number engaged in right cultiva

tion declines. Such pursuits are costly, so people expend their fortunes, 

and the ultimate result is incessant disorder and violence, warfare among 

the domains of the realm, and the ruination of many families. 29 

In a world without lechery or drink, the diseases associated with them 
do not occur. When the mind of desire is absent, so are mental illnesses. 
If the body has been toughened by constant farm work, when one catches 
a cold or flu, it will soon be cured by lying down for a time and sweating it 
out. The "murderous malpractice of medicine" would cease.30 Shoeki made 
his living as a physician, but in a perfect world there would be no need for 
medicine. Nor would there be a need to rely on Buddhist monks and hope 
for a rebirth in paradise, or to pray to the Shinto gods for happiness and 
good fortune in this world. (Hence the abandonment of religious rituals, 
festivals, and observances by the villagers of Niida.) 

Most splendid of all was that, according to Shoeki, in the "self-acting 
world" there would be no such thing as famine. In the present world, 

the ruled are possessed by an envy for their rulers; the rulers in turn are 

possessed by greed for the cultivation of the ruled. The ruled are full of 

resentment and distress at their exploitation, and the rulers filled with the 

evil of greed born from the exploitation of the ruled. The evils of deluded 

desire and enmity lead both ruler and ruled farther and farther into a 

cycle of wickedness and deluded madness, which escapes from their pores 

and from their breath and pollutes the circulation of the energies [qi] of 
thP T .1'11no Tr11th ln HP~:n,Pn-~nrLH~rth T'h,:>C',:> .c,,vh.,l.,+~rn," +.,1,.,:::, c-h-,r..c,, l"H ' 
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irregular, corrupted energy [ qi], and cause great harm, such as cold spells in 

the Sixth Month that prevent the crops from ripening properly, or droughts 

that parch the fields, resulting in decimated harvests and famine; or such 

as epidemics that kill vast numbers, so many that it is feared that all in the 

realm will perish.31 

In the "self-acting world," none of these causes were present, so no famine 
would occur. 

Thus, Shoeki envisioned a world in which there were no local lords, 
samurai, landholders, merchants, artisans, physicians, actors, or courte
sans-a utopia populated solely by farmers. With everyone a farmer, marital 
and family relations would be loving and harmonious; there would be no 
rice tax, no money, no thieves, no disorder, no sickness. Greed and delusion 
would cease; year after year, for all the years to come, people would lead 
simple, honest, hardworking lives. How different is Shoeki's vision of the 
original human world from the ideal worlds conceived by thinkers such as 
Zhu Xi, Ito Jinsai, Ogyu Sorai, and Yamagata Daini! How his words must 
have stirred the hearts of the simple, hardworking peasants resentfully gaz
ing from afar at the glittering, bustling prosperity of the cities! 

Shoeki saw the region that was known by his contemporaries as Ezo 
(essentially, present-day Hokkaido), still largely populated by the indig
enous Ainu people, as a place where this utopian realm still existed. It 
was, Shoeki asserted, a place where there were no sages or wise men; no 
overlords; no politics or laws; no currency; no greed; no disorder, war
fare, or military treatises or studies; none of the teachings of Confucians, 
Buddhists, Shintoists, physicians, or Daoists; no deceitful and calculating 
commerce; no obsequiousness or frivolity; no jealousy or resentment; no 
attachment to good and evil. Instead, there was "restful peace and ease."32 

Here is a rare example of the Ainu people being held up as a model for 
contemporary Japanese to emulate.33 

THE WORLD OF LAW 

Shoeki believes that the appearance of evil men-he mentions "the 
sages" and "Shakyamuni" specifically-who greedily wanted to eat with
out having to engage in cultivation was what led to a falling away from 
that original state of P-rnr.e. This is ::ilmnst rert::iinlv ::i rnnsrinm invPrsinn 
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of Ogyu Sorai's fundamental line of argument (see chapter 9).34 (Shoeki 
provides no explanation for why heaven-and-earth should have generated 
such deniers of the natural order.) 

The sages greedily devoured the grains produced by the right culti

vation and heavenly labor of the masses. Using clever language they 

deceived the masses, who are the children of heaven-and-earth as right 

cultivators and natural laborers, and usurped the self-acting realm to 

stand above everyone else and name themselves kings. 

"Sage" is another name for crimina!.35 

It follows, then, that Confucianism, Buddhism, and other teachings 
"are all, without exception, excuses for robbery"36-nothing more than 
ideologies employed by thieves to legitimate and justify their activities. 
According to Shoeki, "characters and books are merely tools to thieve 
Heaven's Way."37 

Shoeki compares his own use of writing and books to a carpenter driv
ing a new wedge to remove an old one when repairing a house (wedges were 
used in traditional carpentry to tighten joints). 

This book that I am writing now is a new wedge. To right the wrongs 

of the authors of the ancient books, to pull out their erroneous char

acters, I must use characters myself. My only purpose is to destroy the 

ancient books that are the roots of thievery and strife ... To destroy 

the mistaken writings and books that are the roots of thievery, we must 

use those very characters and books that are the root of thievery. Only 

then can we truly destroy them. It is as a temporary means only that I 

use characters. 38 

In the "self-acting world" there are no written characters, no books, and 
no scholars. 

From the time that kings set themselves above others, the result has 
been "a disordered world" and a "world of delusion."39 It is they who cre
ate laws to further their own private desires and special interests. 

Laws are created and established to further rulers' selfish interests, and 

by fabricating laws concerning each and every domain, household, 
PVPnt :::.nrl thlno thPu 11CP l,:iu , tn ,:i,-.hiPH,::0 f-hP;T' T"\PTC'Art. ..... l nrr,h;,..;,.. .......... 40 
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The Way of heaven has no laws. When there are no laws, no laws can be 

broken. Laws were created out of the self-interest of the sages. It is because 

laws have been established, and common people are so hard-pressed by 

the law, that their thoughts turn against their inborn nature to evil acts 

and thievery. Thus, the root of evil and thievery lies in the sages.41 

In "the world of law" violence and strife are endemic. "If one is not 
prepared at any time to kill people and steal their domains from them, one 
cannot become a king. Because of this, when a king establishes himself, 
the world necessarily becomes disordered and large numbers of people are 
murdered."42 Driven by thievery and avarice, men build ships, cross the seas 
to other countries, and wage wars. Some conquer, others are conquered, 
but all such expeditions are undertaken to satisfy private desires.43 

Ogyu Sorai thought that the creation of institutions by the sages 
marked the commencement of the history of human civilization. 
Completely inverting this, Shoeki tells us that the sages have degraded 
the natural , "self-acting world" of living truth into a "world of law" (with 
the character for "law" given a marginal gloss that reads "fabrication"), 
and that with this, human history has taken a terrible downward arc into 
injustice, inequality, disorder, and violence. He is bitter in his vitupera
tion of sages, kings, and princes. Although he makes no direct attacks on 
the shogun or daimyo, his meaning is clear. His entire conception of the 
universe, natural world, and society, politics, and history is a fundamental 
rejection of the very existence of such rulers. 

RESTORING HARMONY 

So is it in fact possible to return to the self-acting world of living truth in 
which such personages no longer exist? 

Yes, Shoeki answers. Confucianism and Buddhism are both foreign 
imports, so if Japan would simply "rid itself of these deluded teachings from 
foreign lands that breed confusion and lies," it would immediately return 
to its original state of nature as a heavenly land.44 In addressing how this is 
to be accomplished Shoeki does not fall into the paradox particularly dear 
to the twentieth century: the use of violence to rid society of violence, the 
war to end all wars. He adamantly refuses to discuss the military arts.45 In 
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the past, a handful of evil men (the sages; seifin ~A) appeared and changed 
the world; similarly, a small number of "right (or just) men" (seifin .iEA) 
could appear and change it back. 

If there were a ruler of human society who was a Right Man, one who 

understood the Subtle Way of the Living Truth, and he sought to cor

rect human behavior, even this World of Law we live in could become 

the World of Living Truth, where all engage in Right Cultivation.46 

But do such just men actually exist in this world? Shoeki affirms that 
one is mentioned in the Analects, of all places: Confucius's disciple Zengzi 
(or Zeng Shen).47 Zengzi wore tattered clothing and farmed in Lu. When 
the ruler of Lu offered him a stipend, Zengzi refused it, saying, "Those 
who receive the charity of others must always bow to them; those who give 
it inevitably become swollen with pride."48 From this simple anecdote, 
Shoeki concludes that Zengzi was a just man engaged in right cultivation. 

Moreover, even if just men did not come forth to bring about a return 
to the "self-acting world," Shoeki had an alternative: 

There is a way, within this very world torn by revolt and wracked by 

thievery all due to the division of humankind into rulers and ruled, to 

attain the World of the Self-acting Living Truth.49 

Distinctions between high and low, ruler and ruled would still exist. But 
the ruler would cultivate his own lands, to feed and clothe the members of 
his own clan. The various lords below him would then follow suit. 

No feudal lord will ever attempt to rise up against his nation's ruler, for 

even if an ambitious and greedy fellow should appear among the ranks 

of the feudal lords, the nation's ruler is permitted only a limited amount 

of land to cultivate, he has no gold or silver, and no bevy of concubines, 

and in short nothing for an ambitious feudal lord to envy.50 

There would thus be no need to maintain large bands of retainers for 
defense. A system of taxation would also be unnecessary. The sole con
cern of the government of the supreme ruler would be to punish any of 
the lords or common people who were lax in their commitment to right 
cultivation. Idlers and merchants would be given land and made to farm. 
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On the other hand, there would be a prohibition on having more land 
than one needs. Circulation of currency would stop. Artistic pursuits, 
along with letters, books, and learning, would be prohibited. 

Land to cultivate must be given to the scholars. If they refuse to culti

vate and continue in their idle good-for-nothing pastime, they must be 

seized by their respective clans and refused food. 51 

Sometimes, even this may not be enough: 

If an utterly evil and good-for-nothing person should happen to appear, 

his family and his clan should put him to death. The ruler should not 

add any punishment of his own. These affairs are to be matters of the 

village government. 52 

If noncultivating gluttony is eliminated among the rulers, a harsh 
government by rewards and punishments will be unnecessary, and village 
self-government alone will be sufficient to prevent evildoers from prolifer
ating. After a time, if a just man should arise from among the ranks of the 
rulers or the ruled, it would be possible "to finally realize the World of the 
Living Truth, free from thievery, revolt, delusion, and lust." 53 

But even the transition Shoeki describes would mean immense 
reforms. How would that be achieved? Shoeki seems to have placed his 
hopes in the power of his own writings. "The Great Introduction" to the 
manuscript edition of Shizen shin'eido contains the following comment, 
ascribed to one of his disciples: 

The Right Cultivation of my teacher's life is his devotion of his life to 

revealing the Way of the Truth. In place of the Right Cultivation, he has 

written of the Way of the Operation of the Truth, intending to bequeath 

it to future generations. This is my teacher's eternal and infinite Way of 

the Truth, his Right Cultivation. Considering this, he has spent several 

decades writing this work, The Way of the Operation of the Truth.54 

"The Great Introduction" concludes with these words: 

The author of this work always vowed, "I shall die in heaven, then rest 

within the crops, and then I will be born as a human being again. No 
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matter how long it takes, I vow to realize the World of the Spontaneously 

Doing Living Truth." He returned to heaven vowing thus. 55 

213 

As Shoeki had asserted previously, "humans are rice and the other 
grains." Dying, Shoeki would reside for a time as grain, be given new life 
as a human being, and as a " just man" eventually bring about a return 
to the original world-or so his disciples believed. The stone monument 
erected to Shoeki by the villagers of Niida that venerated him as a guard
ian deity of agriculture almost certainly embodied the same fervent hope. 





Chapter Twelve 

"HONORABLE PEASANTS" AND PROTEST 

TAXATION AND THE PEASANTRY 

T he basic administrative units of the local domains in Tokugawa 
Japan were townships and villages, composed not of individuals but 

of households, or ie, as discussed in chapter 4. In a system referred to 
as itchogiri or issongiri, the towns and villages were expected to assume 
responsibility for their own internal affairs, beginning with the main
tenance of basic law and order. In essence, self-government was thrust 
upon them, and they had their own representatives-usually a headman 
and his assistants, who were in effect the village notables. These posts 
might be filled hereditarily, by rotation among a certain set of families, or 
even by election (irefuda). The representatives were the interface between 
the town or village and higher authority. Orders from above would nor
mally come to these men, who would then copy them and send them on 
to the next town or village in an established order. It was the responsibil
ity of the headman and his associates to make sure that such commands 
were understood and obeyed by the populace. 

Villages were also the unit of assessment for the annual rice tax. Each 
village-unlike the towns-had a kokudaka, or assessed tax base in terms 
of its yield in koku (one koku being about 180 liters) of unmilled rice. The 
kokudaka of the individual villages were aggregated to calculate the koku
daka of the domain as a whole. This determined the relative status of the 
daimyo, as well as the size of the fighting force the domain was obligated 
to field in times of emergency. Promotions, demotions, and transfers of 
daimyo from one domain to another were all conducted based on this 
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Illustration from an 1829 
edition of Onna daigaku 
takarabako , an instruc
tional manual for women. 
Men and women are shown 
working together weeding, 
watering, and harvesting 
the fields. 

standard. It might sound strange to refer to an 1,800-kiloliter daimyo 
but that was what a daimyo with a domain of 10,000 koku amounted to. 
By ignoring qualitative differences and adopting assessed rice yield as an 
index, the economic value of any domain was expressed according to a 
uniform standard, making nationwide rule and mobilization much easier. 

The residents of a village would- the outrage of Ando Shoeki notwith
standing- year in and year out deliver a heavy annual rice tax (nengu) of 
some 40 to 50 percent of the assessed yield of their lands. This was seen 
as the communal responsibility of the whole village. If a particular family 
could not meet its portion of the assessment due to illness or disability, the 
burden would fall on the others of the village, who might work together 
to cultivate the fields of the distressed family. In the autumn, each village 
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would receive an order from the domanial lord specifying the amount of 
tax rice it was to pay and where it was to be delivered. Following these 
instructions, the villagers would pack the rice into bales and deliver it to the 
designated destination. Additional taxes might be levied in other specified 
agricultural products or in corvee labor. 

Why did peasants-usually-obey with so little resistance? Why, year 
after year, did they pay such heavy taxes to the samurai rulers? Like taxes 
in the present clay, a certain portion of the nengu doubtless was used for 
the public good: policing and waterworks, for instance.1 Ordinarily, how
ever, the main motivation for paying up was fear of the harsh punish
ments meted out to those who failed to do so. Custom and habit no doubt 
played a major role as well; paying taxes was simply accepted, unques
tioningly, as the peasant's lot. The Edo writer Tamenaga Shunsui (1790-
1844) used a rather labored pun to get the idea across: "No ~ [farming] is 
110 ~ [tax payment]. Simply pay your taxes; that's all you need to know."2 

At least two Tokugawa-period scholars explained the nengu as an annual 
land rent paid to the ruler in his capacity as landlord. (A century or so 
later Marxist historians arrived at a similar interpretation.) 

Arable land belongs to the lord of the domain, who loans it to the peo

ple so they may cultivate it; thus, the taxes exacted from the people are 

a payment in kind for the borrowing of the land.3 

What logic justifies taking rice from the people? ... That the fields are 

on loan to the people, and that levying an annual tax of 10 percent is 

equivalent to charging 10 percent interest.4 

In early Meiji, the landowner and physician Kokubu Yoshitane (1832-
1908) described "petty officials" (yori) as thinking that since farmland 
belonged to the lord or the estate steward, when these were given over to 
the peasants to cultivate for their own sustenance, it was only natural that 
half of the harvest be taken in return. To those of this persuation, "Lands 
exist for the purpose of the annual tax levies; matters such as governing 
the people are secondary ... The people are a tool for the extraction 
of the rice tax; when a tool is broken, you either replace it or repair it."5 

No doubt this also captures the basic attitude of samurai throughout the 
Tokugawa period. As noted earlier, the samurai were not thought to exist 



CHAPTER TWELVE 

for the sake of the people; rather, the peasants and townsmen existed to 
serve the samurai. Meiji journalist Tokutomi Soho (1863-1957) was accu
rate in noting that "in those times the peasants, artisans, and merchants 
were essentially a commissariat provisioning and serving the samurai and 
their lords."6 The governance of the population within Tokugawa house 
lands was placed, plainly enough, under the jurisdiction of the shogu
nate's commissioners of finance (kanjo bugyo). 

To be regarded as "a tool for the extraction of the rice tax" was insulting. 
At the same time it meant that the peasantry performed an indispensable 
function for their samurai overlords, and they would occasionally refer 
to themselves as "honorable peasants" (ohyakusho) in communications 
addressed to those authorities. The honorific o- stressed that the peasants
like the lord's horse or his castle, which bore similar honorifics-were 
essential to the well-being of their master.7 At the time of an uprising, they 
might assert themselves to be "the lord's honorable peasants" (shosho-sama 
no ohyakusho),8 or might sign petitions to the authorities as "the honorable 
peasants" (ohyakusho-domo), suggesting a rather complex fusion of servility 
and pride.9 (From this perspective, the figure of Ando Shoeki stands out 
as even more unusual.) 

Samurai had to treat the horses of their lord with care; in similar vein, 
blatant mistreatment of the "honorable peasants" was taboo. A record of 
an uprising in 1786 reports a samurai being told by a colleague, "If such 
as you should keep on so thoughtlessly and ruthlessly oppressing the hon
orable peasants, the treasure of the country, and go so far as to murder 
even one of them, you will have the shogunate and the opinion of the 
neighboring domains to fear." 10 Although the product of a different mode 
of thought than the Confucian discourse on benevolent government, a 
similar conclusion had been reached. 

VILLAGE REGULATIONS AND OSTRACISM 

Villages were small. From about the middle of the Tokugawa period, the 
average village had a little more than a square kilometer of land under 
cultivation, an annual rice production of four to five hundred koku, and 
a population of about four hundred people distributed among fewer than 
one hundred households." Each village had well-defined boundaries, 



"HONORABLE PEASANTS" ANO PROTEST 219 

and there was no ambiguity about which village a household belonged 
to. Even if they were not all on intimate terms, the villagers must have 
been at least nodding acquaintances. In most cases, in addition to the 
village proper, there were village-owned wild fields and forested hills 
available for common use. In order to avoid what has been called "the 
tragedy of the commons"12-the overuse of common lands by individu
als or families to the detriment of the community as a whole-appro
priate guidelines for communal use were developed as an important 
part of the village regulations or village law (mura okite, mura hatto). In 
addition, mutual-responsibility groups called goningumi (lit., five-man 
groups) were established, made up of units of five neighboring house
holds. The signatures and seals of the members were recorded in an offi
cial register of the goningumi, which also included a formal preamble 
sometimes running to tens of clauses noting procedures for determining 
responsibility for the annual rice tax, or prescribing desirable behavior 
and outlawing gambling and buying of prostitutes. 13 These were periodi
cally read aloud by the members of the goningumi and were also used as 
primers for teaching children to read and write. 

Samurai rarely set foot in the villages, except for those located along 
a major highway or thoroughfare. The warrior class was, as Ogyu Sarai 
lamented, the eternal absentee landlord. How then were village laws and 
regulations enforced, and violations dealt with? Did no one ever steal 
from a neighbor's field or abuse his water rights? Were no households lax 
in contributing their labor to maintain the village roads and irrigation 
systems? Of course such things did happen and were handled under a 
system of mutual responsibility. No household could easily pick up and 
move to another village. It was accepted as a matter of course that one 
would inherit the household from one's ancestors and pass it on to later 
generations in the same village. No one wanted to be overly critical of his 
neighbors; no one could behave without considering what his neighbors 
might think. The significant psychological pressure generated by mutual 
surveillance and constraint suppressed overt conflict and promoted a 
peaceful "internal resolution." 

Unspoken sanctions could be applied. A farmer might awake to find 
a single large stone placed in his entryway as a warning. At the time of a 
village shrine festival, the omikoshi (the portable shrine housing the local 
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tutelary deity, which was paraded through the village on the backs of the 
male residents in what was commonly a boisterous celebration) might ram
page into the house of an offending family. In extreme cases, the village as 
a whole might cut off relations with a household, making life in the com
munity almost impossible. This practice was called hachibu, or ostracism. 
Admission of guilt, an apology, and financial or other material restitution 
to the village were sometimes required for a household to regain its stand
ing. At least one village instituted very strict regulations on theft: 

The prohibition of banditry and criminal gangs and cliques scarcely 

need mentioning, but in addition, discovery of theft of any crop or 

other item, no matter how small, from paddy, dry field, or pasture land, 

shall result in immediate expulsion from the village. 14 

What was to be done when the village officials themselves were self
indulgent or corrupt? Suspicions of unfairness in allocating responsibility 
for the rice tax or of illicit use of village funds were bound to arise occa
sionally. And in some cases, this could develop into full-fledged disputes 
between villagers and their officials. As a result, beginning in the eigh
teenth century, some villages selected hyakushodai, a sort of ombudsman 
for the peasants. 15 

The villages were, in some respects, like miniature republics. They 
were certainly self-governing, according to a system of relatively detailed 
internal regulations. They were not, however, independent and autono
mous-the "honorable peasants" were bound into the murauke, the system 
of mutual responsibility and accountability to their overlords. 

PETITIONS AND LAWSUITS 

If the peasants were no more than a tool for extraction of the rice tax, then 
conversely "as long as the peasants diligently work their fields they have 
no other duty to the lord."16 In other words, the peasants were largely left 
alone as long as they cultivated their fields and paid the required taxes each 
year. The headman of the village of Higashi Zen'yoji in Maebashi wrote, 

If one thoroughly ponders the family occupation of the peasantry, then 

really there is no easier lot on earth than that of the farm household . .. 
Tt f.,rm f".lmlliPc f"'-:tn clmnlu ct'.JHP ryff n()\/Prh, tl,p TP(;:t nf thPir PYi<.tPnrP 
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is one of liberty in almost every respect. This is particularly true of the 

ordinary peasants. For one thing, there are almost no distinctions of 

rank among them, and thus they need not bow their heads before any 

man, with the exception, perhaps, of the village officials. Even so, they 

only have to appear before the headman to pay the rice tax and other 

levies once a year; as long as they take care of all of these payments 

promptly and in amounts equivalent to those of the other villagers, they 

can go the rest of the year without ever having to visit the village offices 

... You might say that a farmer could get along pretty well without 

having anything to do with anyone else in the village. He can make a 

living without any problem just by going to his field-and aside from a 

peasant no one has the luxury of saying whatever he likes in the privacy 

of his own home. 17 
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Since they were essentially self-sufficient with regard to food, the 
peasantry had little to fear as long as they made sure to pay their taxes. In 
fact, they probably had fewer occasions to abase themselves before higher 
authority than a typical low-ranking samurai. Nor did the peasants always 
obsequiously submit to the demands of the local lords. A retired samurai 
noted sardonically: 

When they appear at the magistrate's office or other places of official 

business, they intentionally don tattered clothing so as to look as miser

able as possible and comport themselves as ignorant men of the soil, 

bemoaning their countless difficulties. When they think the argument is 

on their side they are extremely stubborn; if it seems to be going against 

them, they pretend to be stupid bumpkins ... From the perspective of 

base people of such low cunning as these, their honest and straightfor

ward betters must seem extremely stupid and easy to deceive. 18 

Villagers had a variety of means for petitioning, resisting, or even mak
ing demands upon their lords. In the case of disputes between neighboring 
villages-over borders; rights to mountain, forest, or uncultivated land; 
fishing rights; and so on-the village that believed itself to have the best 
claim would petition the lord for mediation. If this did not settle the mat
ter, formal civil proceedings could result (a kufi, or "public case," in the 
language of the times). Villages, like present-day juridical persons, could 
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in another domain, juridical authority was vested in the shogunate in Edo 
rather than in either of the two daimyo. Peasants could thus find themselves 
presenting their case in the shogun's capital. And since the resolution of 
civil disputes by force of arms was strictly prohibited, the shogunate could 
not very well abdicate its responsibility to try such cases. The retired samu
rai of our previous quotation continues his lament: 

In the domains of the Kant6 region, especially those closest to Edo, 

the peasants have gotten quite comfortable with initiating lawsuits; hav

ing become familiar with Edo, they do not fear the magistrates' office 

and are able to see through the officials. They've developed the habit of 

wanting to go to Edo at the drop of a hat; the slightest matter becomes 

an immediate pretext for taking their case to Edo. 

Especially from the mid-Tokugawa period onward, peasants traded 
extensively with merchants, selling silk, cotton, or rapeseed, for example, 
or buying fertilizer and other necessities. If the merchants happened to 
have been granted certain monopolistic rights (kabu) by the authorities, 
this could work to the disadvantage of the peasants, who upon occasion 
would band into leagues of affected villages to lodge petitions. In 1823, a 
total of 1,007 villages in the provinces of Settsu and Kawachi in western 
Japan joined together to petition for a suspension of trade on the part of 
cotton wholesalers. Petition campaigns on this scale, involving many vil
lages, came to be called kokuso (province-wide petitions; the term appears 
to have been coined no later than the Tenpo era, 1830- 44). Depending 
on how one counts, there are documented examples of as many as ninety 
such campaigns.19 Japan's early modern peasants, without the aid of email 
or computers, had sufficiently sophisticated social networking skills to 
engineer such protests. 

"FORCEFUL APPEALS" AND UPRISINGS 

As long as they were directed at other villages or at townsmen and mer
chants, civil suits and even large-scale petition campaigns were legal 
means for redressing grievances. Problems began to arise when peasants 
were dissatisfied with the dictates of the lord. For example, what recourse 
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did a village have when confronted with a major increase in the annual 
rice tax due to domanial financial circumstances? 

The first step was to appeal to the ruler concerning the distress of the vil
lage and plead for his "compassion and mercy." Since this was not couched 
as an ideologically threatening demand for "benevolent government" (jin
sei) based on Confucian principles, it might be regarded by the authorities 
as not entirely without merit. But what if this approach was not accepted? If 
the peasants did not want to give up and go home, the next step was what 
were called "forceful appeals" (goso). These were a serious crime. 

Article 28 of the Kujikata Osadamegaki (the most important criminal 
code of the time, compiled by the shogunate in 1741) established "punish
ments for peasants involved in forceful appeals (goso) to the lord of the 
land, the formation of unlawful assemblies (toto), or mass absconding from 
the land (chosan)" that included the death penalty for ringleaders, confis
cation of fields and banishment for the village headman and other officials, 
and fines based on the assessed productivity of the village for the ordinary 
peasants. According to a public announcement posted by the shogunate 
in 1770, "The gathering together of large groups of peasants for illicit pur
poses, whatever the reason, is called unlawful assembly (toto); forming an 
unlawful assembly with the intent of forcibly presenting a petition is called 
forceful appeal (goso); forming agreements among village residents to flee 
the village is called absconding (chosan)."20 

In short, it was not only illegal to abandon cultivation en masse, but 
it was also a crime to put out a call for villagers to meet, to form a protest 
march, or to collectively present a petition at the gate of a government 
office. In present-day democracies, these types of assembly and protest are 
quite mundane political activities. Apparently they also occurred peace
fully in Qing China from time to time. 21 But in a realm dominated by 
the power and prestige of the shogun, any type of activity that suggested a 
lack of fear and respect for authority struck at the very foundations of rule. 
Peasants who embarked upon unlawful assembly and forceful appeal 
knew that they had left ordinary life behind. 

Typically, the process would be initiated by a small group from one 
or more villages, meeting for secret discussions. 22 On some occasions, the 
representatives might draft and sign a written oath of solidarity, and perhaps 
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all drink from the same cup of water in a brief ritual before a shrine. From 
medieval times, this ichimi jinzui (holy water compact) had been the sacred 
oath of peasant uprisings. 23 It lent the proceedings a certain spiritual force 
and gravitas. As one Tokugawa-period observer pointed out, 

Ikki was originally a positive term used by groups to refer to themselves; 

it was not a term of opprobrium applied by others. To use the word ikki 
to refer to an uprising of peasants who make a forceful appeal to their 

domanial lord and do violence against property, as has become com

mon in later times, is completely mistaken. 24 

Next, an anonymous appeal for assembly would be distributed or 
posted in the villages. Frequently it would include threats to demolish 
the houses of any villages or villagers who failed to participate. Being pro
tected by the excuse that they had been forced into participation no doubt 
made it easier to join the protest. In other words, though the core of the 
protest were people known to one another as individuals, the vast majority 
of participants were ordinary villagers who were responding en masse to 
an appeal from an unknown source. The communal nature of participa
tion made individual refusal difficult. 

The place of assembly was usually a local riverbank, temple, or 
shrine. Participants typically dressed in broad-brimmed bamboo hats and 
straw raincoats and carried farm tools such as sickles, hoes, staves, and 
pruning hooks. None of this was armament-they were underlining their 
appeal by appearing in typical peasant garb. They blew on conch-shell 
trumpets and struck handbells. Temple bells would be rung and a war cry 
chanted. Flags and banners with the names of the villages emblazoned 
on them were flown, and at night pine torches blazed. The participants 
might number in the hundreds, the thousands, or sometimes even the 
tens of thousands. Unused to congregating in such large numbers, the 
villagers must have experienced an excitement similar to that of partici
pating in a major festival. They would march to the castle, or perhaps 
demolish the homes and storehouses of wealthy merchants and others 
who had inspired their resentment. Violence against persons was rare, as 
was robbery or looting. 

Eventually, the lord would send out official representatives and a 
type of collective bargaining would commence. In many cases, peasant 
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demands would be accepted. Contemporary accounts suggest that lords 
were extremely sensitive to "how this [i.e., an uprising] will sound in 
other domains and fiefs" or "how this will sound in neighboring domains 
and be dealt with when word reaches Edo,"25 and were thus eager to 
resolve matters as expeditiously as possible. The outbreak of such dis
turbances of the Pax Tokugawa was a blot on the escutcheon of any 
lord. Few daimyo were actually punished for this reason, but Motoori 
Norinaga (see chapter 13) expressed the common wisdom of his time 
when he wrote that forceful appeals and violence against property were 
"extremely undesirable, for if the people below do not fear those above, 
this is the root of disorder; before all else, there can be no greater embar
rassment to the lord of a domain."26 

When resolution was reached the peasants would disperse and return 
to their villages. There would be an investigation, accompanied by inter
rogations and torture. Ringleaders would be arrested and subjected to harsh 
punishment. There would be no further protest in response, but eventually 
these leaders might be worshipped as righteous men and guardians of the 
people and their stories passed on for generations to come.27 

"Forceful appeals" were not revolts. Frequently they did not even 
involve rioting. Their participants may have pledged solidarity as an ikki, 
but they were not armed rebellions like the lkko ikki of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries or the Shimabara Rebellion of 1637-38. Nor were they 
united by heretical religious ideologies like the peasant revolts in Europe 
or Ming and Qing China. They do not seem to have been inspired either 
by millenarian hopes or eschatological dread, although some elements of 
this might be seen in the yonaoshi ("world renewal") riots toward the end 
of the Tokugawa period. Examples of appeals by villages for incorpora
tion into a different domain exist, but none of outright refusal to pay the 
rice tax itself. Rather than being protests against the sociopolitical order, 
these were essentially pragmatic political pressure movements by groups 
of disgruntled taxpayers. 

As the peasants saw it, they were simply distressed by the harsh extrac
tive policies of their local rulers and felt forced into taking direct action in 
order to elicit some alleviation of their desperate situation. Sozaemon, a 
village headman interrogated as one of the ringleaders of a 1747 "forceful 
appeal" in Kaminoyama in Dewa province in northern Japan, was no doubt 
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representative of the feelings of many when he delivered the following 
speech with tears in his eyes: 

People such as myself or Taroemon and his son are so unworthy that 

no matter how much we might try we would ordinarily never be able 

to call together an assembly of more than three thousand people. But 

the content of this petition circulated in secret and was very much in 

accord with the hearts and minds of the people of the villages, so that 

suddenly one day everyone found themselves of the same mind and 

joined together, as I beg your honor to please understand.28 

Many peasant petitions asked for alleviation of the burden imposed by 
recent increases in the rice tax or new imposts of various kinds, and for a 
return to "the ancient laws." In other words, they claimed the problem lay 
with the authorities who had instituted "new laws" and not with the peas
ants themselves. Generally speaking, long-established custom carries with 
it a certain automatic legitimacy, particularly in matters bearing directly 
on life and livelihood. Violations of traditional ways of doing things are 
perceived as betrayals of tacit agreements. In a world in which anything 
new was regarded with some degree of suspicion, resistance to "new laws" 
was not in itself outrageous. Moreover, the peasants rarely directed their 
anger and discontent at the lord himself; "evil retainers" (often newly risen 
and ambitious men) became the objects of their antipathy- and in point of 
fact, attempts at domanial or shogunal reform were typically spearheaded 
by precisely such officials. Attacking them could function as a strategy for 
making concessions on the part of the ruler somewhat easier. 

The principal rationale underlying peasant demands was that without 
relief they could not survive. The language of their petitions inevitably 
stressed this, and pointed out that if they were unable to sustain their live
lihood, they would not be able to pay taxes, and the lord would suffer 
as well. Their position as a "tool for the extraction of the rice tax" was 
double-edged: 

Since the commencement of the recent reforms, those on high have 

incurred damage, while those below have suffered. Poverty has spread 

throughout the domain, in some cases bordering on starvation ... The 
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reforms of the two abovementioned gentlemen have ignored the disad

vantage to the lord and the distress of those below, and have brought 

about the present situation with their unreasonable and brutal exactions. 29 

Rather than simply dropping dead one after the other like this, we 

should waste no time in deciding to make a forceful appeal: first, for 

the sake of our domain, and second, for the sake of our lord. 30 

Such petitions almost always concluded with pleas for the compassion 
and mercy of the lord, couched in highly deferential language. To repeat, 
this was not a demand for benevolent government based on the precepts 
of Confucianism. It was a display of abject deference before the authority 
of the lord, a plea for compassion and mercy as virtues of the powerful. 

Hence we see that even though protests took the form of unlawful 
assembly and forceful appeals, their demands were often met because 
their phrasing conformed to the convention of the humble and obedient 
"honorable peasants." By the same token, participants submitted with pas
sive resignation to the punishment meted out to their leaders. The villag
ers bowed to this reassertion of the authority of their lord and master, and 
quietly returned to their daily lives. 

In this sense, we might say that the consciousness underlying such pro
tests was fundamentally conservative. But their effect was not. Even though 
over the course of the Tokugawa period the total productive yield of land 
under cultivation increased significantly, stubborn resistance on the part of 
the peasantry made increases in the rice tax difficult, and authorities were 
unsuccessful in seizing the surplus. 31 As the relative portion of production 
appropriated by the lords declined, the market economy developed apace. 
As a result the majority of daimyo suffered under a burden of massive debt 
and angered their retainers by constantly whittling away at their stipends. 

The deferential but obdurate resistance of the peasantry was working 
to erode the Tokugawa polity from within. 





Chapter Thirteen 

A PECULIARLY "PURE HEART": 

THE THOUGHT OF MOTOORI NORINAGA 

KEICHU 

B efore considering the thought of classical scholar and nativist Motoori 
Norinaga (1730-1801), let us look briefly at two figures who strongly 

influenced his thinking, Keichu and Kamo no Mabuchi. 
Norinaga himself cited Keichu as the founding father of his studies.1 

Elsewhere he wrote that "inspired by [Keichu's] theories of poetic lan
guage, I swiftly realized that in thinking about the meaning of the past 
of our imperial land, what was being preached by those the world calls 
Shintoists was completely and utterly mistaken," and that he therefore 
aspired to understand the true state of things in antiquity. 2 

Keichu (1640-1701) was a Buddhist monk. Serving as the abbot of 
a temple in Osaka from around the age of thirty-nine, he nevertheless 
found time to pursue an interest in ancient literature. Commissioned by 
daimyo Tokugawa Mitsukuni, he embarked on a systematic study of the 
Man'yoshu, the earliest extant collection of Japanese poetry, completing 
a twenty-volume exegesis entitled Man'yo daishoki in 1690. In addition 
to commentaries on other works of classical Japanese literature such as 
the Kokinshu and Ise monogatari, and on the poetry in the early historical 
chronicles Nihon shoki and Kojiki, he produced a major work on the histori
cal usage of the Japanese kana syllabaries, Waji shoransho (1695). Keichu's 
approach to kana, which rejected the model for orthography and usage by 
Fujiwara no Sadaie (1162-1241) that had prevailed since medieval times, 
was adopted by Motoori Norinaga and became the standard for usage from 
the Meiji period until the language reform after World War IL 
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In his study of the classics, Keichu took a methodical approach, deter
mining the intended meaning by assembling a broad range of examples for 
comparison. "Citing the ancient texts as evidence is a selfless matter," he 
believed,3 and Norinaga inherited this dedication to objective and empirical 
scholarship. Keichu also believed that each era should be understood on its 
own terms, writing for example in Man'yo daishoki, "When we look at this 
anthology, we should enter the minds of the people of antiquity, forgetting 
the mind of the present." Elsewhere he elaborated, "We should not judge 
the past in terms of things we have come to find unpleasant in later times, 
nor should we take the past as model for the present ... We should simply 
allow things to be what they are."4 Contemporary standards should not 
be applied to the past, nor should the past have normative value for the 
present. Ogyu Sarai also believed that one should reject approaching the 
past with the consciousness of the present day, but, contrary to Keichu, 
he thought that the past should serve as the model for the present. In this 
sense, Keichu was much more of a historicist than Sarai. 

Yet even Keichu's historicism had its limits, as we can see in his state
ment "Poetry is interesting because it embodies evanescent feelings. Love 
oflogical argument detracts from emotion."5 A similar prejudice is revealed 
in his remarks on the famous death poem by the Heian court poet Ariwara 
no Narihira (825-880): 

Long ago I heard 

That this is the road we must all 

Travel in the end, 

But I never thought it might 

Be yesterday or today.6 

Keichu comments as follows: 

This poem is sincere and is also good for teaching people. Poems written 

by people of later generations as they approach death all sound preten

tious or else make it seem as though they have reached some sort of 

enlightenment. This is insincere, and in fact, quite repellent. Jests and 

rhetoric may be appropriate for ordinary times, but at crucial moments 

we should return to our true heart. Narihira's poem reveals the sincerity 

of his life; those of later generations expose their lifetime of lies.7 
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Although Keicho. is sympathetic to Narihira's sentiments, he does not 
even attempt to appreciate the feelings of "later generations" when they 
write "pretentious" death poems. If he were truly consistent in understand
ing all ages on their own terms, then he should be able to appreciate even 
human foibles such as imitative posturing and empty display. But Keicho. 
makes a hard and fast distinction between the "true heart" and "lies." 
Moreover, his distaste for "logical argument" constitutes a denial of the 
normative view of human life prescribed by Confucianism, particularly the 
Zhu Xi school; if anything, he considers sincerity of heart to lie beyond its 
confines. Norinaga lauded these ideas of Keicho.'s and inherited his basic 
stance, writing that 'The monk Keicho. teaches the truth to the people of 
this world, while the Shintoists and scholars of poetics teach lies."8 This 
was a direct challenge to the very foundations of Confucianism, suggest
ing that "principle" was not, as Confucians argued, the defining core of 
human nature, but merely empty artifice. 

KAMO NO MABUCHI 

Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769) was born into the family of a Shinto priest 
in the province of Totomi (now part of Shizuoka prefecture). When he 
was in his twenties he was adopted into a wealthy innkeeper's family in 
the town of Hamamatsu, where he began to write poetry and study the 
Confucian classics with a disciple of Dazai Shundai. These were the cul
tivated interests of an affluent townsman, but in his case a genuine passion 
for learning propelled him to Kyoto and deeper literary studies. In 1737 he 
moved to Edo, and in 1746 he became tutor in the classics to the daimyo 
Tayasu Munetake (1716-71), a younger brother of the current shogun, 
Tokugawa Ieshige. From about this time he began to use the pen name of 
Mabuchi, with its suggestion of the people of antiquity. He remained in 
service to Tayasu until 1760, when he retired to concentrate on his writ
ing, eventually passing away at the age of seventy-three. 

In Niimanabi (New Learning), Mabuchi outlines his methods for study 
of ancient Japan: 

First, study the poetry of antiquity and learn to compose poems in the 

ancient style; then study ancient prose and learn how to write in the 
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ancient manner. Then read the Ko;iki thoroughly, followed by the Nihon 
shoki; after that read the Shoku Nihongi and chronicles of later eras, 

and look into the books of court ritual and etiquette and various col

lections of records. Reading texts that are written in the kana syllabary, 

discover the remnants of ancient words and phrases. Pay attention to the 

details of ancient musical instruments, clothing, utensils, and so on; you 

will come to know about these and a myriad other matters by reading 

and pondering the ancient chronicles mentioned above. After you have 

exhaustively studied the past of the imperial court in this fashion, you 

may then begin to inquire into the age of the gods and try to know the 

Way of the divine emperors of antiquity, who ruled their eras in harmony 

with heaven and earth. 

Mabuchi had studied with a second-generation disciple of Ogyu 
Sorai and was also acquainted with Sorai's disciple Hattori Nankaku 
(1683-1759). Clearly, he was applying the methodology of the Sorai 
school to the study of ancient Japan. But what was this "Way of the divine 
emperors of antiquity"? In Kokuiko (Reflections on the Meaning of Our 
Country), Mabuchi begins by dexterously turning the arguments of Sorai 
and Nankaku into a critique of the Confucian tradition. 

For example, he agrees with the two that the Confucian Way was a 
human creation. That rites and music were the creation of the sages was 
a concept common to all schools of Confucianism, but conceiving of the 
Way itself as an invention of the sages was a core teaching of the Sorai 
school. Mabuchi seizes upon it to sneer at Confucianism in general, saying 
that what is made by the human mind is full of error. In Mabuchi's view, 
China, the fountainhead of Confucianism, had not been well governed 
for many generations. Taking a swipe at the Qing dynasty, founded by the 
Manchus, Mabuchi writes, 

When a person oflowly origin would emerge, kill the ruler, and declare 

himself ruler, all the people of the land would bow their heads and follow 

him. On top of that, while they despised the countries that surrounded 

them and called them barbarian, when a person oflowly origin emerged 

from one of these countries and became ruler of China, everyone would 

bow down and obey him.9 
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By contrast, in Japan a person of lowly origin had never become 
emperor, nor had the country ever been conquered by barbarians. In short, 
again and again it was the Confucian Way itself that brought disorder to 
China. (It is certainly true that for Japanese Confucian scholars, the rule 
of China by the Qing was problematic.) 

What was it that made Japan so different from China? Why had 
there been no toppling of the imperial dynasty? Why did the country 
remain peaceful and well-ordered? It must be that the Japanese people 
are innately superior. (We have previously seen Hattori Nankaku make 
this argument in chapter 10.) 

China, though, is a wicked country, so even with deep teachings, 

although things may appear good on the surface, in the end people 

commit heinous acts and bring disorder to the world. This country [i.e., 

Japan] being originally a country of straightforward people, the limited 

teachings they received were upheld, and people acted in accordance 

with Heaven and Earth. Everything thus went well without teachings. 10 

Just as a good deal of anti-Western ideology in modern Japan was mod
eled on certain elements in Western thought, this anti-Chinese rhetoric 
was fueled by the importation of anti-Confucian teachings from China, 
notably those of the Daoists. Mabuchi, like Laozi, sees most of the disorder 
in human existence as arising from half-baked "intelligence." 

If there were only one or two intelligent people in the world, things would 

likely be fine, but when everyone is intelligent, people attack each other 

over every little thing, and in the end their intelligence is useless. 11 

Unlike Laozi, however, Mabuchi sees the depths of antiquity not 
merely as a time of peace, but of purity and beauty. His is an aesthetic 
vision. In contrast to the "straightforward heart" (naoki kokoro), logical 
argumentation and hypocritical displays of goodness are tainted and 
ugly. Why does a straightforward heart produce a well-ordered world? 

When the heart is straightforward, everything is simple, and when things 

are simple, the heart does not become entangled. When people are 

straightforward, occasionally there are those who do bad things or want 
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to seize power, but because these desires arise out of a straightforward 
heart, they are not concealed. Because they are not concealed, they are 
quickly stamped out and do not result in any serious disturbance. 12 

In other words, not even bad men are devious; they are forthrightly 
and transparently bad. Because of this, no great upheavals can occur. A 
certain amount of force may be necessary, however, to deal with such 
essentially innocent miscreants: "Being straightforward, the true Way of 
the warrior (bu no michi) is not lackadaisical or selfish, so it allows one to 
govern both house and realm effortlessly."13 

Since the age of the gods the ancient Way of the imperial land has been 
to present a martial front while maintaining harmony within. Without 
quibbling over details or trying to force the people into goodness, it has 
ruled them naturally in accordance with heaven and earth.14 

Mabuchi gives us the portrait of a beautiful land of Japan, straightforward 
in its emotions and forthr ight in its violence. 

With the introduction of Confucianism, Buddhism, and other for
eign modes of thought, however, the present world had become infe
rior to this beautiful past. Was a return to antiquity possible? Mabuchi's 
answer: "Should a ruler emerge who valued the past and wished for the 
world to be straightforward, then all the world would become straight
forward within the space of ten or twenty years ."15 

Norinaga met Kamo no Mabuchi face-to-face on only a single occa
sion, but corresponded with him for many years thereafter. Until the end 
of his own life, he called Mabuchi his teacher. 

MOTOORI NORINAGA: LIFE AND WORK 

The man who came to be known as Motoori Norinaga was born in 1730 
to a merchant family in the town of Matsusaka, Ise province (present
day Mie prefecture). Matsusaka was the hometown of many merchants 
known throughout the country, and his family traded in cotton textiles, 
with a store in Edo. From childhood Norinaga enjoyed the literary and 
artistic pursuits appropriate to wealthy townsmen, and after the deaths of 
his father and his elder brother, he inherited the family business in 1751 at 
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the age of twenty-two. It was clear, however, that he was not cut out to be 
a businessman, and so it was decided that he should become a physician. 
He set out the following year to study medicine in Kyoto. 

As a knowledge of classical Chinese was essential to becoming 
a doctor of Chinese medicine, Norinaga also began studying with the 
Confucian scholar Hori Keizan (1688-1757). Keizan was heavily influ
enced by the Sorai school, and he admired Keicho. and his writings suf
ficiently to have hand-copied the text of Man'yo daishoki . During the 
course of his studies Norinaga abandoned the shaved forehead of the 
townsmen for the topknotted but unshaven sohatsu style favored by schol
ars and physicians, while adopting the name Shun'an for his work as a 
doctor. Around the same time he also began to use the ancestral surname 
Motoori, and changed his personal name to Norinaga. Motoori Norinaga: 
this was not at all the name of an Ise merchant. He had changed his 
name-and persona-into something more appropriate to a member of 
the nobility, or perhaps a Shinto priest. 

In 1757, he returned to Matsusaka to begin life as the town doctor 
Shun'an. In the time he had free from his practice, he wrote poetry and 
conducted research into classical literature and the ancient chronicles. (It 
was in this guise that he used the name Motoori Norinaga.) This life of 
hard work and study produced a spate of published books, chief among 
them Kojiki den-his exhaustive commentary on the Kojiki, the most 
ancient of the Japanese chronicles-written in a strange admixture of 
meticulous empirical analysis and dogmatic judgments. He also lectured 
at his residence to a steadily growing number of students (as a social type, 
he fit the mold of the "Confucian doctor"). 

In later years, the ranks of his followers swelled precipitously, with 
his student roster listing a total of 487 disciples throughout Japan, from 
Matsumae in today's Hokkaido in the north to the southern island of 
Kyushu. In 1792 he was invited by the Tokugawa branch house ruling 
the domain of Kii, in which Matsusaka was located, to lecture before the 
daimyo in the castle town of Wakayama, and was awarded an official sti
pend. In 1801 he and his disciples made a triumphal entry into the city of 
Kyoto, where he delivered a series oflectures to the court nobility. He died 
that year, at the age of seventy-two. He had the best life that any scholar of 
the day, risen from the class of townsmen, could possibly hope for. 
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His influence was vast-with a correspondingly large backlash. A 
scholar in the service of the Owari branch of the Tokugawa house, Hitomi 
Yaemon (also Kiyo.; 1729-97), once opposed a plan by one of his colleagues, 
a disciple of Norinaga's, to present the daimyo with a copy of Kojiki den . In 
the end Hitomi acquiesced only on the condition that he be permitted to 
preface it with the following message: 

While the analysis of ancient meanings in this text is meticulous, putting 

too much faith in its ideas will do great harm to your conduct of govern

ment. Hence you are humbly advised to read it with that in mind. 16 

After Norinaga's death, the shogunate's official chief Confucian scholar, 
Hayashi Jussai (1768-1841), commented, "I am told that recently the scholar 
of Japanese studies Shun'an ... died in a timely fashion . Had he not, it 
would likely have been a major problem."17 Jussai's relief notwithstanding, 
an observer toward the end of the Tokugawa period noted, "In recent years 
it is the school of Motoori that appears to be sweeping throughout the 
realm."18 What was so dangerous about the thought of this mild-mannered, 
somewhat pretentious scholar? 

THE STUDY OF POETRY 

In Uiyamabumi (First Steps into the Mountains), his guidebook for begin
ning students, Norinaga wrote that everyone should engage in the study of 
poetry, composing their own poems and assiduously reading the ancient 
narrative tales. This was the way to come to recognize elegance of style and 
develop a deep sensitivity toward the things of this world (mono no aware) 
necessary prerequisites for becoming people with true heart. This was the 
path as well to the ancient Way. While his instructions resemble Mabuchi's 
approach, Norinaga did not restrict his interest to the works of greatest 
antiquity. In order to embody the Way, one should also read the nature and 
love poems oflater anthologies such as the Kokinshil (early tenth century) 
and Shin Kokinshil (early thirteenth century), and even Genji monogatari 
(Tale of Genji), that eleventh-century tale of the "shining prince" who had 
an illicit affair with the consort of his father the emperor, a liaison that 
produced a child who eventually became emperor himself. 



A PECULIARLY "PURE HEART": THE THOUGHT OF MOTOORI NORINAGA 237 

For Norinaga, the fleeting and ephemeral emotions expressed in 
Japanese poetry and narrative literature embodied the unguarded human 
heart and mind. "No matter how intellectual people in general may be, 
if we inquire into the depths of their hearts, they are not much differ
ent from women and children. They all have a great deal of the frag
ile and womanly in them."19 Conversely, the Confucian style of logical 
argumentation and strict normative judgments regarding good and evil 
was for him hypocritical and distasteful (his antipathies were similar to 
Mabuchi's, though his understanding of the nature of the straightforward 
human heart was somewhat different). When speaking of "people in gen
eral" Norinaga clearly only means men; in effect he is saying that it is 
women and children who are the more truly human. Europeans as well 
have long made (and still make) similar dualistic distinctions between 
men and women, artifice and nature, reason and the emotions. However 
Norinaga does not develop this line of thinking into a discourse on gen
der. Rather, he turns it into a comparative analysis of Japan and China. 

Our honored land is the land of Amaterasu Omikami [the sun god

dess] and thus superior to all other countries. As it is such a marvelously 

blessed land, the hearts of its people and their actions and words were 

once simply forthright and elegant. All under heaven was once ruled 

peaceably and without incident, unaccompanied by the sort of turmoil 

and difficulties experienced by other countries.20 

So it follows that studying poetry and appreciating elegance and 
mono no aware are paths to comprehending the innately superior char
acteristics of the "honored land" of Japan. The importance of mono no 

aware was frequently expressed by Norinaga's contemporaries. 21 

For a youth in his prime to claim that he must stick to his books or stray 

from the teachings of the sages is not only incredibly boorish, but shows 

great poverty of heart, ignorance of mono no aware, and lack of refinement. 22 

Even a figure cast of iron or a thing made of clay might have been 

moved to pity, but being of barbaric heart with no awareness of mono 

no aware, Ganpei paid no heed to the wailing. 23 
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Though love never goes the way one wants, through it even the most 

uncouth person may come to know mono no aware and have his heart 

be gentled. 24 

Norinaga's focus on elegance gained persuasive power through its unspo
ken association with the vernacular literature of his time. 

However, Norinaga stressed that the only way to compose truly excel
lent poetry was to master the poetic language of the past and transmute 
one's heart through experience of the elegant sentiments of the ancients. 
"The sensibility of the poet must become one with the sensibility of the 
personages in this narrative [Tale of Genji]."25 One must steep oneself in 
classical literature and effect an internal transformation into characters such 
as Prince Genji and Lady Murasaki. (Odd as this may sound, it is really just 
an extension of the thinking of Ogyo. Sorai and Kamo no Mabuchi. As a 
poetic methodology it can be considered a variety of pseudo-classicism.) 
If the method is pursued with sufficient rigor, one will come to see the 
flowering mountain cherries not with the eyes of one's vulgar contempo
raries, but with the sensitivity to the pathos of things (aware) felt by the 
people of antiquity-and will then become able to compose poetry equal to 
theirs. Through the power oflearning, one achieves a degree of separation 
from the present world, drawing an elegant veil over it. 

We see no joy here in individual expression, and much to satisfy 
the snob. But perhaps we can also glimpse something in common with 
the passion for analogy and disguise in the popular culture of the day, 
from literature to woodblock prints and the theater: a form of escapism 
from stifling times. 

THE ANCIENT WAY 

Transmission of the Ancient Way from Past Ages 
For Norinaga, the "ancient Way" signified "the great and honorable cus
toms of our august land" before they were polluted by the importation of 
teachings from the Asian continent. The Way comprised the entirety of the 
mentality, speech, and actions of the people of high antiquity- the age of 
the gods and the first legendary emperors of Japan. This is both the "Way 
of mankind" and the way in which the emperors ruled the realm. 26 It is the 
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model for the entire human race: "Extending over Heaven and Earth, the 
true Way is the same in every single country, but it has been transmitted 
correctly in our Imperial Land alone. In other countries, its transmission 
was already lost in ancient times."27 Norinaga believed the age of the gods 
and legendary emperors to be a reality that could be re-created through 
meticulous reading and interpretation of ancient chronicles such as the 
Kojiki. It was an expression of the essential nature not only of the "august 
land" of Japan, but of all mankind. 

Norinaga does not claim that every word in the Kojiki represents 
unmediated truth. But he does believe it to be a highly reliable source, 
which he supplements by reference to other (though in his estimation, less 
reliable) sources such as the chronicle Nihon shoki, the poetry anthology 
Man'yoshil, and the historical compilation Koga shili. Using all the biblio
graphic resources at his command, he attempts to re-create the reality that 
he was convinced existed in that distant past. In this sense, Norinaga was 
not, as often thought, a philologist or hermeneutician. He was a historian. 
He frequently remarked that "without sources we can know little";28 as a 
good historian, he believed one could say nothing without proper docu
mentary evidence. On the other hand, in Kamiya no masagoto (The True 
Language of the Age of the Gods) he integrated texts of the two principal 
chronicles, Kojiki and Nihon shoki, with "items missing from these two clas
sics that may be found in other ancient writings." And from time to time 
he would correct the wording of the Kojiki to accord with how he thought 
it should read. These are not things a philologist would do. 29 

Admittedly, Norinaga was a somewhat eccentric historian as well. 
The historical "reality" he documented included the deities Izanagi no 
mikoto and Izanami no mikoto producing the islands of Japan through 
sexual intercourse; the birth of the sun in the form of the sun goddess 
Amaterasu Omikami in Tsukushi no Himuka (associated with the prov
ince of Hyuga on the island of Kyushu); and the descent of her grandson, 
Ninigi no mikoto, from heaven to the Japanese islands, where her great
great-grandson would become the first emperor, Jinmu. For Norinaga, 
these were all established historical facts. 

We should not forget that in Tokugawa Japan many educated people 
still believed that foxes and raccoon dogs could bewitch human beings. 
Such animal possession could explain why sometimes individuals lost 
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their reason and behaved in strange ways. However, even Norinaga's 
contemporaries would have found his "historical facts" to be absurd. 
The aforementioned Hitomi Kiyo commented, "There is no ancient 
text that can compare to the Kojiki, but even so, it contains many things 
that are not to be believed . . . [Kojiki compiler] Yasumaro seems to 
have largely been a fool, and [his writings] display neither evidence nor 
logic."30 And Yamagata Banta (1748-1821) frankly admitted, "Everything 
that appears in the history books for the millennium since the age of the 
gods has basically been made up. So of course the age of the gods itself 
is even more like a dream."31 

Yet Norinaga, while clearly highly intelligent, saw things differently. 
The historical veracity of the Kojiki was based on what was, for him, unas
sailable evidence. First, the "entrustment" (kotoyosashi) by Amaterasu 
Omikami of the descendants of Ninigi no mikoto with eternal rule over 
the islands of Japan, as recorded in the Kojiki , had been realized. Unlike in 
China, with its successive dynasties, an unbroken line of emperors had ruled 
and continued to rule over Japan. And wasn't the mirror that Amaterasu 
Omikami had bestowed upon her grandson Ninigi no mikoto preserved 
in the Grand Shrine of Ise, and the sword Kusanagi of Yamatotakeru at 
Atsuta Shrine? Traces of the age of the gods continued to exist in the pres
ent world. Moreover, the tombs of generations of emperors from Jinmu 
to Norinaga's times were preserved in the domains of the Kinki region. 
Norinaga observed that practices from the age of the gods (probably mean
ing rituals such as the Daijosai) had been retained by the imperial court, 
and that families such as the Nakatomi, Inbe, and Otomo had retained 
hereditary positions at court from the age of the gods on down through 
the generations. Is this , he asked rhetorically, something that could have 
been created overnight?32 

Some might question whether the existence of these "traces" or 
"relics" of antiquity themselves might not have inspired the narratives 
explaining them, but Norinaga dismisses this argument, saying that if 
they had been fabricated by later generations the narratives would have 
been written to make more apparent sense, in the "Chinese manner" 
(karayo). Their very inscrutability is evidence of their authenticity. 33 

Norinaga also notes that the human mind and intellect are limited: 
"We conceive of everything with this mind of ours, deciding for ourselves 
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what makes sense and what does not. We think that what we have deemed 
reasonable establishes the ultimate boundary of possibility, and believe 
anything beyond it to be impossible."34 Is subjective speculation and doubt 
sufficient to deny historical sources? That is like the insects of summer 
questioning the existence of snow and ice. 

Doubts arise in part from the misconception that nothing in this world 
happens without reason, when, in fact, all things are strange and wondrous. 
From the operations of heaven and earth to the intimate workings of the 
human body itself, we are surrounded by mysteries of which we cease to 
be aware because we have become accustomed to them. 

The things that exist in the present world, precisely because they exist at 

present, are not thought strange; yet if one gives careful and considered 

thought, there is not a thing in this world that is not wondrous strange. 35 

Since the world is filled with unexplainable things, in Norinaga's view it 
is inconsistent to doubt the statements in the Kojiki alone. 

He finds additional reason for belief in the fact that certain passages in 
the Kojiki conflict with one another: "Some say the records are the fabrica
tion of later sovereigns, but who would fabricate such shallow, incredible 
sounding things?''36 In other words, the presence of internal contradictions 
is for him evidence the narrative has not been doctored. 

Others might criticize the claim that the ancient Way had only been 
correctly transmitted to these small islands amid all the myriad nations in 
the great world. They might point out that the sun and moon being born 
only in Japan would be difficult for people from other countries to accept, 
and that most countries have similar myths. Norinaga brushed such 
objections aside. Just because we might have ten different examples of 
calligraphy all claimed to be in the hand of the poet Fujiwara no Sadaie 
does not mean that all ten are fakes. 

Such doubts arise from the inability to distinguish for oneself between 

truth and falsehood. If we would but cleanse ourselves of the petty clev

erness of the Chinese mind and see things with pure and unstained 

eyes opened by ancient learning, then we would naturally come to 

understand that wondrous truth of our ancient oral transmissions from 

the age of the gods, just as we would never confuse the genuine article 

in our hands from the other nine sheets of fakes. 37 
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Scrutinized with pure and unstained eyes, the "precise eyes of ancient 
learning,"38 truth and falsehood would be clearly revealed. Norinaga would 
never take a disinterested stance acknowledging differing opinions regard
ing the truth. Methodical study would convince all of the truth of the 
Way, the universal Way. He was by no means a relativist believing that 
each country could take its own course. Forcefully attacking one of his 
opponents, he wrote, 

It would appear that you think Japanese people should believe in and 

live by the myths ofJapan, and people of other countries should believe 

in and live by the myths of their own lands; but if that is the case, then 

what they all believe is fiction, not fact ... If one truly believes in the 

teachings of our imperial land, then one should say that, the teachings 

of other lands being indisputably false, they should not be given the 

slightest attention, and all the nations of the world should believe in the 

teachings of our imperial land. 39 

Norinaga strongly rejects any notion that the people of each country 
are free to believe whatever they like. Truth is truth, right is right, and the 
entire human race should acknowledge it. 

Thus our country is the land where the Sun Goddess originated, and 

where her imperial line still reigns. It is the source and foundation of all 

countries, and all other countries should honor Japan and submit to it; 

this would be in accordance with the true Way.40 

While the foregoing arguments are not without logic, they would also 
lead most modern readers to question Norinaga's sanity. But the assess
ment that gradually prevailed among his contemporaries was that his 
ideas were fundamentally valid, even if his manner of articulating them 
was a bit extreme. The proimperial Mita school, deeply influenced by 
Norinaga, steadily gained adherents; the phrase "imperial land" (kokoku) 
that Norinaga used with such frequency spread rapidly into common par
lance. From the late Tokugawa period until 1945, it would be employed 
by people of almost every political persuasion. It was a term of national 
pride, an assertion of Japan's unique character as a nation ruled by an 
unbroken lineage of emperors since the farthest reaches of antiquity. 
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Then, with the Meiji Revolution of 1868, a new political order was 
created that once again centered on the emperor. The Constitution of the 
Empire of Japan (1889) stated that sovereignty resided with the emperor; 
it derived neither from the mandate of heaven nor from the will of the 
people. The Imperial Oath sworn in the sanctuary of the imperial palace 
at the time of the constitution's promulgation begins with these words: 

We, the Successor to the prosperous Throne of Our Predecessors, do 

humbly and solemnly swear to the Imperial Founder of Our House and 

to Our other Imperial Ancestors that, in pursuance of a great policy co

extensive with the Heavens and with the Earth, We shall maintain and 

secure from decline the ancient form of government.41 

The "great policy co-extensive with the Heavens and with the Earth" 
references the words of Amaterasu Omikami to her grandson Ninigi no 
mikoto (as recorded in the Nihon shoki) when she sent him clown from 
the High Plain of Heaven to rule the land that would later be known 
as Japan: "Go! and may prosperity attend thy dynasty, and may it, like 
Heaven and Earth, endure forever."42 This is the kotoyosashi, the oath 
with which Amaterasu entrusted Ninigi and his descendants with per
petual sovereignty over the realm. And until the middle of the twentieth 
century, forty years after Einstein's theory of relativity, political authority 
in the Japanese islands continued to formally derive its legitimacy from 
this covenant established by the Sun Goddess. 

Rule of the Realm 
How was the imperial land of Japan ruled under the ancient Way? 

First, in remote antiquity the Emperor governed the realm. The ancient 

text [Nihon shoki] says, "The Emperor governs the realm by following 

the gods." The Emperor took as his own the heart of the Sun Goddess, 

and conducted all matters as they had been determined in the Age of 

the Gods. When he found something difficult to settle by himself, he 

inquired after the minds of the gods through divination. In no matters 

did he rely on the wisdom of his intellect; this is the true Way and the 

correct manner of acting. 
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The emperor altered nothing by his will alone. He followed precedent, 
and when perplexed, sought guidance from the gods. His officials and his 
people followed this example. 

In that age, the hearts of the officials and all the people were upright 

without exception, and they took the Emperor's heart as their own. 

They all respected the imperial court, and faithfully observed the regu

lations that came from above. They did not in the least try to rely on 

their own rational intellect, and so both high and low were in harmony 

and the government of the empire flourished.43 

The emperor, officials, and people each took the heart of those above 
as his own. No one made his own decisions, and so the realm was ruled 
peacefully and with great ease. What was government, in such a context? 

Government (matsurigoto i&) ... was none other than service (matsurigoto 
~{±$). The noble lineages of the realm, and the other many vassals, all 

obeyed the great command of the emperor, each serving in his appro

priate capacity. This was the government of the realm. In the language 

of antiquity, the word matsurigoto was not used in connection to the 

sovereign himself, but to all the people who served him.44 

Matsurigoto was the service rendered to the sovereign by his subjects. It 
was not the activity of ruling. 

Whether a country is well governed or not depends on whether infe

riors respect superiors. If the members of the ruling class show deep 

respect for superiors, the lower classes in tum will show similar respect 

for those above them, and the country will naturally be well govemed.45 

Yet as the Chinese teachings began to be imported into the country, a 
shadow was cast over what had once been a splendid state of affairs. 

But when the ways of the Chinese barbarians were introduced and 

adopted, it was only natural that the custom of proposing theories arose, 

and everybody came to use his own rational intellect. Those below 

stopped taking as their own the heart of those above. Problems occurred 

and it gradually became difficult to conduct government. In the end, 

there was no difference at all between the evil customs of the Chinese 
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Norinaga believed that it was dangerous to trust personal judgment in 
matters of right and wrong, good and evil. For example, in China it was 
said that a minister should admonish his sovereign three times, and leave 
service if his advice was not heeded. The underlying assumption is that a 
ruler is to be obeyed because he has right on his side. But if correctness 
and virtue are supposed to reside in a ruler qua ruler, and suddenly others 
begin asserting that they themselves are correct and virtuous, then the 
country will almost inevitably fall into disorder. Eventually one of these 
people will overthrow the sovereign and place himself on the throne: "It 
therefore follows that the Way in China is nothing but devices to seize 
someone else's country, and schemes to protect it from being seized."47 

According to Norinaga, 

The Will of Heaven is a contrived concept that the ancient sages of China 

thought up in order to justify their crime of overthrowing their lord and 

stealing his land.48 

Those who plot to seize a country but fail in the attempt are called reb

els, and they are despised and hated. But those who succeed are called 

sages and are revered. It follows then that the sages are merely rebels 

who were successful.49 

In short, the "Way of the sages" is no more than a means by which usurp
ers legitimate their crimes. This is a critique of Confucian ideology from 
a somewhat different perspective than the one by Ando Shoeki that we 
saw in chapter 11. 

Following this logic, it is not because he possesses virtue that the 
emperor should be revered: 

In our imperial land the distinction between sovereign and subject was 

established early, from the age of the gods. The sovereign is truly worthy 

of reverence, and that reverence is based not on virtue, but entirely on 

the seed from which he is sprung; no matter how virtuous the people 

below him may be, they cannot replace him, and thus the distinction 

between sovereign and subject is firmly and immutably fixed for tens 

and hundreds of thousands of years to come, until the end of time. 50 

The emperor rules not by virtue, but by heredity. Therefore, his sover-
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into disorder. The concept of rule by men of virtue may seem rational on 
the surface but is actually quite dangerous. 

To Norinaga, the mind that debated good and evil was not only 
dangerous but ugly. Renouncing sophistry and reverently obeying the 
sovereign-this was clean and pure. And the sovereign himself should 
hold a similar heart, for when he looked above himself he would see the 
myriad gods. 

Kami and the Pure Heart 
Norinaga defined kami (gods) in the following terms: 

Speaking in general ... it may be said that kami signifies, in the first place, 

the deities of heaven and earth that appear in the ancient records and also 

the spirits of the shrines where they are worshipped. It is hardly neces

sary to say that it includes human beings. It also includes such objects as 

birds, beasts, trees, plants, seas, mountains, and so forth. In ancient usage, 

anything whatsoever which was outside the ordinary, which possessed 

superior power or which was awe-inspiring was called kami. 51 

Any being inspiring respect, fear, or awe is a kami, regardless of whether 
it is good or evil, tangible or intangible. Thunder and lightning, echoes 
in the mountains, foxes, tigers, and dragons, all are kami. The emperors 
are human beings, but they are also kami. Norinaga enjoins his readers 
in Naobi no mitama that "the gods are not to be reasoned with; merely 
revere their power and worship them with all your heart."52 Moreover, the 
gods that appear in ancient writings such as the Kojiki are not of the past. 
The goddess Amaterasu Omikami shines as the very sun in heaven each 
and every day. The deities Takamimusubi no kami and Kamimusubi no 
kami are even now responsible for the generation of all living things. The 
Magatsubi no kami are the source of all evil and misfortune, while the 
Naobi no kami constantly work to turn this into the good and beneficent. 
Behind all phenomena lie the activity of myriad gods: good and evil, true 
and false, noble and base, respected and despised. All are worthy of awe; 
they are wondrous, strange, mysterious, and beyond the power of human 
beings. So we pray to the beneficent gods, but we also pray to placate the 
evil gods, so that they may not wreak too much havoc. In any case, we 
show respect and reverence to them all. 
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Norinaga calls the consciousness with which people should meet 
existence in the playground of such gods the "pure heart" (magokoro). 

The Way is not something to be understood through learning; the Way 

resides in the pure heart one was born with. The pure heart, for better 

or worse, is the heart with which we were born, just as it is. 53 

Magokoro is our unadorned, unadulterated, original heart, "the heart that 
is moved moment to moment to joy or sadness in response to things." 54 

We come into contact with things, sense them, and are moved, simply 
and naturally. Hence in the Way of antiquity people naturally served 
those above them, but not in robotic subservience-nor out of the over
heated, masochistic sense of loyalty lurking in such samurai texts as 
Hagakure. The pure heart is one that is sensitive to both joy and sadness. 
It responds with awe to that which is awesome. It does not debate good 
and evil, right and wrong. It will not engage in rebellion in the name of 
justice or righteousness. It cannot. 

Clearly the "pure heart" spoken of here has much in common with 
what Norinaga describes in his poetics as the heart that, feeling the 
fleeting and ephemeral human emotions, knows "the pathos of things." 
Through the study of poetry we become one with the ancients, and 
return to the unadorned and unaffected human emotions. We return to 
the pure heart of the people of remote antiquity, which enables us in turn 
to comprehend the ancient Way. The worlds of Heian court literature 
and of the Kofiki were of course quite different, but Norinaga strained to 
emphasize their similarities.55 

This was a bit of a stretch. Yet in Norinaga's time something existed 
that seemed to unite those worlds, and that was the imperial court in 
Kyoto, which, it was then believed, had endured since the age of the 
gods while preserving the elegant traditions of the Heian nobility (an 
aesthetic advantage that the shogunate in Edo could not hope to rival). 
Norinaga's commentary on the Kofiki and his poetic studies both 
approached the forbidden precincts of this illusory imperial court as 
closely as was possible through the written word. From afar, he could 
mentally infiltrate the very heart of this sacred compound, and make 
himself more courtly than any courtier. Or so was the attempt of this 
humble town doctor. 
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LIVING THE ANCIENT WAY IN THE PRESENT AGE 

For Norinaga, the history of the "imperial land" was one of a fall from 
grace. It was a history of the corruption and degradation of a gentle and 
pure culture due to its sinicization. This view reflected Norinaga's con
siderable antipathy toward the permeation of contemporary society by 
Confucian thought. How then were people like Norinaga and his stu
dents, who were aware of the ancient Way of Japan and its example for 
mankind, supposed to live in this fallen world of the present? 

Unlike Yamagata Daini (see chapter 10), Norinaga did not call for 
the overthrow of the present rulers in order to re-create the ideal world of 
antiquity. Nor did he say, like Kamo no Mabuchi, that with the appear
ance of an ideal ruler the ideal world could be restored in a decade or 
two. According to Norinaga, "as far as subjects were concerned, the pur
pose of the ancient Way was for them to obey and behave in accordance 
with the laws of the government of the time, regardless of whether the 
laws were good or bad."56 

Since even misfortune and evil are manifestations of the activity of 
the gods, resistance to them is impermissible. Forcible restoration of antiq
uity would in itself be a violation of the ancient Way. "As regards everyday 
behavior, obeying the official laws set down in each era and following 
the dictates of social custom immediately equal the Way of the gods." 57 

Humble obedience to present-day dictates-even Confucian-influenced 
government pronouncements and Buddhist-influenced customs and prac
tices-was the "Way of antiquity." 

As this is my principle, in my house the ancestral memorial ceremonies, 

offerings to the Buddha, and alms-giving to monks are performed in 

exactly the same way as they were done by my parents. They do not differ 

from other people's customs and I make an effort not to be neglectfu!. 58 

Fully realizing the falsity of Buddhism, one should nonetheless pray before 
the Buddhist altar in one's home and conduct the prescribed memorial 
services and other offerings, because that will actually put one closer in 
spirit to the ancient Way. In Norinaga's house there was a large Buddhist 
altar; no doubt he knelt before it each day with hands joined in prayer. 
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But what about the current situation of the emperor? Should that 
not be rectified? Norinaga had an answer for this as well, one similar 
to the notion of entrustment of Asami Keisai discussed in chapter 5. In 
Tamakushige, a memorial presented to Tokugawa Harusada, the daimyo 
of Kii, and published in 1789, Norinaga wrote, 

In the present age the shoguns of the Tokugawa house govern in accor

dance with the divine plan of the Sun Goddess that is transmitted by 

the imperial court. On this basis several generations of the shogunal 

house have succeeded Azumateru Kamu Mioya no mikoto [Tokugawa 

Ieyasu], and have administered the government. The country is divided 

into provinces and districts, each of which is entrusted to a daimyo. 59 

How ought these contemporary rulers perform their duties? 

The government of the present day should conform to the patterns of 

the present day, and it should not violate the regulations of the cur

rent rulers. The administration should maintain forms that have come 

down to the present, and should not allow them to decay. This is the 

purport of the true Way. Making no changes accords with the intent of 

ancient antiquity to "govern the realm by following the gods."60 

As if delighting in the irony of his own words, Norinaga even admits 
that in the present world, the teachings of the Song Neo-Confucians 
might be appropriate study material for those responsible for the affairs 
of state. 61 Hihon Tamakushige, a more detailed treatise presented by 
Norinaga together with Tamakushige, shows no tinge of fanaticism but is 
rather a sober-minded analysis of current conditions and a set of reason
able policy proposals for addressing them. 

Thus, simply by going unremarkably about their everyday lives, rul
ers and ruled alike could live as though this vulgar and degraded world 
of the present were actually one of the great eras of antiquity. Without 
lifting a finger to alter reality one could construe-and live-the pres
ent as the remote past. This stance was, of course, of a piece with the 
deliberate archaism of Norinaga's poetic studies: what the modern critic 
Karaki Junzo has called the "Way of imitating the past" (gikodo), or what 
Norinaga's contemporary Ueda Akinari (1734-1809) called "the game of 
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imitating the past" (giko no yugi). 62 Certainly it is not the "pure heart" 
innate to everyone. It is life as an involuted performative masquerade. 

Since all the myriad events of this world without exception issue from 

the hearts of the gods and from their activities, good or ill, they are not 

to be easily restrained by the powers of mankind. Because of this, it is a 

mistake to teach that all evil things must be stopped; learning consists 

merely in the act of discriminating between good and evil, right and 

wrong, truth and error, without wavering.63 

Without wavering. Clearly aware of the ills or evils of the present situation, 
one should nonetheless submit to it, while at the same time not surrender
ing oneself completely. A wise psychology, no doubt, for those living under 
the iron fist of the Tokugawa shogunate; a stance at once obedient yet 
recalcitrant, deferential yet insubordinate. 

How long could such an undercover life go on? Norinaga was quite 
clear on this point: 

The duty of a scholar is to pursue and clarify the Way and not to carry 

it out as if it were something private. You should thoroughly study and 

reveal the ancient Way, teaching people its principles and transmitting 

it in writing. Perhaps it will be necessary to wait five hundred or a thou

sand years for the times to mature, and then it will be adopted by the 

government and disseminated throughout the world. My heartfelt wish 

is that this may come to pass.64 

Five hundred or a thousand years. Until then, bide your time, live quietly, 
but do not waver. This is what he tells his readers. And for his own part, 
this is exactly how he lived. 

In fact, Norinaga was meticulous in avoiding any action that might 
involve him in political controversy. He refused, for example, to contribute 
calligraphy to a stone stele to be erected in the precincts of Sakaorimiya 
shrine, home to the subversive memorial that Yamagata Daini had erected 
in honor of Prince Yamatotakeru.65 He also made prospective students 
swear the following oath before he accepted them for instruction: 

I will not engage in any unusual behavior with respect to the world at 

large, nor involve myself in any matters that might excite public opinion. 66 
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Motoori Norinaga's designs for his two graves, as recorded in his will. 

Norinaga's undercover life found its perfect summation in his final 
testament.67 Two years before his death he composed a strange and 
detailed will, concerned almost exclusively with instructions for his 
funeral and burial, which were subsequently carried out by his disciples 
more or less to the letter. 

Upon his death, there was to be a funeral procession to the neighbor
hood temple where generations of his ancestors were buried, in accordance 
with standard social custom. A normal temple gravestone was to be pre
pared, and the usual Buddhist funeral ceremonies conducted. However, 
his body was neither to be carried to nor interred at the temple (upon his 
actual death, his students, finding the idea of parading an empty coffin too 
outlandish, transported the body to the temple and then brought it back). 
Instead, his body was to be buried uncremated at a site he had selected 
at the summit of Yamamuroyama on the outskirts of Matsusaka. In the 
will Norinaga provided a detailed illustration of this grave, including the 
inscription that should appear on the stone, which read simply "Grave of 
Motoori Norinaga." He instructed that a mountain cherry tree, carefully 
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selected for the beauty of its blossoms, be planted at graveside and replaced 
if it should die. 

This precisely echoes the poem of his that Norinaga inscribed on a 

self-portrait: 

Should someone ask, 

"What is the soul 

of Yamato, our ancient land?" 

It is the splendor of mountain cherry blossoms 

In the morning sun.68 

The mountain cherry was the symbol of Norinaga's own heart and mind. 
And while he directed that all of the appropriate Buddhist funerary rites 
and rituals be conducted, he also instructed that if any people from 
afar should inquire after him, they should be directed to this mountain 

gravesite. 
Thus Norinaga remained undercover even unto death, resisting the 

pressure of the times even while appearing to conform. And since his true 
self lay under that mountain cherry, he requested that people who had 
read his works and came seeking his grave be directed to this secluded 
final resting place.69 The two graves created in accordance with his last 
testament can be called a fitting-if somewhat macabre-symbol of this 
extraordinary man and his thought. 



Chapter Fourteen 

"MOTIVATING THE PEOPLE": 

THE THOUGHT OF KAIHO SEIRYO 

LIFE AND WORK 

L ooking at econo'.nic thought in th~ To~ugawa period, _we s~e th_at 
both Ogyu Sorai and Ando Shoek1 believed-though m qrnte dif

ferent ways-that rejecting the market economy would save the world. 
Nakai Chikuzan (1730-1804), a Confucian thinker from Osaka, made 
a distinction between positive and negative aspects of the market econ
omy, proposing in a memorial to shogunal senior councillor Matsudaira 
Sadanobu that while such practices as trading in rice futures should be 
prohibited, "real prosperity" (as opposed to the "specious prosperity" gen
erated by speculation) should be encouraged.1 Others offered even more 
positive conceptions of how the market economy might be utilized-for 
example, Kaiho Seiryo, a remarkable intellect born in 1755. 

Seiryo's father had been the senior councillor of a minor daimyo, but 
had become embroiled in a domain dispute that forced him out of office 
and into the life of a masterless samurai. From the age of ten to twenty-two, 
young Seiryo studied with Usami Shinsui (1710- 76), a disciple of Ogyu 
Sorai. Seiryo served the daimyo of Sasayama as a Confucian scholar, but 
resigned following seven years. After 1789, when he reached the age of 
thirty-five, he served no master (with the exception of a three-year period 
in which he was employed by the Tokugawa branch family ruling the 
domain of Owari, now Aichi prefecture), but made his living as an itiner
ant teacher, traveling widely about the country giving lectures and offering 
consultation on matters of administration and business management. His 
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students and clients were drawn not only from the samurai class but from 
the ranks of village headmen and local merchants. Finally, in 1806 he 
settled in Kyoto, where he opened a private academy and devoted himself 
to his writing, passing away in 1817. He never married, and does not seem 
to have had any children. 

The majority of Seiryo's writings take the form of records of talks that 
he gave. They are the products of a ready wit, rich in expression, rife with 
fresh neologisms and brilliant similes that work to draw the listeners in 
and persuade them. He had this to say concerning his own "teachings": 

I ... greatly dislike talk about what school of learning one belongs to, 

and so forth. From my youth I have never belonged to any school of 

learning. In short, my teachings are mine alone. 2 

INTELLIGENCE 

According to Seiryo, intelligence or cleverness is not something to be 
acquired from books. In fact, reading can even be harmful: 

People who jump to conclusions based on reading fail to tally what 

they find in books with reality, sticking stubbornly to unwarranted 

assumptions. 3 

For the most part, readers are drunk on books like drinkers are drunk 

on wine.4 

Bookish people do not think for themselves and, intoxicated by their 
reading, cannot see things clearly. It follows that the garden-variety 
Confucian scholar is actually an enemy of intelligence. 

Latter-day Confucians rely on ancient books and don't exercise their own 

intelligence. Sadly, they have come to the point where they look with 

suspicion upon people who actually do exercise their own intelligence, 

complaining that they do not respect antiquity. 5 

No one bears greater guilt than the Confucians for making idiots of the 

people of the realm ... None go to greater lengths to train the people 

to be stupid. I despise them.6 
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As an example of the foolishness the Confucians preached as a con
sequence of relying on old books instead of taking a good look at the real 
world, Seiryo mocked the notion of the correlation between heaven and 
man, a concept beloved of Japanese Confucians from Arai Hakuseki to 
Oshio Heihachiro. Do you really believe, he asked, that heaven decides 
to send down rain because someone in some town in some country 
somewhere in the world has demonstrated his love for humanity?7 

How, then, was one to become smarter about things? First and 
foremost, by "freely using one's mind."8 To accomplish this, one must 
"establish a duality of mind."9 One should preserve an internal "heart 
of hearts" (kokoro no honzon) or mental headquarters, while at the same 
time cultivating the mental agility necessary to respond to the constantly 
changing conditions of the world.10 Seiryo also refers to these two aspects 
of mind-using terms of his own coinage-as the "commander mind" 
(shosui-kokoro) and the "soldier mind" (shisotsu-kokoro). 

Insofar as we must exist in this world of human emotions, we must experi

ence joy, anger, happiness, and sadness. Yet it is a very bad thing to feel 

such emotions in the depth of your heart. The commander mind must 

always keep calm and not feel such things. The soldier mind must relate 

with the outside world, and thus it is acceptable for it to be enticed by 

the world, gladdened by it, angered by it. But the commander mind 

must never, ever be moved to joy or anger. ll 

This, then, is Seiryo's duality of mind: a stable, unmoving mental head
quarters or "commander mind," coupled with a more superficial but 
sensitive, adaptable, and mobile "soldier mind ." This dual structure of 
mind provides us with several capabilities: 

• We become able to "see ourselves in our own minds." By dividing the 
mind into "a m ind that sees" and "a mind that is seen," it is possible 
for "the mind to see itself" - in other words, to achieve objective self
awareness.12 

• We are able to maintain and develop our own way of thinking while at 
the same time preserving the humility to learn from others. 

The seeing mind should be as elevated as possible, while the mind that 

is seen should be as humble as possible. Then even if you present the 
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appearance of being an exceedingly humble man to others, you can keep 

an elevated mind within. If you do not maintain humility on the outside, 

you will scorn others and be unable to hear their valuable words. If you 

are not elevated within, you will waver and stray in your outlook, and 

other people will take advantage of you all your life. You will make no 

advances in intellect or learning. 13 

• We can establish a certain distance between ourselves and the objects 
of our perception and activity. 

A deadened heart clogged by things will not function. 14 

Unless you completely cleanse the mind of places where it is stuck and 

raise your eyes to heaven to look down as if from some high and distant 

place, you will miss seeing. 15 

It is desirable to have eyes that are detached and distanced. Detached 

and distanced eyes are living eyes, not dead ones. 16 

• In turn we can, through these detached and distant eyes, enter into the 
object of perception. 

If I raise my spirit up into heaven, I can become another person. If my 

spirit is in heaven, it belongs to no one. This spirit can then operate 

freely and independently. If this spirit enters a man named Hachibei, I 

become Hachibei. If it enters a tree, I become the tree. If it enters the 

grasses, the grasses become part of me. In this way, a person of intel

ligence can understand the feelings of all the myriad things under 

heaven. This is because if one is accustomed to entering into the myr

iad things with the spirit in this way, one can see as they do. 17 

Another way to exercise the intellect, according to Seiryo, is to ques-
tion everything. 

To fail to question that which should be questioned shows a deficiency 

of intellect. Doubt inspires thought ... If you do not doubt you will not 

think. If you do not think, you will not broaden your intellect. I have a 

phrase engraved in my heart so that I will never forget it, and that phrase 

is, "Doubt is a virtue." Doubt is a clue. When we are developing our 

intellect, sometimes there are things we just can't seem to get a handle 
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on. Even when we can't get a handle on something, if we have questions, 

then those questions give us clues. Provided with such intellectual clues, 

if we push and probe and prod patiently enough, we will eventually 

come up with an answer. This is why doubt is a virtue.18 

The verb seguru that Seiryo uses for his intellectual pushing and probing 
has the flavor of dialect and the connotation of insistently badgering some
one for something, such as missed payments or the return of a loan. His 
motto of" doubt is a virtue" sounds much like something that Montaigne 
or David Hume might have said. 

Seiryo's third method for exercising the intellect is to think things 
through patiently, carefully, and completely. 

I despise people who satisfy themselves with half-measures. 19 

An intelligent person simply does not make snap judgments after a 

superficial glance. That is slovenly behavior . .. You must look for clues 

and then push and prod until you break through. 20 

The intellect is something that must be persistently squeezed and wrung 

out to produce any juice. If you just poke at it a little, nothing is going to 

come out. If you don't squeeze it as if your life depended on it, nothing 

is going to happen .. . When you come to a dead end, don't retreat! Tie 

into it for all you are worth , go at it with the idea that you are going to 

have to rip your way through to make any progress. Sink your teeth in 

and don't let go - it's no different from a beggar going after a handout. 

A beggar begs and begs and begs some more. And if you still don't give 

him anything, he still keeps begging. If he just keeps on begging he'll 

eventually get what he's after, and that's the attitude you should have too. 

Ifhe begged and was refused and simply turned around and said, "Right 

then, I'm going home," he'd never receive a handout in his entire life. 21 

For Seiryo the intellectual life is to be pursued like a starving beggar 
going after food: it has to be treated as a life-or-death matter. 

What is grasped by this intellect-the object of cognition, if you will
is ri, or principle. Principle, for Seiryo, is "that which must be as it is."22 In 
other words, it is those states or properties of phenomena that cannot be 
altered by human agency. 
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Nature is principle. Principle is nature . .. Between heaven and earth 
there is nothing apart from principle. If there were, principle would not 
be principle . . . Starting with heaven and earth everything without 
exception is part of principle; nothing should be able to exist apart from 
it. It is only because we do not fully understand principle that some 
things appear to be outside it.23 

Elsewhere in the same source he remarks that "people cannot do as 
they like to other people, but principle can," and "people cannot control 
other people, but principle can control them quite easily." Seiryo's principle, 
unlike that of the Zhu Xi school, has no normative value. It is simply what 
is, what exists. Thus there should be nothing in this world that exists apart 
from it. If one employs the intellect to accurately grasp principle in its actual 
functioning and deals with things and events in accordance with this under
standing, all will be well; on the other hand, "No matter how splendid a 
theory may be in appearance, if it does not answer to our present purposes, 
it is essentially useless."24 Accurate perception and utility are conjoined. 

GOVERNING THE PEOPLE 

Grounded in the epistemology we have just outlined, Seiryo considered 
the issue of government. The purpose of government, he believes, is to 
take care of the realm so that "all people under heaven might live out the 
full span of life bestowed upon them by heaven."25 "The son of heaven 
has the sacred responsibility of ensuring that the people of the realm, 
without exception, suffer neither from hunger nor cold, and fulfill the 
years allotted them."26 And there his responsibilities end. Government is 
for the welfare of the people, but to assume, as the Confucians do, that it 
should also "try to shape the character of the common people into that of 
good intellectuals is a mistake."27 The moral uplift of the people is some
thing outside the purview of government: "One may wish to transform 
the lower classes into filial , trustworthy, and honest people of good char
acter, but this is impossible. It is precisely because they will not become 
filial, trustworthy, honest people of good character that they belong to the 
lower classes."28 

As we saw earlier, Ogyo Sorai believed that it is sufficient for the likes 
of the common people to be filial, trustworthy, and honest. But Seiryo 
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set his expectations for government even lower; he did not think it should 
even attempt to instill morality in the populace. Rather, to take care of 
the realm means to cause the people to live in a manner that does not 
stray from heavenly principle. 29 Accordingly, those who govern must, first 
and foremost, be "intelligent people" -that is, people who correctly per
ceive and understand principle.30 

Seiryo readily acknowledges the difficulties involved in governing. 
One important matter to consider is human emotion (ninja), by which 
he means the actual feelings of actual people, a given that must be 
taken into account whenever one is dealing with the population at large. 
Perceptive rulers recognize such emotions as an aspect of "heavenly prin
ciple": "Since people derive their nature from heaven, heavenly principle 
and human emotion are the same thing."31 

Although emotions may vary somewhat with historical era, personal 
age, gender, social status, and region, they are common to all humans. This 
makes them quite formidable. There is, first of all, the human emotion that 
tells each of us that there is nothing more important than our self.32 This 
emotion causes us to constantly agitate for what we think will nourish us, 
and to want to have things our own way.33 Emotion makes us dislike pov
erty and covet wealth,34 and drives us to want to eat good things and enjoy 
our pleasures and diversions before everything else.35 Similarly, it is due to 
emotion that humans dislike effort and prefer what is easy.36 They tend to 
work very hard at what will serve their interests, and not so hard at what 
will not.37 In short, it is human nature to love oneself, and love of others 
is no more than an expedient to effect love of the self. As Seiryo explains, 
"If I love others, others will love me, and since what goes around comes 
around, it follows that I will love myself."38 (One wonders what Ito Jinsai 
would have said to such a remark.) 

As for the vassals or officials supporting the ruler, "even if they have 
not the heart for loyalty, they do so for their own advancement."39 People 
envy anyone superior to themselves.40 They love to find fault in others and 
laugh at them.41 In general, when they reach a difficult spot, most people 
will wait for someone else to find the way, so that they can follow along with 
as little effort as possible. All in all, "people are frightening creatures."42 

Seiryo's discourse on human emotion thus resembles that of his 
teacher's teacher, Oevu Sorai. on "the constanc.v of h11m:m sPntimPnt" 
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(ninja no tsune). Since both were looking at aspects that allow individu
als to be politically manipulated, their perspective on human nature has 
something of a Machiavellian cast. 

Continuing with Seiryo's thinking on government, a second area of 
difficulty is that the subjects to be governed are, in fact, people and are 
therefore equipped with a modicum of their own intelligence. (This is 
the problem Kamo no Mabuchi alluded to in chapter 13 when he said 
that too much intelligence is undesirable because people use it to attack 
one another.) Seiryo observes, 

People are all basically equal. People in high positions are still people. 

Lowly people are still people. And it is a very difficult thing to get peo

ple to do what you want them to. 

Therefore it is actually better-from the perspective of the ruler-if the 
people are stupid. 

People today deep in the mountains and on remote islands are com

plete fools . And among complete fools, there are no thieves and robbers. 

In the world of remote antiquity, the people were all stupid. This 

made them extremely easy to govern. It was in later eras, when people 

became smarter, that they became difficult to govern. So it would be 

best to take everyone today and return them to the simplicity they had 

in ancient times. 

Those who rule are people. Those who are ruled are also people. They 

are of equal standing. It is because they are of equal standing that there 

is conflict. So it would be better to make those below stupid.43 

In fact, however, it is not possible to make the people into fools and 
revert to the simplicity of ancient times. Human history is irreversible. This 
brings us to a third difficulty cited by Seiryo for government: that those 
"below" grow more intelligent and knowing with time. 

Generally, it is best if the little people know absolutely nothing. Even 

today in this country, in the depths of the Kiso and Hida mountains or 

on isolated islands, there are no lawsuits and protests, no disputes, no 

robbery, no murder-because the people lack intelligence ... However, 
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when intelligence is pursued throughout the realm, the world becomes 

one in which people are constantly plotting, and if you don't polish 

your own wits, others will take advantage of you. The result is that from 

the Han and Tang dynasties onward, it has become a world in which 

you have to refine your intelligence.44 

This world is living and so cannot hope to maintain a constant, fixed 

state. It changes from day to day, from hour to hour, and cannot be 

pinned down . . . At present, the common people have become sharper, 

more adaptable, and more intelligent than the high officials. This is the 

way the world changes.45 

This type of change, moreover, brought with it a development threat
ening to the Tokugawa order, namely an overall "rising up in the world," 
a "climbing"46-what we would now call "upward mobility" or "rising 
expectations." The very success of Tokugawa rule was a major cause. 

This is because the mode established [by the shogunate] long ago to 

enhance its power and glory-that of rapid ascent, climbing daily to new 

heights-has yet to be set aside. Even today, it still climbs and climbs, 

day by day. In the past there was the sense that if it did not keep on 

striving upward every day, its glory would be dulled; and if the glory of 

the shogunate was dulled, the realm would not enjoy peace and pros

perity. People still look on things this way. At present the glory of the 

shogunate is at its very peak. Is there really any higher to go? Having 

reached its present heights, it would seem reasonable to stop climbing. 

Reasonable, but people have gotten used to this daily climbing, gotten 

into the rhythm of it; even when things seem about to settle down, the 

ingrained momentum of this climbing takes over, and it seems never to 

end. Given this state of affairs, there is no reason the impetus to climb 

should cease. If Edo keeps climbing, people throughout the land will 

keep climbing, too. From the dirt farmers in the deepest mountain val

leys to fisherfolk on the remotest islands, everyone puts on airs.47 

Even the brilliance of shogunal glory fades with familiarity; habitua
tion blunts awe of power. So appearances must be kept up, and the effects 
are felt throughout the country. Once set in motion, there is no stopping 
this impetus. But it does not necessarily result in happiness. 
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In the old days, going barefoot was the norm. Because it was the norm, 

no one thought of it as a hardship. Nowadays people go about in 

leather-soled sandals, which have become the norm. Because they have 

become the norm, no one sees them as being especially comfortable, 

given that standards have risen across the board. This is what we call 

rising expectations. In the past, when something was accepted as nor

mal, people simply lived with it, not finding it a hardship. These days, 

people find everything to be a hardship, and complain, and talk about 

the good old days. When you ask what they mean by the good old days, 

they will talk about wearing short, simple cotton clothes and eating 

boiled taro with cold rice. When you ask what they mean when they 

complain about how hard things are today and how the world has never 

been as stressful as it is now, they will talk about putting the kettle on to 

boil to enjoy fancy tea sweets and light tea, living in a fancy house, and 

wearing fine silk clothing.48 

We start taking small luxuries for granted and no longer find pleasure in 
them. We become increasingly dissatisfied. But even knowing this, we 
find it hard to stop. 

According to Seiryo, "rising expectations" of this sort are directly 
related to increasing intelligence among the common people. "As the 
world advances, intelligence becomes more refined."49 And as the intel
ligence of the populace grows, governing them becomes more difficult. 

There is probably no era in recorded history when the common people 

have been as demanding as they are today. There has probably never been 

a time when they have enjoyed such ease and luxury. There has prob

ably never been a time when they have grumbled and complained more 

excessively. The common people have never been more powerful in their 

rights than they are at present. And there has never been a time when 

they have been so clever in the exercise of their wits and ability to plot. 50 

Seiryo had taken notice of what Europeans of his era labeled "progress." 
Government now had to be predicated on such increases in knowledge 
and intellectual advancement; cumulative and irreversible expansion of 
production, distribution, and consumption; and the attendant increase in 
the power and influence of the masses. 
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At present the people are grown used to peace and prosperity and forget 

they should be grateful for it; they have become so habituated to warm 

clothing and plentiful food that they take no particular comfort in them. 

In every little matter they grumble and complain about what they don't 

have. They are constantly resentful. How they are to be handled by those 

above thus becomes a major issue. 

Governing has become an intense battle of wits between rulers and ruled. 

Many merchants and tradesmen have equipped themselves with such 

intelligence that they are considerably more formidable than the samu

rai. And if these shining intellects of commerce are suddenly told that 

they are going to have to pay new taxes, there is going to be quite a 

fuss. Not just a little grumbling, mind you. A real outpouring of anger. 

Outrageous things might happen. 51 

Elsewhere, Seiryo alludes to the fearsomeness of popular unrest, saying 
that "disorder starts from below."52 

What is the solution to governing these troublesome people in the 
present troublesome times? Seiryo's answer is policy mechanisms to mobi
lize the people. 

If the mechanisms of the realm are in accordance with principle, then 

principle will be instilled naturally in the hearts and minds of the 

people. If you want to instill principle in the hearts and minds of the 

people, orders and edicts and such will do no good. But if the mecha

nisms of the realm accord with principle, then the people will become 

habituated to it. 53 

Taking care of the people does not mean shouting into their ears con

cerning their interests . It does not mean prying their eyes open so that 

they can see their interests. It means a set of "clockwork" mechanisms 

[to control people]. 54 

ECONOMIC COMPETITION 

The modern Japanese word for economics, keizai, was an abbreviation 
of keisei saimin or keikoku saimin ("ordering the world [country] and sav-

n , r ., 
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end of the eighteenth century we begin to see keizai used in its present 
sense. Seiryo believed that the skillful manipulation of keizai in its mod
ern meaning was a central issue for government. By this time, the more 
than two hundred regional domains of Japan were in constant competi
tion with one another for the wealth of the land. 

Laws must be es tablished and updated, creating mechanisms for 

bringing money into the domain; if neighboring domains are dili

gent and unstinting in their efforts and one particular domain is a 

laggard, the others will divide its portion among them. Each domain 

must strive to prevent its revenues from being skimmed off from out

side. Establishing internal laws is one way to do this ... Each domain 

exports its local products in an effort to garner profits. There has never 

been any time in history in which there has been such mutual striving 

and competition.55 

Like the mercantilists, his contemporaries in Europe who sought 
victory in the economic competition among nations, Seiryo argued that 
the daimyo of each of Japan's domains had no choice but to advance 
their domanial interest. "At base, government is rooted in the words 
'domanial interest,"' he declared. "This should be the foundation upon 
which everything else is constructed and built up." 56 

Yet is it morally correct to strive for victory in competition? In contrast 
to the warriors of the Warring States period, Confucius would tell us that 
"the student of virtue has no contentions."57 Don't proper ladies and gen
tlemen give way to others? Do we really want to live, as another Tokugawa
period writer put it, in "a disordered world ruled by greed" and "warring 
over gold"?58 Seiryo's answer was as follows: 

In this world today everyone high and low is treacherous, and they 

strive night and day to plunge into the misfortune called poverty any 

domain that might be even a bit lax and negligent in its vigilance. Such 

practices being exceedingly dishonest, vulgar, savage, and amoral, 

the ancient sage kings would have spared no punishment. But should 

one behave in a virtuous, noble, benevolent, and righteous way so as 

to escape the punishment of the sages, then all the misfortunes of the 

world would flood in and immediately plunge even a great land into 
nnuPrtu 'lnrl l""l11nrra. r ,,--.~~,...1-. -1- ..... .J-1-.,..., ,..,,...,...._- -. .CJ..L- _ 1..L _ ___ TT . 11 f'T1l 
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Merchant Household by Katsushika Hokusai. The merchant, at right, examines his 
account book, while his assistant works an abacus with an order book beside him. The 
merchant's wife makes tea. 

there is no recourse but to master these dishonest, vulgar, savage, and 

amoral ways as speedily as one can.59 

Constantly plotting how to win out over others may not be particularly 
admirable, but everyone is already locked in fierce competition. Being alone 
in one's virtue will bring no reward but ruin. One has no choice but to 
embrace "dishonest, vulgar, savage, and amoral" behavior. The traditional 
pursuit of virtue will not square with the contemporary pursuit of wealth. 
In these times, Seiryo says, each domain must be united and learn how to 
draw off money from other domains.60 

WARRIORS AND MERCHANTS 

Seiryo was aware that he must break down the resistance of the samurai 
to the pursuit of profit, must change their belief that such moneygrubbing 

r 1 r 
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First he points out that samurai collection of the rice tax from the 
peasants is itself a commercial transaction. "What logic justifies taking 
rice from the people?" he asks, answering, as already quoted in chapter 
12, "the fields are on loan to the people, and .. . levying an annual tax 
of 10 percent is equivalent to charging 10 percent interest."61 As far as 
Seiryo was concerned the samurai were effectively running a business 
that charged peasants rent on their land. 

Further, he argues that the relationship between lord and vassal is 
also a business proposition. (One wonders what Yamamoto Tsunetomo, 
the man behind the bushido manual Hagakure, would have made of this.) 

The lord gains the labor of the vassal by giving him a fief; the vassal 

earns his rice by supplying his strength to the lord. The lord employs 

the vassal; the vassal sells his services to the lord-it's a transaction, 

just as it should be . .. Denying it is a business transaction has simply 

resulted in many lords being eaten out of house and home or retainers 

breaking their backs in useless labor. Such losses on the part of lord 

and vassal are exceedingly uneconomical. They go against the prin

ciple of heaven and earth. 

When the lord-vassal relationship is not framed forthrightly as a busi
ness transaction, the result is either unearned income or uncompensated 
labor, both of which contravene the logic of nature. 

Moreover, samurai purchased things on a daily basis. If buying things 
was not shameful, why should selling things be shunned? "If you tell 
them that the king of Holland himself engages in commerce, they will 
burst out laughing," but they should not. In short, to Seiryo the samu
rai are already businessmen in multiple respects. There is no reason they 
should continue to disdain commercial activities. 

Accordingly, Seiryo looked to Osaka, the economic heart of the 
country, for a better model of government. The secrets of government as 
a form of economic competition might well be found among the entre
preneurs there. 

There's an old saying, "If you want to learn to make rice cakes, ask the 

man who makes them." This is a fine saying. If we're talking about 
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making money, it's Osaka. If it's rice, it 's Osaka. If you want to know 

anything about business, it 's Osaka.62 

We should inquire deeply into the mechanisms that make Osaka work, 

ga in an understanding of the principles of Osaka's prosperity, and use 

these to get the economy on its feet.63 

Seiryo understood that at the root of business is production. The 

daimyo needed to find mechanisms by which they could increase the pro

ductivity of their domains. 

Generally speaking, it is the nature ofland to produce things. Harvesting 

them does not exhaust it. The more you harvest, the more there is 

to harvest. 

In other words, economic competition is not a zero-sum game. Meanwhile, 

the real problem is how to induce the people to work diligently and 

unstintingly; how to keep them fully engaged in their work once their 

bellies are full. 

When the land produces many things , we call it wealth .. . But the 

common people are such that once they have filled their bellies, they 

are not in much of a mind to keep working. Making the people keep on 

working requires considerable technique. 

Technique is key to making the people work, expanding production, and 

marketing the goods produced. This requires some form of stimulus or 

incentive. 

To stimulate is to arouse. If people are motivated to work, they will 

work. If they are simply ordered to work, they will not do so, and will 

also resent those above them. The way to get people to work is to induce 

them to want to work, willingly, for their own part. 

Since simply ordering people to work only inspires resentment, it is 

necessary to find ways to motivate them to work of their own free will. 

Mechanisms must be created to encourage an unforced, self-starting dili

gence. Hence Seiryo was opposed to assistance to the needy in the form 
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of direct payments or disbursements, such as the distribution of "charity 
rice," as he thought this would only encourage indolence.64 

Even the sages themselves could not bring happiness to every useless 

ignorant dullard in the land. Those who do not till should go hungry. 

Those who do not weave should suffer the cold.65 

The idea that a domain may prosper without labor is absurd. It is 
equally absurd to think that even if everyone throughout the domain is 

working diligently the domain will not prosper.66 

What, then, are the mechanisms that can bring prosperity? 

INCENTIVES 

The first mechanism that Seiryo proposed was something he called san
butsu mawashi or product distribution, a key to drawing off money from 
other domains. The idea was that the daimyo should consult with the 
peasants, buy up their produce, and sell it in bulk to wholesalers in a sort of 
daimyo-led cartel. Ideally, this would create a sellers' market and increase 
profits. As a case study Seiryo cited the tobacco monopoly created by the 
daimyo of Sonobe in Tanba province in western Japan. 

From the beginning Sonobe was making big profits. But after [the 

monopoly was initiated] the peasants were encouraged to produce even 

greater quantities. They were more than happy to comply. This happi

ness was a great motivator. The peasants forgot the pains of their labor 

and threw themselves enthusiastically into greater production, resulting 

in significant increases. 

By giving the people an opportunity to profit, the daimyo themselves 
would profit. Here Seiryo is advocating policies that had already gained 
some currency at the time: creation of domanial specialties and monopo
lies. "Sale of goods from outside is also desirable," he wrote, in essence 
suggesting that the daimyo transform themselves into merchant princes 
and their retainers into the staff of a major trading company. 

Things are not that simple, however. "In a world that has grown this 
clever, while you are complimenting yourself on the products of your own 
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not allow others to take the lead; one should "listen carefully to the news of 
other domains, discover their clever stratagems through careful question
ing, and strive to match wits with them." Get your hands on intelligence 
regarding your competitors' product development as quickly as possible, 
incorporate anything you can use into your own products, and always try to 
stay a step ahead. 

In relation to his daimyo-led cartels, Seiryo stressed the efficacy 
of what he called "product financing." The monopoly should serve as 
a kind of farmers' credit union, with the peasants putting a portion of 
their profits into a mutual fund from which they could borrow as needed. 
For example, a farmer might want to fertilize his fields in spring, know
ing that it would increase his harvest. But at the end of winter he might 
not have the capital to make that possible. So he could borrow money 
from the credit union, to be paid back with interest after the harvest. 
Other peasants who had contributed to the credit union would eventually 
receive a portion of the interest paid by borrowers. The daimyo monopoly, 
already operating as a kind of trading house, would now also take on the 
functions of a bank. 

Without incentives, neither the peasants nor the samurai will do any

thing. If you can't show them how they will profit, it doesn't matter what 

brilliant ideas you might give, they will not use them. If they can see 

profit, then they will no doubt be motivated. If you can simply motivate 

them, the domain will prosper. 

Another mechanism Seiryo proposes is an awards system. Profit is 
one incentive, but people can also be stimulated by the prospect of spe
cial recognition. People are motivated by envy-if a small number are 
rewarded, the rest will feel envious and be spurred on to greater effort. 

The first target of such a program should be the samurai. In a well
ordered world samurai find themselves with time on their hands. The 
domain will be impoverished by so many idle mouths to feed, and idlers 
do not have worthwhile ideas. "Intelligence that does not receive regular 
exercise wilts, leaving its owner with no more mind than a dead man." 
Thus the samurai must be given incentives to work, for their own good 
as well as for that of the domain. For example, samurai who make their 
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proposals should be promoted, regardless of their hereditary rank. If official 
appointments are made on the basis of genuine merit, the retainers will be 
invigorated and motivated to greater service. 

In the case of the peasantry, awards should be given for achievements 
such as the development of new varieties of produce. 

The peasants are by and large simple and honest souls, [such as might 

believe that] eating with chopsticks their lord has used will cure ill
ness. Such is the spiritual authority possessed by the lord, that if he 

should personally inspect their crops, and command their names to be 

recorded, they will weep with gratitude [for such acknowledgement]. 

And if the lord should deign to reward them from his own hands, they 

will be ready to work themselves to death for him. Such is the mind of 

the peasant. 

If this seems blatantly manipulative, remember the many awards we 
have today, from the Nobel Prize on down. Quite mature individu
als are motivated by such honors. And in a hierarchical society such as 
Tokugawa Japan, if a figure held in such awe and reverence as the lord of 
a domain took it upon himself to praise the peasants, no doubt it would 
have great effect. 

When such techniques resulted in increased production and profits 
for the people, the lord of the domain needed a good method for drawing 
off his portion of the surplus. The one Seiryo devised was diabolically 
clever. The first step was to apprehend "thieves, criminals, and gamblers" 
who had entered the domain from outside, and issue the following official 
proclamation. 

We have been aware for some time that in recent years many outsiders 

have entered our domain, deceiving and misleading our local youth and 

inciting them to all manner of bad behavior. At this time the number of 

thieves, criminals, and gamblers in the domain has doubled over what 

it was in the past ... That the customs of our domain have become 

corrupted in this way is completely due to these incursions from other 

domains. Local people, especially those who have children, want chil

dren to grow and prosper, mind the family business, and not run afoul of 

the law. Your lord is also deeply concerned that his people not get mixed 
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up with criminal elements, and he desires not to have to impose punish

ment. In the past we did not hear reports of criminal elements being 

so numerous as they are now. In the past we did not hear of so many 

people requiring punishment. This is a serious concern for those with 

many children. And it is something that also gravely troubles your lord.67 

Intimidating the populace with this vision of interlopers from other 
domains corrupting local youth and causing a crime wave would get them 
to willingly accept whatever measures the government might impose to 
maintain law and order. Then the domain could order an inspection of 
status and occupation (kabushiki aratame): 

It appears that there are many individuals whose status is completely 

unknown, many whose status is ambiguous, and many whose status is 

precarious. It is because the status of so many people cannot be confirmed 

that hoodlums are able to enter the domain surreptitiously, stay for a time, 

or even establish residence. This is the root of the criminal gangs. So an 

inspection of statuses is hereby announced, and suspicious persons and 

persons of uncertain status are ordered to register anew [and to take up 

honest work]. Those unable to do so because of poverty should be given a 

sum to make a new start. They will be given enough to alter their status, 

and so should endeavor to select one that is well-defined.68 

In effect, Seiryo is proposing the establishment of a legal right to live 
and work in the domain. Only people possessing that right, in the form of a 
kabu (an officially issued "stake" or "share"), would be permitted residence. 
Persons of "precarious" status, or in other words legitimate but impov
erished residents, would be given financial assistance from the govern
ment to help establish themselves in more viable occupations. Individuals 
pursuing illegal or unstable livelihoods would be given a choice of chang
ing their occupations or being expelled from the domain. The results of 
this inspection of status-in essence, a census and occupational survey of 
the domain's population- would be recorded in a domanial register, the 
kabushikicho. 

Having their status as stakeholders in the domain officially recognized 
and recorded in the domanial register would benefit the populace-and so 
they would be expected to bear the costs. 
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The costs associated with the aforementioned inspection of status 

should not be a burden on the lord of the domain. When people regis

ter as stakeholders, they should bring a registration fee to their village 

headman or other village officials, who will record their registration 

and payment in the kabushikicho. The inspection of status should take 

place four times a year.69 

Farmers were already responsible for the rice tax, so their registration fees 
would be light. On the other hand, artisans would be charged 10 percent 
on their products (presumably of gross sales), and merchants would be 
assessed in similar fashion. 

Under the pretext of law and order, Seiryo's proposal would have 
purged the domains of unlawful interlopers, made residents feel they 
had gained a valuable legal right, and instituted an occupational tax in 
exchange for the privilege of residential registration. If implemented, it 
would have made the growth of the market economy contribute not to the 
impoverishment of the samurai class, but to its enrichment. The warriors 
could have kept pace with the generally rising level of the society and 
economy- while the peasantry continued in their lives of joyless diligence 
and freedomless prosperity. 

A DIFFICULT QUESTION 

The implementation of such an ingenious policy, however, would require 
reform of the institutions of rule. This led Seiryo's discourse into the realm 
of organizational management and brought him up against a thorny prob
lem. To wit, both his overall philosophy of government and his specific 
policy proposals required rulers to be men of intellect. 

Speaking in terms of the principle of heaven, it stands to reason that 

the most intelligent person should occupy the highest position in 

the realm.70 

It would follow that the best way to arrange succession would be the 
Confucian ideal of the "voluntary yielding" (C. shanrang, J. zenjo) of 
power to the person most qualified to occupy it.71 But in Tokugawa Japan, 
almost all rule was hereditary. There were absolutely no guarantees that 
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positions of power would be occupied by intelligent and capable men. If 
anything, the reality tended toward the opposite. 

Today's samurai have a contempt for the intellect; they do nothing to 

attempt to raise it, and are unconcerned by its debasement. Because 

of this, clever common people freely and readily outwit the ignorant 

samurai. It is the opposite of how things should be for ignorant samurai 

to be ordering intelligent commoners about.72 

Here Seiryo's conception of society ran head-on against the funda
mental principles undergirding the Tokugawa order. He had nothing to 
say about how to ensure that the daimyo and shoguns were intelligent 
men. Perhaps his own intellect did not provide him with the answers. 
Or perhaps it was simply too dangerous to speak openly of the answers 
it provided. 





Chapter Fifteen 

DEFINING "JAPAN": 

CHANGES IN CONSCIOUSNESS 

NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN TOKUGAWA JAPAN 

I n Tokugawa Japan, the domains given in fief to the daimyo were often 
referred to as kuni, which in modern Japanese is the word for "country" 

or "nation." Thus it is popularly believed today that people only thought of 
themselves as residents of their domain, and had almost no consciousness 
of being "Japanese." But this is a complete misconception. 

Certainly the word kuni was used to speak of the daimyo domains, 
the largest of which, such as Satsuma and Kaga, more or less occupied 
the ancient provinces (also called kuni) from which their names derived. 
Kuni appeared in a number of compound words in common parlance 
(kunimoto, one's domain of origin; kunigae, transfer of a daimyo from one 
domain to another). In its alternate reading, koku, the word was used in 
various other compounds such as kokueki (domanial interest) and kokusan 
(domanial product). But Japan as a whole was also clearly perceived to be 
a kuni, or country. From the medieval period onward, the phrase "three 
countries" (sangoku) was used to speak of India, China, and Japan, thus 
setting Japan on a par with India and China as the world's most significant 
states. At weddings it was a stock term of praise to say that the bride was 
"the best in the three countries," meaning in all the world. 

Beginning in the seventeenth century, a number of world maps circu
lated in Japan, many of them based on Kunyu wanguo quantu (Complete 
Map of All the Nations of the World), published in Beijing in 1602 by 
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the Italian Jesuit missionary Matteo Ricci (1552-1610). A century after 
Ricci 's map in 1708, a geographical treatise by the Nagasaki astronomer 
Nishikawa Joken (1648-1724), Zoho Kai tsushoko (Reflections on Trade 
with China and Barbarian Nations, Revised and Expanded), still featured 
a world map based on it. Joken's treatise was so well known that it even 
inspired a comic parody entitled Kari tsushoko (Reflections on Trade with 
the Pleasure Quarters, 1748). Japanese rangakusha ("scholars of Dutch 
Learning," as those interested in Western science and culture were known) 
published increasingly accurate maps as more information was derived 
from European expansion throughout the globe.1 Even Motoori Norinaga 
remarked in Kakaika, his polemical dialogue with Ueda Akinari, that "by 
now everyone has seen such maps." People were gradually becoming 
aware that there was indeed a greater world out there, a "globe" populated 
not only by three countries, but by myriad nations, of which Japan (known 
variously as Nihonkoku, Wakoku, Wacho, etc.) was but one. 

By this time several major conditions for self-perception of Japan as 
a nation had already been fulfilled. The first was political unification. 
Institutions of political control formed a network unifying the realm under 
the rule of the shogun. Commercially available maps of the country often 
gave the distance of each castle town from Edo, which of course was where 
the daimyo headed from their domains to fulfill their duty of alternate 
attendance (sankin kotai) at the shogunal court. Conversely, the Ezo region 
(now Hokkaido) and the kingdom of Ryukyu (now Okinawa), where there 
were no shogunal officials administering the land nor daimyo acknowledg
ing shogunal hegemony, were commonly considered to be outside of Japan 
proper. Thus maps of Japan did not include the Ryukyu archipelago, and 
until the end of the eighteenth century the only portion of the Ezo region 
shown was the northernmost outpost of"Japanese" settlement, the domain 
of Matsumae at the southern tip of the island of Hokkaido. 

The second condition was economic integration. A common cur
rency existed, and rice and a wide variety of other commodities circulated 
through a nationwide market. External trade through the port of Nagasaki 
(with the Chinese and Dutch), the domains of Tsushima (with Korea) and 
Satsuma (with the Ryukyus and indirectly with China), and the Ezo region 
(with tribal peoples and indirectly with China) served as only a very minor 
supplement to this domestic economy. 
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A bird's-eye view of the Japanese islands from the southern tip of Hokkaido (upper right) 
to Kyushu (upper left), drawn by Kuwagata Keisai (Kitao Masami) in 1840. 

A third condition for the development of a national consciousness 
was the networks for the circulation of people and information that 
accompanied this political and economic integration. As discussed in 
chapter 11, Ando Shoeki lived in Hachinohe in the far north of the main 
island of Honshu, but was published in Kyoto, some five hundred miles 
away as the crow flies (considerably farther by common modes of trans
port). The people in his home village of Niida had a local association 
for pilgrimages to the Grand Shrine of Ise, a similarly lengthy journey. 
A contemporary guidebook on manners advised, "You should not laugh 
at other people's local accents. Next time, it may be you who are being 
laughed at for yours"2-a lesson that reflects increasing contact among 
people from different parts of the country. 

By contrast, contact with actual foreigners (known generically as tojin, 

or "Chinese") was extremely rare anywhere other than Nagasaki. Despite 
the proximity of Korea to Japan, contact with Koreans was virtually non
existent, except by the handful of Japanese officials from the domain of 
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Tsushima who were stationed at a kind of trading and diplomatic station on 
the outskirts of the southern Korean port of Pusan. The only time Koreans 
might be encountered on Japanese soil was when an official embassy was 
sent from Korea to acknowledge the accession of a new shogun, or when 
castaways were rescued from a foundered Korean vessel. Such encounters 
were a once-in-a-lifetime experience, and remembered as such. 

A fourth condition was cultural integration. Even though differences 
in local dialect could still impede spoken communication, there was no 
regional difference in the style of written language (known as sorobun) 
used in letters and official documents throughout the country.3 As early 
as the Genroku era (1688-1704), the poet Matsuo Basho had taken advan
tage of the support of a network of local haiku aficionados to make the 
famous excursion through northern Japan commemorated in his travel 
diary Oku no hosomichi (Narrow Road to the Deep North) . In theory, 
the world of communication in classical Chinese (kanbun) extended to 
Choson Korea and Qing China, but in actual practice very little of what 
was written in kanbun in Japan made its way out of the country. It was 
literature and scholarship in classical Chinese, true enough, but written 
by Japanese, for Japanese. 

Finally, fundamental to all the preceding conditions was the system 
of strict control over entering or leaving the country that became known 
as sakoku (closing of the country). Sakoku was premised on a rigorous 
distinction between nationals and foreigners-a distinction that, though 
common today, was something of an exception at the time. There were 
countries in that era that allowed free passage of merchants of any reli
gion, language, or ethnicity, being content merely with exercising the 
authority to tax them all.4 By contrast, the Tokugawa regime and the vari
ous daimyo monitored and controlled even the individual residents of 
Japan's villages, keeping detailed population registers (ninbetsucho) and 
rosters of the mutual-responsibility groups (goningumicho) . 

So even without the experience of personal contact with people from 
other countries, most Japanese were conscious of being members of a 
distinct national or ethnic group. A common expression for a nonsensi
cal statement was tojin no negoto, accusing the speaker of sounding "like 
a foreigner talking in his sleep." There was a lively contemporary debate 
on the characteristics that made Japan unique. As is true today, Japanese 
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identity was a major intellectual and philosophical issue, and the histori
cal changes in the discourse concerning it are of great significance. 

CIVILIZATION AND BARBARISM 

If the "central flowering" (C. zhonghwa, J. chuka) of Chinese culture pro
duced the sages and made China the nucleus of human civilization, then 
it also positioned Japan as a country of "barbarians" (C. yidi, J. iteki). As 
a case in point, the Chinese dynastic history Wei zhi (ca. 297) places its 
description of the "Wa people," or the Japanese, in the section "Dongyi 
zhuan" (Accounts of the Eastern Barbarians).5 If one believed in the uni
versal applicability of the Way articulated by the Chinese sages, then this 
marginal status more or less had to be acknowledged. "The Japanese are 
eastern barbarians," declared Kumazawa Banzan (1619-91).6 Meanwhile 
Sato Naokata (1650-1719) remarked somewhat more resignedly, "Perhaps 
course the appellation of barbarian is not one to be welcomed with pride 
or joy, but if one is born in a barbarian land, there is little that can be 
done."7 Perhaps one could console oneself, as Amenomori Hosho. (1668-
1755) did, with the thought that 

The nobility or baseness of a country should be determined by the ratio 

of wise men to fools and the quality of its manners and customs. There 

is no reason to be proud simply of having been born in China, nor 

should there be shame simply because one is born in a barbarian land.8 

As might be imagined, however, there were plenty of people who were 
not particularly willing to see themselves as barbarians. Particularly in 
the seventeenth century, a fair number of Japanese Confucians (including 
Hayashi Razan, Nakae Toju, Kumazawa Banzan, and Kinoshita Jun'an) 
favored the theory that the Japanese emperors were actually descendants 
of Wu Taibo of the Zhou dynasty (uncle of King Wen, one of the sage 
kings of Zhou), who Confucius said had "reached the highest point of vir
tuous action."9 Taibo was the eldest son, but reportedly thrice refused to 
succeed to the throne of Zhou and fled to the south. There was a legend, 
recounted in the chronicle of the Jin dynasty (Jin shu, 648), that he had 
reached Japan. If Taibo had been the founder of the Japanese nation, then 
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conversion of Japan to Confucianism, tardy though it might be. Motoori 
Norinaga once commented that "since Heian times there have been peo
ple who delighted in this theory, believing anyone praised by Confucius 
as the epitome of virtue to be worthy of reverence."lO It appears, however, 
that the legend lost popularity over time. 

There were also individuals who flatly rejected the status of barbarian. 
For example, Yamaga Soko (1622-85) used the terms chugoku (middle 
kingdom), chushu (central state), chuka (central flowering), and so forth 
to refer not to China but to Japan. In Soko's estimation only Japan and 
China had achieved correctness in manners and customs. Even before 
Confucianism had been brought to Japan, similar "teachings" had been 
practiced. Thus Japan itself was the Middle Kingdom, Soko argued." 

Asami Keisai (1652-1715) went further, arguing that Japan was the 
Middle Kingdom regardless of any standards of superiority or inferiority: 
one's own country is always the Middle Kingdom, other countries the 
"barbarians." Although China styled itself as the Middle Kingdom, Japan 
should by the same token be able to apply that name to itself. 

One should prevent one's parents from being slapped on the head, even 

at the price of going against reason. Someone else's child should prevent 

his own parents from being struck. For each to cherish his country and 

his parents as his own is the principle of heaven and earth, which is not 

compromised by different people acting in parallel. 12 

Here, Keisai neither argues for Japan's uniqueness nor passes judgment on 
what is superior or inferior. Simply put, one's own country is always cen
tral. However, while this addressed the problem, it did not resolve it. The 
issue still remained of how to define Japan in relation to the outside world. 

CONCEPTIONS OF JAPAN AND THE JAPANESE 

Small and Marginal 
Japan was often seen by its denizens as a "small" or "minor" country. In 
actuality, with a politically unified population of more than thirty million 
people in the eighteenth century, it was an enormous country, unrivaled 
. . . 
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is estimated at 25.5 million). Even so, the image of Japan as small was 
broadly and deeply rooted, given that the usual terms of comparison were 
China and India. In the Buddhist cosmology centered upon the mythic 
Mount Sumeru, Japan was one of the small states "scattered like grains 
of millet" in the distant regions of the world. And as already discussed, 
Japan was seen as peripheral to the "central flowering" of Chinese cul
ture. China, above all, served as Japan's frame of reference. 

Being peripheral or marginal also implied a more fundamental inferi-
ority. Asami Keisai asked, 

Are we to think that all fathers must be tall, and therefore a small man 

is inferior as a father? Arguing about things in terms of their size is com

pletely based in competitive urges. All the more so when we turn to a 

map of the world's nations and see that China fails to take up even one

hundredth of its width, while there are several countries into which one 

could fit ten Chinas.13 

He certainly had a point; it would be childish to claim that the city of 
Yokohama is superior to its neighbor Kawasaki simply because it is bigger. 
Yet the very fact that Keisai felt the need to put forward his argument indi
cates how easily comparisons of size may become conflated with judgments 
of superiority and inferiority. 

The people of China are clever and talented, quickly able to discrimi

nate between right and wrong, abandoning what is bad and adopting 

what is good. As ours is a small country, brilliant people may appear 

from time to time, but for the most part fools such as we predominate.14 

Japan is a small country; the spirit of its people is lacking in vigor and 

their powers of endurance are weak.15 

Or as Yamaga Soko put it, 

Ours is a small country, so we do not measure up to other countries in 

any respect. It was a foreign country that produced the sages. Scholars 

past and present have all thought that way, and have longed to learn 

from foreign lands. 16 

Other commentators such as Katsube Seigyo (1712-88) sought to 
.J _L __ .J T --- ---
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Japan is an ingenious nation. We may not be particularly good at 

inventing things, but we can take something from China, study and 

learn from it, and make something that works even more splendidly. I 

suppose you could say we are quick on the uptake. Great nations have 

the capacity for invention. In the same way, the various domains imitate 

the manner of the capital. 17 

Hattori Taiho (1770-1846) struck a similar note when he wrote that "Even 
though we cannot invent anything new, we do excel at taking something 
that someone else has made, utilizing it fully, and adding our own inge
nuity to it."18 And Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843) was proud that "Articles 
produced in foreign countries, whatever they might be, arrive in our 
country, are given a quick glance, and before long, something superior 
is produced. This is another outstanding trait of the people of our coun
try."19 All of these writers sound more than a little defensive, but their 
arguments are similar to those still made in today's Japan. 

The same thinking was also applied to the material culture of the 
Western world: "Firearms also originally came from the West. Is there 
really anything produced abroad that our people, with their tremendous 
ingenuity, cannot improve upon?"20 Nishi Amane (1829-97), in the intro
ductory essay to Meiroku zasshi, a journal that would typify the thought 
of the early Meiji period, pointed out that Japan was "strong at emulating 
others but weak at creating things herself, being expert at imitation."21 

This observation on the Japanese character thus became an encourage
ment to learn from the Western nations. 

The East, the Sun 
The sense of inferiority deriving from a self-image as a minor, peripheral 
country inspired a variety of discourse aimed at salving this psychic wound. 
One line of thought, while acknowledging Japan's geographically marginal 
location, believed it to have unique status as an eastern country, the land of 
the sun. Psychologically, the broad expanse of the Pacific had more of an 
isolating than a unifying effect. Even though the world was known to be 
round, it seemed a more or less objective fact that the Japanese archipelago 
occupied its eastern extremity. For example, Nishikawa Joken wrote, 
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Our country is the eastern crown of the myriad nations, the land upon 

which the morning sun first shines, the first to feel its invigorating rays, 

the land from which thunder and lightning powerfully arise ... The 

name Nihon [lit., "source of the sun"] is most fitting ... The first things 

born of the yang force of the sun are by nature youthful and their life 

force (qi) robust. So Japanese hearts are filled with compassion and love, 

being heavily influenced by the element of wood [associated with the 

east in five-element theory] and its power of growth . Their will is con

centrated on valor and military exploits because they strongly receive the 

energy of gon [C. gen; the fifty-second hexagram of the Yijing , associated 

with immobility]. 22 

His is an image of a bright, powerful "land of the sun," bolstered by 
imagery from yin-yang theory and the Yijing, the classic divination man
ual. Of course, if one subscribes to yin-yang theory, it is not good to be 
overbalanced on the side of yang. "Japan is a yang country. It is where the 
sun begins; it has the properties of immaturity. Because of this, the peo
ple born of its land and waters value life but treat death lightly. People's 
hearts have much joy and little sadness. They value festivals but make 
light of funerals."23 Or, as another writer observed, "Among the countries 
of the world, Japan is the land of the new yang, and because of this, its 
people are sunny, youthful, and lacking in polish. They are martial in 
spirit, and do not like others to get ahead of them."24 

Nevertheless, according to Aizawa Seishisai (1782- 1863) in his pref
ace to Shimon (New Theses, 1825), 

Our Divine Realm is where the sun emerges. It is the source of the pri

mordial vital force sustaining all life and order. Our Emperors, descen

dants of the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, have acceded to the Imperial 

Throne in each and every generation, a unique fact that will never 

change. Our Divine Realm rightly constitutes the head and shoulders 

of the world and controls all nations.25 

By linking Japan's geographical position in the east with the sun and the 
imperial lineage descended from it, Aizawa makes the leap to assert
ing Japan's primacy over all the world's nations. Shimon would serve as 
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a foundational text of the later Mito school, a proimperial movement 
informed in part by the teachings of Motoori Norinaga (see chapter 17). 

Martial Arts and Valor 
Some in Tokugawa Japan believed that the essence of Japan was as a martial 
nation, a land of military prowess and valor. It was difficult to argue for 
Japan's superiority over the "central flowering" of China in the crucial areas 
of culture and "rites." In Korea a school of thought emerged that claimed 
Korea to be a "central flowering in miniature" (sochunghwa), the true reposi
tory and authentic standard-bearer of the civilization that had developed in 
a China now dominated by an alien dynasty founded by Manchu (Qing) 
invaders. Japan could not realistically make similar claims. But in terms of 
military prowess, it could speak with confidence, since, after all, it was a 
nation ruled by a warrior class. Many writers alluded to this idea: 

Our Japan ... truly excels all other nations in the martial valor of its people.26 

Our country has from ancient days been famous as one that surpassed 

all others in its martial qualities.27 

Japan takes martial valor as the root and literary culture as the branches; 

it is a country whose military defenses have not wavered for a hundred 

generations, the mightiest in the world. 28 

Japan is a martial nation, and highly respects simplicity.29 

Japan's national character is one of robust military preparedness. 30 

Yet at the same time, an overemphasis on the sword rather than 
the pen could give the impression of crudity and barbarism. Compared 
with China, "the hearts of our people are warlike and prone to breaking 
the rules; they are stubborn and inclined to neglect reverence."31 Kaiho 
Seiryo likewise observed that "because ours is a martial country, people 
are much more willful than those in China and elsewhere, to an almost 
frightening degree."32 Hori Keizan (1688-1757) attributed the violent dis
position of the Japanese to the size of the country and its stunting effect 
on the people: "Because Japan is a small country compared with China, 
the capacities of its people are also naturally more limited; in the end, the 
m;:irti::tl ::tire;;: \ MP n11t ()n -::Jf"'h1-:1 ll u <Jrlc-P. frA1,, l~m~f_,f-;nnr .-..f ,-,,1..,...,'9"ror.-l-r....-"33 
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Ultimately, using the concept of Japan as a martial nation to compete 
with China led many to reject the universality of the Way of the sages and 
move toward Kokugaku (National Learning). 

Our country is a nation of arms. The land to the west [China] is a 

nation of letters. Nations of letters value the pen. Nations of arms value 

the sword. That's the way it has been from the beginning ... Our coun

try and theirs are separated from one another by hundreds of miles, our 

customs are completely different, the temperaments of our people are 

dissimilar-so how could we possibly share the same Way? 34 

As long as it was believed that "the national character of the impe
rial land is superior to that of all other countries by virtue of its martial 
prowess,"35 any decline in the country's military standing was sure to be 
a blow to national identity and pride. This is one of the primary reasons 
the response to Commodore Perry's show of military force in the 1850s 
ignited such a sense of systemic crisis. 

Substance and Straightforwardness 
Another way of looking at Japan was to contrast its substance (shitsu, C. 
zhi) with the culture (bun, C. wen) exemplified by China. In the Analects, 
Confucius said, 

Where the solid qualities are in excess of accomplishments, we have 

rusticity; where the accomplishments are in excess of the solid qualities, 

we have the manners of a clerk. When the accomplishments and solid 

qualities are equally blended, we then have the man of virtue. 36 

So some thinkers saw Japan to be a nation of substance, or the solid qualities 
alluded to by Confucius: uncultivated, even barbaric from one perspective, 
but honest and straightforward from another. 

Ogyu Sarai took the negative view, and attacked Ito Jinsai's reverence 
for unadorned honesty and "straightforwardness" as "the narrowness of 
the Japanese."37 As Sarai saw it, valuing only honesty revealed a boorish 
simplemindedness . Tominaga Nakamoto (1715-46) compared the tem
peraments of the people of India, China, and Japan, concluding that the 
Japanese by their nature preferred pure and straightforward language.38 
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"cultured" (bun), while the Japanese were what Nakamoto called "rude" 
(ko), alluding to two passages in the Analects: "Straightforwardness, with
out the rules of propriety, becomes rudeness," and "There is the love of 
straightforwardness without the love of learning-the beclouding here 
leads to rudeness."39 Kusakabe Igaku cited an unspecified work as say
ing that "the fundamental tenor of the customs of our country is simple, 
straightforward, and unadorned; whether for good or ill our habitual 
manner is to move quickly, without adequate time for reflection."40 

Yet on the more positive side, various writers argued that substance is 
more important than style and plainness superior to empty display: 

Japan has taken the yang force of martial vigor as the model for the way 

of government, and in genius, purity, straightforwardness, and power 

has quickly proved its superiority over India and China.41 

The people of this country are pure of heart, close to the manner of the 

Xia and Shang [dynasties of ancient China].42 

The people of that country [China] value empty words, and as a result, 

they naturally tend to deceit .. . Our country values plain speaking, and 

thus people are naturally honest.43 

As noted in chapter 13, Kamo no Mabuchi and Motoori Norinaga 
also adopted this stance, criticizing the Confucians and China while 
praising the "straightforward heart" or "pure heart" of the "imperial 
land." Taking pride in one's na·ivete relative to the centers of culture is 
typical of peripheral nations seeking to reverse the odds against them; we 
see it historically in German attitudes toward the English and French, 
or Russian attitudes toward Western Europe.44 The more Confucianism 
penetrated Japan, the more appealing this counterstrategy became, to the 
point that it-as well as critiques of it-has been a fundamental trope in 
the discourse on Japanese identity and culture down to the present. 

Gods and Emperors 
Japan was also often called the "divine land" or "land of the gods" (shinkoku). 
This venerable phrase makes its first appearance in book 9 of the chronicle 
Nihon shoki, where it describes Japan as a land protected by the myriad 
deities. From medieval times onward, no particular contradiction was felt 
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between Japan being the land of these indigenous gods, or kami, and simul
taneously being a "land of the buddhas," owing to the syncretic fusion 
that had gradually taken place between Japanese folk traditions and the 
Buddhist teachings that had arrived in Japan from the Asian continent. Not 
until the early Meiji period, when under the influence of nativist thought 
efforts were made to separate Shinto from Buddhism, did the two come 
to be thought of as distinct religions that had become rather messily inter
twined. Instead, as Buddhism was a universal teaching that had spread 
throughout the known world, people did not find it terribly difficult to think 
of Shinto as its concrete local manifestation in the little corner known as 
Japan.45 And so Shinto shrines were commonly housed within Buddhist 
temples, and people visited and worshipped at both. The Toshogu, the 
Tokugawa mausoleum complex at Nikko, included both temples and 
shrines within its precincts. 

In the early Tokugawa period, this sense of Japan being a "divine 
land" -the home of both gods and buddhas-was consciously counter
posed to the Christian nations. For example, the edict expelling Catholic 
missionaries from Japan, drafted by the Zen monk Konchiin Suden 
(1569-1633) and issued by shogun Tokugawa Hidetada in 1614, even adds 
a bit of Confucian rhetoric to the mix: 

Japan is by origin the land of the gods. The unfathomable functioning of 

yin and yang, given a name, is called god. Who could fail to hallow and 

revere the sacredness of the sacred, the spirituality of the spirit? ... Japan 

is also called the land of the buddhas, and not without reason ... Japan 

is the land of gods and the land ofbuddhas. The gods are hallowed here 

and the buddhas revered; the Way of humanity and rightness is followed 

assiduously, and laws regarding good and evil are perfected.46 

Fukansai Fabian (1565-1621), a Japanese apostate from Christianity, 
wrote in a treatise attacking his former faith that "Japan is called the 
Land of the Gods, and also may be called the Land of the Buddhas 
because of the eastward spread of Buddhism." 47 Later writers also 
echoed his sentiments: 

If indeed I had committed such an act ... since Japan is a divine land, 

how would the gods and buddhas ever suffer to leave me in peace?48 
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Because Japan is the land of the gods, there is no household that does 

not pay them proper respect. And since it is also a country to which 

the Buddhist teachings have been propagated, how could there be any

where the buddhas are not worshipped?49 

There were Confucian thinkers, of course, who challenged this "land 
of the gods" thesis. Sato Naokata wrote, 

Between heaven and earth all that exists aside from mankind are the 

birds and beasts, base creatures. Human beings are the crown of cre

ation, and it is really "land of the humans" that we should call it, as it is 

irrational to conceive of there being "gods" apart from mankind. 

He continued, scathingly, 

To boast of the country of one's birth alone as being the best, as if 

one were some self-satisfied patent medicine salesman ... cannot be 

said to accord with the great principle of all under heaven . .. If the 

Shintoists were correct in believing that we should revere our country 

regardless of good or evil, right or wrong, then we wouldn't need such 

a thing as scholarship. 50 

However, if anything the image of Japan as a divine land grew stron
ger, frequently coupled with the ideology of imperial loyalism. Kitabatake 
Chikafusa (1293-1354) had made this linkage explicit long before, in the 
opening lines of his Jinni5 shi5ti5ki (A Chronicle of Gods and Sovereigns): 

Japan is the divine country. The heavenly ancestor it was who first laid 

its foundations, and the Sun Goddess left her descendants to reign 

over it forever and ever. This is true only of our country, and noth

ing similar may be found in foreign lands. That is why it is called the 

divine country. 51 

The continuity of the imperial line (with no violent dynastic changes as 
in China) was a unique point of pride. It could be read as evidence of 
superior virtue and impeccable pedigree and so appealed to many as an 
antidote to the sense of inferiority attendant upon being a minor nation. 

This view was not limited to Asami Keisai and his followers, Shinto
ists, and adherents of National Learning or the Mito school. Works by 
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many thinkers of disparate views stood together on the point, with pride: 
Yamaga Soko's Chucho fifitsu (The Reality of the Central Dynasty, 1669), 
Ito Jinsai's Rongo kogi (The Original Meaning of the Analects, 1712), Ito 
Baiu's Kenbun dansi5 (Things Seen and Heard, 1738), Nishikawa Joken's 
Nihon suidoko (An Inquiry into Japanese Geography, 1720), Matsumiya 
Kanzan's Gakuron (Thesis on Learning, 1755-56), and Igai Keisha's Sako 
seimei (Correct Names, n.d .), among others. Even a character in Hiraga 
G ennai's 1763 satirical novel Furyi1 Shidoken den (The Stylish Life of 
Shidoken) delivers the following impassioned speech: 

The customs of China are not like those of Japan. Their emperors are like 

vagabonds; when people tire of them, they are replaced by violent over

throw, accompanied by a lot of big talk about the realm belonging to all 

under heaven and not merely one man. It being such a rascally country, 

the sages emerged to give instruction to it . . . In Japan, if the emperor 

were abused in this way even tiny children would be outraged and unable 

to remain silent, as we are a country of steadfast loyalties. That is why our 

emperors have no equal in any of the countries of the world. 

The continuity of Japan's imperial lineage thus became the grounds 
for asserting Japan's superiority over other nations, echoing the popular
ity of the phrase "imperial land" (kokoku). This was one consequence of 
the deepening penetration of Confucian thought in Japan, which gave 
rise to the need for Japanese to wrestle with the notion of China as the 
center of civilization. The antishogunal activists of the waning years of 
the Tokugawa regime frequently spoke of Japan as the "imperial land" 
or "divine state" (shinshu). 52 And when they spoke of China, they avoided 
the traditional terms that emphasized its centrality (such as chuka or 
Chugoku) and instead referred to it as Seido (land to the west), Seiju 
(western barbarians), Shin'i (Qing barbarians), or Shina (China). 

Islands and the Sea 
A final way of looking at Japan was to emphasize its nature as a sea-girt 
island nation. The world gazetteer of the Qing-dynasty scholar Wei Yuan 
(1794- 1857), Haiguo tuzhi (Illustrated Treatise on the Maritime Nations), 
used the term "maritime nations" (haiguo) to signify those using the 
oceans as a waterway to reach China. Until the middle of the eighteenth 
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century, however, being surrounded by the sea meant something com
pletely different to the Japanese: it connoted isolation and security. 

The defenses of]apan are superior to those of any country in the world. 

Small countries bordering on great ones are almost always forced to 

submit to the larger country or are even absorbed by it in the end. Japan 

is geographically close to a great power, but the two are separated by 

a rough sea that keeps them relatively distant from one another. Thus 

Japan has never suffered the misfortune of having to submit to a great 

power, much less be annexed by one. 53 

But the significance of being an island nation gradually changed. The 
sea itself remained the same, but the ocean-going capacity of Western 
ships improved, and they began to appear with increasing frequency in 
the waters off Japan. In 1786, Hayashi Shihei (1738-93) completed his 
Kaikoku heidan (Military Talks for a Maritime Nation), which contains 
the following well-known passage: 

What is a maritime nation? A country bounded in all four directions 

by the sea, with no land connections to its neighbors. The defenses 

proper to a maritime nation differ in nature from what is discussed in 

the Chinese military manuals or in the teachings of the various schools 

of martial arts passed down in Japan since ancient times. 

I have privately learned that Nagasaki is presently stoutly defended 

with cannon, but that there are no such defenses for the seaports of 

Awa and Sagami [along Edo Bay in present-day Chiba and Kanagawa 

prefectures]. This is most incomprehensible. If we think carefully, it 

means that there are sea lanes running directly and unimpeded from 

the Nihonbashi bridge in Edo to as far as China and Holland. How is 

it that we have prepared no defenses here, and protect only Nagasaki? 

Here, we see the perception of Japan's status as a maritime nation 
shifting from secure isolation to fragility and crisis. With this shift, new 
arguments arose. "Japan is a maritime nation, so of course ocean navi
gation, transport, and trade should have critical importance for national 
affairs," wrote Honda Toshiaki (1743-1821) in 1798. "Trade and com
merce with other nations is a way to vie for national strength. It is the 
same as warfare."54 Eventually, in 1846, Tokugawa Nariaki (1800-60), 
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daimyo of Mito, would be writing to shogunal senior councillor Abe 
Masahiro that "for a maritime nation, warships should be the first line 
of defense." 55 A variety of approaches to maritime defense began to be 
proposed with increasing urgency, fueled by the perceptions of Japan as 
a maritime nation, a martial nation, and an endangered small country. 
Simultaneously, the consciousness of Japan as the "imperial land" also 
rose to prominence. 

Hence long before Commodore Perry and his squadron arrived in 
Japanese waters in 1853, the conditions were already present for an explo
sive debate over the opening of Japan's ports, and the country itself, to 
commerce with the Western countries. 





Chapter Sixteen 

SEXUALITY AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 

EROS AND THE "FLOATING WORLD" 

D istinctions between men and women are not self-evident, nor can 
they always be neatly parceled into the simple dualities of biological 

sex and socioculturally determined gender. However, in Tokugawa Japan, 
as in many societies, gender was seen as self-evident, with each believed to 
possess certain unique characteristics to which the individual's social role 
and life path should naturally conform. This consciousness underpinned 
the social structure of the times and was a factor in the political system 
and its historical changes as well. 

As we saw in chapter 4, in Tokugawa Japan people were fundamen
tally defined by the ie, the family or house, in which they lived. No mat
ter one's social status, the meaning of life resided in devoting oneself to 
whatever occupation or profession one's house traditionally pursued. It 
might logically follow that in such a society, extramarital sex would be 
seen as disruptive and worthy of repression, with exceptions perhaps to 
be made for activities restricted to the pleasure quarters. Yet in reality, the 
situation was vastly different, and not only in terms of isolated local cus
toms permitting yobai ("nightcrawling"; sneaking into a woman's house 
to court her at night) or orgies on the nights of certain festivals. 

First of all, the division between men and women in Tokugawa Japan 
was less rigidly defined than it was in China or Korea during the same 
period. For Confucians, as the classic Guoyu (Discourses of the States) 
affirmed, "The distinction between man and woman is the great virtue 
of the land." The Liji (Classic of Rites) expanded upon the idea: 

293 
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When this distinction (between husband and wife) is exhibited, affection 

comes to prevail between father and son. When there is this affection, 

the idea of righteousness arises in the mind, and to this idea of righteous

ness succeeds (the observance of) ceremonies. Through those ceremo

nies there ensues universal repose. The absence of such distinction and 

righteousness is characteristic of the way of beasts.1 

In China, the two genders were construed in terms of yin/yang, with 
the maintenance of "appropriate" roles and functions and of spatial and 
social separation regarded as basic to the social order. Men represented 
the yang force, and their realm was external, the outside world; women 
belonged to the yin force, and their realm was interior, in the home.2 But 
this model, grounded in what was perceived to be natural law, was actu
ally quite weak in Tokugawa Japan. 

True, in upper-class samurai households there was a fairly strict sepa
ration between men and women, as reflected in the residential architec
ture, which was partitioned into the two quarters of "outer" (omote) and 
"inner" (oku). The wives of daimyo and high-ranking shogunal retainers 
were spoken of honorifically using terms symbolizing their interiority, such 
as okugata-sama or okusama. However, this distinction between outer and 
inner had existed from the beginning of Tokugawa rule, when Confucian 
influence had scarcely made itself felt. The avoidance of women in public 
or official settings was thus the consequence not so much of Confucianism 
as of the samurai viewing the profession of arms and the affairs of govern
ment as the hypermasculine province of the warrior. At the imperial court, 
far removed from the "manly way" of the samurai, women fulfilled official 
capacities alongside men. 

Unlike in the Chinese imperial court, there were no eunuchs. The 
consorts and concubines of shoguns and daimyo were self-administering, 
and it was they who raised the heirs of their lords, in the "interior" - the 
women's quarters-of the castle or domanial residence. Marriage negotia
tions and various private communications among the daimyo houses were 
frequently handled by women, and the network formed by women of the 
interior was utilized as a vector for influencing the shogun and daimyo 
politically. In particular, the "elders" of the Great Interior of Edo Castle
the senior women of the shogunal entourage-possessed great authority 
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and political power, which were not regarded as being inappropriate to 
them as women.3 

The city streets-unlike those of China-were filled with women. 
Women regularly went out shopping, sightseeing, and visiting shrines and 
temples (or using that as a convenient pretext to get out of doors). Women 
of the substantial military houses went out less frequently, and a character 
appearing in a manual of etiquette and behavior for upper-class women 
bemoans that after marriage, one must think of one's husband's wishes and 
is no longer at liberty to take sightseeing trips and pleasure excursions.4 

Read differently, however, the passage reveals that even among this class 
unmarried women were more or less free to go out as they pleased-to the 
extent that Osaka rice merchant and scholar Yamagata Banta (1748-1821) 
complained in 1820 that in contrast to China, "the Japanese custom is 
that there are always more women than men making pleasure trips to the 
countryside, visiting the theaters, and going sightseeing."5 

In 1791, during Matsudaira Sadanobu's tenure as shogunal senior 
councillor, an ordinance was issued to ban mixed bathing in Edo. This 
indicates that up until that time, in the majority of the countless bathhouses 
throughout the city, men and women were bathing together in the nude 
and not seeing anything wrong with it. In the wake of the ordinance, for a 
time it came to pass that "Husband and wife disrobe I Then practice the 
virtue of distinction I At the baths," as a contemporary satirical verse put 
it.6 But a reaction set in against the shogunate "meddling in such incon
sequential matters,"7 and before long the ordinance was widely ignored. 
Mixed bathing of this sort was unthinkable in China, Korea, the Ottoman 
Empire, or the European nations at that time. 

In general, social strictures against exposure of the body to the gaze 
of the opposite sex were much weaker in Japan than in contemporary 
Europe. In 1776, Carl Peter Thunberg, a member of the Dutch trading 
mission at Nagasaki, wrote, 

Modesty is a virtue to which these people are not much attached, and 

lasciviousness seems universally to prevail. The women seldom took 

any pains to cover their nudities when bathing in open places (which 

they sometimes did), not even in such spots where they were exposed 

to the eyes of the Dutch or where these latter were to pass.8 
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The flip side of these relatively loose strictures on the mixing of the 
sexes was that women in Tokugawa Japan were expected to join men in 
performing quite arduous outdoor labor, at least among the classes that 
did such work. Unlike for Han Chinese women, with their bound feet, 
the ideal for Japanese women was not to stay indoors and concentrate on 
"womanly" occupations. As daughters, and as wives, they were expected 
to fully participate in the family business. In addition to doing housework, 
they joined men in carrying heavy loads, wading in the mud of the rice 
paddies, tilling dry fields, or diving for shellfish. 

They also participated in commerce. "As long as you have been born 
into a household of the common people and will go to another as a bride, 
if you are going to help your husband in his business you cannot neglect 
to learn arithmetic," enjoins one textbook.9 A plethora of instructional 
manuals for women styled after Onna daigaku (The Great Learning for 
Women), based on the writings of the Confucian scholar Kaibara Ekiken 
(1630-1714), added a variety of practical information and skills for daily 
life to the moral education advanced in the original text. A representative 
example was Onna daigaku takarabako (Jewel Box of the Great Learning 
for Women), published in numerous editions beginning in 1716, which 
was lavishly illustrated for the edification of young girls with depictions 
of a wide variety of women artisans and merchants. Thus, the functional, 
spatial, and social gender divisions that tended to be so rigid in Ming and 
Qing China were much more relaxed in Tokugawa Japan. 

Moreover, the pleasure quarters of the Yoshiwara in Edo, Shinmachi in 
Osaka, and Shimabara in Kyoto occupied an extremely important position 
in Tokugawa society. Though they were known as "bad places" or "places 
of ill repute" (akusho, akubasho)-words uttered with opprobrium but also 
with a bit of awe for their strangely addictive fascination-they were at 
the same time renowned attractions of the great cities in which they were 
located. The officially licensed quarter of the Yoshiwara alone had several 
thousand "women of pleasure," and there were numerous other areas of 
the city where unlicensed entertainment and prostitution were purveyed. 
Many aspects of Edo culture now spoken of with pride as part of Japan's 
heritage originated and flourished in the city's pleasure quarters. 

It was constantly observed throughout the Tokugawa period that 
ordinary women eagerly followed the modes and manners of the 
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women of the pleasure quarters. High-class courtesans were not only 
bewitching sex symbols for the men of that time, but also the envy of 
other women as fashion leaders. It was quite possible for a courtesan 
to be "redeemed" (bought out of her indentured status) to become the 
wife of a wealthy townsman, in contrast to the rigid distinction made in 
Europe between "respectable" and "fallen" women. It would not be too 
much of an exaggeration to say that Edo culture was the culture of the 
pleasure quarters. 10 

The theater and its intoxicating manifestations of eros were likewise 
very significant. The hothouse atmosphere oflove scenes between women 
and men-both played by men, as the kabuki theater, like the Elizabethan 
stage, barred female actors-was simultaneously stimulating to the het
ero- and homosexual imagination and captivated the hearts of audiences, 
especially female ones. 

The renowned German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann visited 
Japan in 1865 and went to see a play: 

The theater was filled in about equal measure with men and women. 

Everyone appeared to be having a splendid time. Mixed bathing seems 

a small matter beside the lewd scenes being enjoyed here by women of 

all ages. 11 

Some seventy years previously, the Osaka Confucian scholar Nakai Chikuzan 
(1730-1804) had written in a memorial to shogunal senior councillor 
Matsudaira Sadanobu: 

The lowest and most ignorant class of men and women find it the great

est pleasure in the world to frequent the theaters in their free time. If 
the theaters were suddenly closed, it would leave them crestfallen, mak

ing them feel as if the heavens had crumbled and the earth had split. 

That would not be called humane and benevolent government. Thus 

we should restrict ourselves to installing measures to ban displays of 

licentious behavior, curb everyday luxury, eliminate superfluousness, 

and guard against excess. 12 

Erotic books and erotic pictures also circulated quite openly. As many 
as two to three thousand titles were published in the Tokugawa period.13 

Erotic prints made up a significant portion of the market for ukiyo-e 
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woodblock prints in general. They were, according to one contemporary 
account, issued in new editions every year, from a variety of publishers, 
some in extraordinarily lavish printings enhanced with gold and silver; 
copies were arrayed in storefronts, and young and old alike took "tireless 
delight" in viewing them. The same author informs us that "Women and 
girls who collect such pictures do so on the pretext that they work as a kind 
of talisman for acquiring more clothes; slipped in between garments stored 
in dressers and such, they are passed on from mother to daughter."14 In 
samurai households it was similarly believed that erotic prints could impart 
the power to ward off arrows if they were stored in the same box as armor, 
and many happily followed this custom. In Edo Castle at the turn of the 
year, people of both high and low station carried around lunar calendars of 
the coming year featuring parodic illustrations of various kinds-including 
erotic ones-to show one another for amusement.15 And on one occasion, a 
shogunal official is recorded as having amused himself with a presumably 
somewhat startled embassy from Ryukyu by "brandishing a colorful erotic 
print and asking them, 'What do you think this is?"'16 

There were strict laws against adultery, but considerable latitude in 
their enforcement.17 Particularly in cases that did not involve samurai, 
things were usually handled privately, often with payment of some form 
of compensation. In the Kujikata Osadamegaki criminal code, illicit rela
tions with a young woman whose marriage had been arranged was subject 
only to "light banishment."18 Similar conduct with a young woman whose 
marriage had yet to be arranged was not even mentioned, although in 
Qing China this, too, was a major offense.19 There is also testimony such 
as the following: 

There were certainly nothing like women of pleasure in my home 

province of Iyo. Instead, young unmarried women, serving wenches, 

widows, even grannies behaved quite sluttishly. But they did not sell 

themselves-you had to treat them nicely.20 

How was it that ease of association of the sexes and exuberant eroti
cism coexisted in Tokugawa Japan with a sternly rigid social hierarchy 
and the ie system? While remembering that rampant eroticism signified 
neither equality of the sexes nor the liberation of women, we must consider 
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more closely the relationship between a stifling morality and a sexual con
sciousness that existed in apparent contradiction to it-but that was often 
coupled with such tragedies as the selling of women into virtual slavery in 
the pleasure quarters. 

EROS AND THE IE 

Conjugal Hannony 
The Five Relations of Confucianism canonically taught "distinction" or 
"discrimination" as the ideal for relations between husband and wife. In 
Tokugawa Japan, this was frequently modified to "harmony." The moral 
instructions prefacing the registers of the mutual-responsibility groups 
(goningumi) often urged villagers to preserve amicable relations between 
husband and wife. Not differentiation or discrimination, but its opposite, 
harmony and unity, were set forth as moral duties. 

In a society that had a much higher divorce rate than at present, this 
was both a teaching and a plea for a couple, once betrothed, to stay together 
through thick and thin. At the time, a brief text commonly referred to as 
a mikudarihan ("three-and-a-half lines") served as sufficient formal docu
mentation for divorce. Usually addressed from the husband to the wife, it 
gave notice of the divorce and promised that he would not raise objections 
to her future remarriage. As a rule the document commenced with the set 
phrase, "In light of our fundamental incompatibility, and on the basis of 
mature discussion with one another, I divorce my wife." Simple incompat
ibility was adequate grounds for ending a marriage. Or, to put it in more 
extreme fashion, a marriage often lasted no longer than it could remain 
harmonious (though, as we shall see later, this meant something very dif
ferent from the idea, new then even to Europe, that a loveless marriage is 
no marriage at all). 

It is important to note that divorce required the approval neither of 
religious authorities nor the state. Divorce on the basis of "mature discus
sion" -in other words, divorce by consent-was the norm, and there was 
little to fear in terms of social sanctions. 21 In this sense, marriage was a 
fragile institution in Tokugawa Japan; the official statistics for 1883 (Meiji 
16), when divorce was presumably much less common than in Tokugawa 
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times, still recorded a divorce rate of 3.39 per 1,000 people (almost as high 
as recent figures for the United States, and well above those for Japan, 
France, and Germany). 22 

Divorce was made easier by the fact that remarriage (and not neces
sarily a "bad" match, at that) was entirely possible for women as well as for 
men. Onna daigaku disapprovingly states, "For a woman who has gone as 
a bride to a house to be dismissed by it is a deviation from the true path 
for women and a matter for great shame, even if she weds another affluent 
husband," acknowledging the reality that remarriage to an "affluent hus
band" was quite possible. Among the women listed in the Kansei choshu 
shokafu, a registry of notable samurai families compiled in the Kansei era 
(1789-1801), more than half had remarried. 23 

In short, there was virtually no custom holding the sexual inexperi
ence of the bride as an important condition for marriage, as in the West 
or in China. The following observation has been made with regard to 
medieval Europe: 

A man's offspring born out of wedlock of course strained the delicate 

mechanism of inheritance, but they were easy to spot. The adulterous 

children of a wife were more dangerous, since the mother had a better 

chance of concealing her crime. They were born of fraud, and, when 

they survived, they risked dual reprobation for their birth from a sin of 

the flesh and for their mother's betrayal of the family into which she had 

entered. The sexual fidelity of women was solidly at the heart of the fam

ily structure, and women's bodies required unflagging surveillance to 

guard against fraudulent changelings who might discredit the great body 

of the lineage. 24 

The same was essentially true in Ming and Qing China, where the 
strict patrilineal principle governing clan and family served as the basis of 
the social order. However, as noted in chapter 4, the essential nature of the 
ie of Tokugawa Japan did not reside in the continuity of a bloodline. So in 
that sense the virginity of daughters and the chastity of wives were not as 
important. A wife's adultery could be settled by payment of an indemnity 
or, at worst, by divorce. Moreover, a son-in-law adopted into the family by 
marriage had no independent standing from which to criticize the infidel
ity of the wife who had brought him into the family in the first place. 
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Even so, divorce was not desirable. Not only did it involve a vari
ety of costs, but the wife was seen as comanager of the household; as 
one mid-nineteenth-century self-help book put it, "man and wife should 
be good counsel to one another."25 The prosperity of the household was 
premised upon the continuity and stability of the conjugal relationship. 
Advice such as "Harmony of husband and wife means a prosperous 
house" and "Be good to one another as husband and wife, and mind 
the family business"26 was part and parcel of the family-business ethic 
described in chapter 4. These contemporary commentators encouraged 
husband and wife to work together to ensure the continuity of their 
relationship for the sake of the ie and the profession, trade, or business 
associated with it. 

In modern conceptions of marriage based on Western European 
models, romantic love is emphasized as the bond joining two discrete 
individuals. By contrast, in Tokugawa Japan, because husband and wife 
were conceived not as individuals but rather as beings who lived to fur
ther the interests of their ie, the focus was on "harmony." In the former 
model, the home is strictly separated from work, becoming a purely pri
vate sphere and haven where an intimacy difficult to find in the outside 
world is sought and nurtured. In the latter, home and work were coupled, 
with the ie being grounded in the family business, and harmony among 
its members demanded as the norm. 

At the time feelings oflove (io) and eros (iro) were seen as one, so that 
when harmony between husband and wife was preached, the sexual com
ponent was almost certainly included. Onna chohoki (Jewels of Wisdom 
for Women), republished in many editions from the late seventeenth 
century through the end of the Tokugawa period, spells it out: "Mito no 
maguwai [a term for sexual intercourse dating to the ancient chronicles] 
equals conjugal harmony." No doubt the terms of the equation could also 
be reversed. Yotsugigusa (Tips for an Enduring Family), a supplement to 
Onna daigaku takarabako, opens with lines, "Heaven endows and earth 
bears forth; this is known as the way of harmony. By the same principle, 
intercourse between man and wife produces children." A bawdy parody of 
Onna daigaku takarabako entitled Onna dairaku takarabeki (Opening the 
Treasure of Great Pleasure for Women) may have been in earnest when 
it asserted, "Since a girl grows up to go to another house and serve a man 
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as his wife, the Way of love (iro no michi) should be her primary concern." 
Perhaps it is not so strange that erotic books and pictures circulated so 
widely as celebrations of harmony. 

Masuho Zanko (1655-1742), author of Endo tsugan (A Comprehensive 
Mirror on the Way of Love), criticized weddings arranged under paren
tal duress and advocated "a genuine concord of feeling" as the basis for 
marriage. He was however neither a hedonistic individualist, a permis
sive libertarian, nor, as sometimes mistakenly construed, a believer in the 
supremacy of romantic love. Instead he preached love because if "I give 
myself freely to my partner and I accept my partner in return, and we 
truly love and care for one another, communing with one another as a 
couple," then there is no danger that the house will fail and its line be 
extinguished. In this fashion, the way of love was incorporated into the 
morality of the ie, and openness about sex occasioned no shame. 

Harmony required effort on the part of both husband and wife. Yet 
the emphasis was placed on the efforts to be made by the wife, who in 
many respects occupied the weaker position. The self-help books of the 
day were full of tips on how not to lose the affections of one's husband. 
Paying attention to one's makeup and dress, and behaving every day in a 
feminine manner to keep from losing one's husband-this is "the Way of 
the wife," advises one manual. 27 Others offer similar counsel: 

A woman should be coquettish just to the right degree.28 

For a wife to talk too much not only sounds bad, but it can also cause 

her to alienate people and be abandoned by her husband. 29 

From the day she becomes a bride, a woman's chief task is to behave in 

such a way as not to be cast aside. 30 

To be stuck up about her own charms and believe that if she is forced to 

leave her husband's house she can always marry into another family are 

wanton thoughts a woman must not entertain. 31 

Even Onna daigaku, at first glance solidly Confucian, essentially 
teaches how to avoid becoming estranged from one's husband "to the 
point that relations deteriorate and you are eventually cast out of his house." 
Its concluding passage presses home the point: "If you heed these teachings, 
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your conjugal relations will naturally be harmonious, and you shall know 
peace and tranquility in the household for many long years to come." 

It may have raised eyebrows among the more rigidly orthodox 
Confucians, but it was widely acknowledged that a certain amount of 
coquettishness was part of the job of being a woman. 

Charm and Tenderness 
In Ming and Qing China the central virtue of a woman was lifelong fidel
ity to her husband. The remarriage of widows was regarded as shameful; 
forcing such a remarriage was a crime.32 A woman who committed sui
cide upon the death of her husband was officially commemorated as a 
"chaste" or "devoted" wife. In Europe as well, the conviction that chastity 
or pudicite was the cardinal feminine virtue was deeply entrenched; addi
tionally, women were held to be driven more by emotion than by reason. 
In Tokugawa Japan, women were likewise believed to be endowed with a 
unique depth of feeling, and nurturing this attribute was one of the goals 
of feminine education. But this meant something quite different in the 
Japanese context. 

From at least as early as the first half of the Tokugawa period, women 
were above all expected to display "charm" (aikyo). As Onna jitsugokyo 
(True Words of Instruction for Women, 1695) puts it, "A woman without 
charm is no better than unfeeling rocks and plants."33 Here, being win
ning is equated with having depth of feeling (nasake). The frontispiece of 
Onna chohoki shows a double-page illustration of women of all stations 
of society, accompanied by a poem that reads, "Quality and appearance 
I Station and position I All may differ I But their hearts I Should be gen
tle and tender." The text also repeatedly stresses that women should be 
"tender in love" (en ni yasashiku). All women, regardless of their position 
within the status hierarchy, were supposed to possess a virtue unique to 
their sex, and it was not chastity, but tenderness or gentleness. 

This corresponded to the ethos of a warrior society that valued cour
age as the core of masculinity. To be manly was a matter not primarily of 
culture or education, but of force of will, strength, and toughness. Women 
were conversely supposed to be about compassion, tenderness, and charm. 
A samurai, of course, might be moved to show compassion, but that was 
seen as something he manifested despite, rather than because of, his status 
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as a warrior. By contrast, Onna chohoki instructs that as long as a woman 
keeps true to her own heart, even without education she can become free 
of jealousy, circumspect in her desires, deep in her feelings, compassion
ate, and tender of heart. Oyakokun (Lessons for Parents and Children, 
n.d.) asserts that women should be tenderhearted, based on the some
what strange argument that "This Japan of ours is also known as Wakoku 
["the land of harmony"], and is a country that should be ruled by women. 
Amaterasu Omikami, too, was a woman." A manual of etiquette for women 
of different social classes published in 1754 likewise stresses compassion 
and benevolence, saying that "women are grounded in gentleness of heart 
and speech."34 For women, softness of feeling and tender affection were the 
norm. (Accordingly it was not considered "womanly" to be overly resistant 
to the sweet talk of men, a view that occasionally placed married women 
in a rather difficult moral dilemma.) 

Given that tenderness was also expected to manifest itself in the 
realm of the erotic, it was perhaps natural that the beautifully accoutered 
courtesans of the pleasure quarters appeared to contemporary eyes as the 
most womanly of women-with the exception of the Kyoto court ladies 
we will discuss later-because these "sovereigns of sentiment" (nasake no 
kimi) were said to "live by love" and to make "love their profession."35 Of 
course, there was also the well-known saying that "Honesty in a whore is 
as rare as the moon on the last day of the [lunar] month." But precisely 
since tenderness of feeling was linked so closely to eros, what was happen
ing in the pleasure quarters was seen as more than mere sex work, and if 
there was a certain amount of artifice involved, it was because the inter
action took the form of an emotional encounter. 

At the same time, one guidebook observed that once you had made 
an ordinary woman your wife, it was like frequenting the pleasure quar
ters to visit a favorite courtesan every night.36 If, as the saying went, "a 
mistress is an ordinary woman with a pinch of salt," then an additional 
pinch might make a wife a courtesan. Ordinary women were courtesans 
in plain dress; courtesans were gaudier and more gorgeous wives. 

And in fact, the ideal women presented in the illustrations to the popu
lar self-help and instructional books for women were-no matter what their 
presumed social status-sometimes almost outrageously sexy. Moreover, 
they frequently appeared alongside depictions of women of the pleasure 
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A spread from the 1847 Izumiya edition of Onna chohoki (Jewels of Wisdom 
for Women), originally published in 1695. The illustration is by Katsushika Oi, daugh
ter of Hokusai. Running across the two panels along the top is a poem that reads, 
"Quality and appearance I Station and position I All may differ I But their hearts I 
Should be gentle and tender." In the right panel are depicted (clockwise from top 
left) women of the aristocratic, townsman, samurai, and peasant classes; the left panel 
shows (clockwise from top left) a brothel madam, a mistress, courtesans, and widows. 
The picture is striking both for the oddity of its categories and the stylized sexiness of 
the women's poses. 

quarters. There was nothing abnormal about "respectable women" taking 
style and fashion tips from the courtesans, or about courtesans leaving the 
trade to become the wives of townsmen. Since the women of the pleasure 
quarters represented the paragon of feminine desirability, it was hardly 
surprising that a woman in search of a husband, or a woman wishing to 
keep her mate, might want to imitate aspects of their appeal. Rigid moral
ists might complain, but the women of the pleasure quarters (while on one 
hand scorned and pitied for their "rootless" state) continued to glitter with 
a certain glamorous appeal that continually injected a whiff of the erotic 
into a stern society. In similar vein, it was perhaps inevitable that women, 
placed in the position they were within Tokugawa society, should have 
been the most passionate devotees of the high romance of the theater. 
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Accomplishments and Elegance 
To arrange a good marriage and appeal to a husband once wed, it was 
considered important for a woman to possess certain arts and accomplish
ments. Almost without exception, the self-help books for women strongly 
recommended the acquisition of one or more of these skills, which 
included, according to Onna chohoki, handwriting; poetry and poetics; 
study of Genfi monogatari (Tale of Genji) and Ise monogatari (Tales of 
Ise) and the poetic anthologies Hyakunin isshu, Kokinshil, and Man'yoshil; 
sewing, spinning, and weaving; painting and decorative knotting; koto 
music; board games; the incense and tea ceremonies; renga and haiku; 
flower arrangement; preparing cotton for spinning; hairdressing; and 
feminine deportment. These arts were believed to enhance a woman's 
attractiveness and to be useful in both making a good match and finding 
employment. In short, women's education partook of the nature of a gei
sha's training, the goal being that of pleasing men.37 (In this strictly limited 
sense, they resembled the bound feet of Chinese women.) 

Good handwriting was not merely practical, but was a weapon for 
enhancing a woman's attractiveness. Onna chohoki is quite frank in 
this regard: 

When one reads an engaging letter written in a beautiful hand, even 

without seeing its author one is made to feel that she is attractive and 

of gentle character. We do not want to say that this is why you should 

practice your hand, but from olden times many a man's heart has been 

moved by seeing the fine traces of a brush. Your eyes may be beautiful, 

but if your hand is crude, it will disappoint and disillusion. This is why 

handwriting is the first among the arts of the woman. 

Beautiful calligraphy was sexy. It evoked the elegance of the poetry and 
romantic narratives of the Japanese classical literary tradition . Onna 
chohoki presses the point: 

Women should take special care to learn poetry. Even if you are not 

much to look at, when men hear that you can write poetry, they will 

think you gentle and attractive and will not slight you . Thus poetry 

can be the beginning of the long conversation that is marriage. 
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Other manuals for women such as Onna daigaku takarabako give 
introductions to Genji monogatari and reproduce poems from Hyakunin 
isshu with illustrations of their authors. There was a huge publish
ing trade in women's poetry textbooks focused on Hyakunin isshu. The 
majority of the poems in this anthology deal with love, and of course 
Genji monogatari is a tale of unbridled romance. They might seem a bit 
risque as reading material for unmarried women, but insofar as they epit
omized "feeling" and "tenderness," they did not conflict with the thrust 
of ostensibly Confucian-oriented works such as Onna daigaku. 

These allusions to the elegant ladies of the imperial court also satisfied 
the inherent snobbery of a hierarchical society. Works such as Asai Ryoi's 
Honcho jokan (A Mirror of the Women of Our Court, 1661), Kurosawa 
Hirotada's Honcho retsujoden (Lives of Exemplary Japanese Women, 
1668), and Onna kanninki yamatobumi (Tales of Feminine Forbearance 
in Japanese, 1713) present biographies of female court poets such as Ono no 
Komachi, Izumi Shikibu, Akazome Emon, Sei Shonagon, and Murasaki 
Shikibu. These models for their sex stand in notable contrast to the chaste or 
filial personalities featured in Chinese biographies of exemplary women. As 
literacy rose in Tokugawa Japan, one writer observed that "today's women 
and girls, regardless of their station in life, all have the poems of Hyakunin 
isshu on their lips."38 Along with the spread of Confucian education and 
culture among the male population, the female population correspond
ingly became versed in the ideal of "feeling" (nasake) and the knowledge 
of classical Japanese poetry that was fused with it. 

EROS AND THE WARRIOR 

In Tokugawa Japan, male homosexuality was not taboo (though because 
there was no formalized same-sex marriage, it was perforce extramarital). 
Male bisexuality was common. There were spirited-and public-debates 
over which was superior, homosexual or heterosexual love. Some samurai 
rose in the world by becoming the companions of their lord. Beautiful 
young men might sometimes serve several different daimyo in succession. 
This was in stark contrast to the denunciation of homosexuality in early 
modern Europe as a mortal sin, or the Chinese attitude, which regarded 
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homosexual relations-despite their actual widespread practice-as a 
grave disruption of the dominant gender rules. 39 

Homosexual love in Japan was essentially regarded as the province 
of the samurai (or Buddhist monastics), and was directly related to the 
hypermasculinity that was the pride of the warrior. Faced with violent 
attack, women, townsmen, or peasants could flee without shame. But a 
samurai had to stand his ground and show no fear. The warriors dominated 
and intimidated women and the "lesser" men of other status groups by 
performing as powerful "real" men. The masculine way of the warrior, 
then, was paired with a certain contempt for women.4° For many samurai, 
excessive contact with women ran the risk of diluting their masculinity, 
notwithstanding that heterosexual sex was essential to the continuity of the 
house. To work at winning the heart of a woman was even more demean
ing. Unlike the knights of Western Europe, the samurai had no chivalric 
tradition of courtly love, no image of the brave warrior on bended knee 
pleading for the love of his lady. Love was something to conduct in a manly 
manner, among men.41 

As the love of men is the flower of the warrior's way, if you are about to 

go down in defeat, you must always stand your ground and slay your 

opponent. If you haven't the stomach for this, then you may as well 

renounce the love of men and be led about by the nose by some meek 

and compliant woman.42 

Even in the Meiji period, we see the young students in Mori Ogai's auto
biographical novel Vita sexualis (1909) divided into two opposing camps, 
the koha ("hardliners") who pursue younger boys and the nanpa ("soft
liners") whose taste has begun to turn to women. 

Homosexuality did not mean delicacy and effeminacy-quite the 
opposite. From the Tokugawa period into the Meiji years, to say of a man 
that he "disliked women" was to express a certain amount of approba
tion. A manly man resisted the easy temptations of women. Though bans 
on homosexuality were issued repeatedly due to the frequency of lovers' 
quarrels, antagonism between rivals, or fears that such relationships might 
interfere with the more crucial bonds of fealty, the samurai were not eas
ily inclined to modify these deeply ingrained aspects of their behavior. 
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The classic homosexual relationship among samurai was between an 
adult warrior and a teenager (this was known as jakudi5 or nyakudi5, "the 
way of youth"). The elder of the pair (anibun, "elder brother") was always 
the "lover" (nenja). With love letters and other tokens of affection, he 
would court the younger (wakashu), who might respond to this display of 
"feeling" (nasake) by returning it in kind.43 One might see this as a form 
of solidarity or comradeship between older and younger samurai. As has 
been frequently observed, there was a conceptual overlap between homo
sexual relations and the relations of fealty binding all samurai.44 This was 
not simply because the lord sometimes found romantic or sexual partners 
among the more attractive of his young men, but because the relations 
of fealty themselves contained an element of idealized homosexual love. 
As noted in chapter 2, the ideal lord/vassal relationship was frequently 
likened to the bond between lovers. Hagakure was not the only text of its 
kind embodying homosexual fantasies. For men to love one another and 
be willing to die for that love was seen as proof of a proud and honorable 
masculinity-not a denial of it. 

Homosexuality was an emblem of the misogyny arising out of the 
solidarity and machismo of the warrior class, as well as a symbolic expres
sion of warrior rule in the realm of gender relations. 

THE GLAMOUR OF THE IMPERIAL COURT 

As noted in chapter 13, the imperial court in Tokugawa Japan was 
regarded as a kind of otherworld in which the elegance and refinement 
of the Heian period lived on. It retained the mythological imagery asso
ciated with Amaterasu Omikami and the other divine ancestors of the 
imperial house, at the same time that it preserved into contemporary 
times the world familiar to readers of Genji monogatari and the great 
imperial poetry anthologies such as the Kokinshu. The cultural author
ity of classical Japanese literature remained alive and well even in an era 
dominated by the warrior houses and their pride in military power. 

Poetry was the domain of the court nobility,45 and the ladies of the 
imperial court were regarded as the flower of womanhood. The self-help 
books and primers for women loved to include illustrations of gorgeously 
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attired female courtiers. "Somehow the women of the (imperial] capital 
seem to have simply been born beautiful," wrote Tada Nanrei (1698-
1750), while a character in a satirical work by another Edo writer, Shikitei 
Sanba (1776-1822), exclaims, "Kyoto is different. Maybe it's because the 
imperial palace is there, but even the men are like women-everything is 
done so gentle and elegant, don't you know."46 That shoguns and daimyo 
often took daughters of the imperial nobility as wives and favored Kyoto 
women as concubines were related to these perceptions. As a result, the 
women's quarters of shogunal and daimyo residences became permeated 
with a Kyoto sensibility that in turn enhanced and perpetuated the ele
gant image of the old imperial capital and its court. 

This perception of the ladies of the imperial court as epitomes of 
gentle feeling recalls the earlier discussion of the women of the pleasure 
quarters. Indeed, in the Tokugawa period the images of these two very 
different types of women somehow overlapped and fused. Onna chohoki 
instructs its readers, 

The women of townsmen's families should learn their prose from the 

ladies of the imperial court and their calligraphy from the women of 

the Kyoto pleasure quarters ... With all due respect, even exemplary 

women of the past such as Princess Chujo and Empress Komyo would 

envy the hand of courtesans. 

Court ladies and courtesans were presented side by side as models for 
ordinary women to emulate. A printed edition of handwritten letters by 
courtesans of Kyoto, Osaka, and Edo titled Godairiki bosatsu tekagami was 
published in 1669, and through the end of the Tokugawa period, scrolls 
and other items of calligraphy by women of the pleasure quarters were 
prized by collectors.47 According to one observer, "The courtesans looked 
at first glance like the daughters of court nobles .. . and affected an air 
of unworldly innocence."48 They also quite consciously adopted noms 
de guerre based on characters from Genji monogatari, to the extent that 
"Genji name" (genfina) became the standard term for the professional 
name of a prostitute. In the castles and residences of a still somewhat 
rustic warrior class, there were no pioneers of taste and fashion like 
Madame de Pompadour. Instead, the feminine ideal was sought in two 
restricted realms: thf' imnPTi '.Cl ] rr"\nrt ~~,.J tJ... ~ -1---··-- -
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Nor were men immune to the allure of these fantasy worlds. The 
painter and poet Yanagisawa Kien (1704-58) wrote in praise of prostitutes 
in Hitorine (Sleeping Alone): 

Those without elegance or taste cannot know such feelings. Those with 

elegance and taste are sure to fall headlong for their charms, such an 

ensnaring thing is love . . . For a youth in his prime to claim that he 

must stick to his books or stray from the teachings of the sages is not only 

incredibly boorish, but shows great poverty of heart, ignorance of mono 

no aware, and lack of refinement ... A heart that is acquainted with mono 

no aware knows there is nothing wrong with indulging in love. 

For Kien, dallying with the women of the pleasure quarters meant appre
ciating elegance and mono no aware, the pathos of the things of this world. 
Other contemporary sources also concerned themselves with this theme. 

From ancient times it has been said that lovers are tender, know the 

pathos of things, and possess depth of feeling.49 

If, as has often been said, poetry is the origin of the customs and the 

teachings of our country, then the pathos of all things and fine feeling 

are difficult to truly comprehend except by traveling this path. 50 

The faculties of women are said to be difficult to put to use ... but if 

you make the effort to learn even a single ancient poem, it will prove 

useful in coming to understand the pathos of things. 51 

In chapter 13, we noted that understanding of "feeling" (nasake) 
and the pathos of things was central to Motoori Norinaga's thought. In 
Tokugawa society at large as well, appreciation of those sentiments was 
seen as the province of women, the virtue of the invirtuous quarters of 
the city, and the culture of the forbidden precincts of the imperial court. 
Nasake offered an alternative to the male- and samurai-oriented discourse 
of those in power. 

And so lovers of Japanese poetry, as one writer pointed out, often grew 
to long for "the ancient eras of Engi and Tenryaku [the tenth century]" 
and to develop "contempt" for the military houses. 52 Both the imperial 
court and the pleasure quarters possessed an aesthetic attraction that, 
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people's imaginations. The women's quarters of the castles and residences 
in which the heirs of the shoguns and daimyo were born and raised served 
as incubators for this nostalgia for Kyoto and its imperial court. In this 
sense, the spread of women's education was a threat to samurai power. 

At the same time, the long continuation of the Pax Tokugawa had a 
blunting effect on the machismo of the warriors. Their formerly fierce and 
proud homosexuality went into decline, and a chorus of voices condemned 
the weakness and effeminacy that was arising from overindulgence in 
the love of women. 53 (Suggestively, it was in domains such as Satsuma, 
famous for its adherence to the spirit of the Warring States period, that 
fakudo continued to be vigorously practiced.) Samurai even came to be 
sneered at in the Yoshiwara and other pleasure quarters as unsophisti
cated bumpkins (their declining economic fortunes as a class no doubt 
contributed to the disdain). 54 

In recent years young samurai have come to feel that it is unfashionable 

to go out [to the pleasure quarters] wearing their two swords, so some 

leave them in the care of a townsman near the entrance to the quarter, 

or wear only one sword. They feel like birds freed from a cage, and many 

of them delight in being mistaken for townsmen when they are at the 

puppet theater. They present a pathetic spectacle. As the lines of a linked 

haikai verse put it, "[The saying goes that] of men the samurai are the 

paragon I But then why do courtesans spurn them so?" This is precisely 

why the young samurai of today want to be mistaken for townsmen. 55 

In the past, daughters of townsmen all wanted to become the wives of 

samurai, to the point that such marriages were forbidden by the authori

ties, but nowadays they find the very idea of marrying into a warrior 

household distasteful. Once upon a time they were envious of samurai 

lifestyles and wanted to imitate them, but now they think themselves 

quite splendid enough, and detest the manner of the samurai as hope

lessly unfashionable. 56 

The samurai no longer had any opportunity to shine by asserting 
their martial prowess, and they had no money. They were no longer to 
be feared or envied. They were, simply put, no longer sexy. Their pride 
was waning and so was their social orestie:e. This must be ree:arded as a 
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fundamental weakening of the underpinnings of samurai authority and 
shogunal rule. 

Eventually the warrior government itself began to assert that its 
legitimacy was founded upon its entrustment by the imperial court with 
the reins of government. 57 The dependence of the shogunate upon the 
authority of the court gradually deepened, to the point that the phrase 
"union of the court and shogunate" (kobu gattai) came into common 
parlance, finding symbolic expression in the first marriage of a shogun 
(Tokugawa Iemochi) to the very highest of the ladies of the court-the 
daughter of an emperor (Kazu no miya, daughter of Emperor Ninko). 
This amounted to an admission by the shogunate that it no longer had any 
option for survival other than to seek union with the imperial court. At this 
juncture, the end of warrior rule was only a matter of time. Major changes 
were approaching for the entire social order concerning sex and gender. 





Chapter Seventeen 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE WESTERN WORLD: 

A RADICAL SHIFT 

THE SHIFT FROM CHINA TO THE WEST 

I n Tokugawa Japan the word tojin (lit., "people of Tang") referred not 
only to Chinese, but also to other Asian peoples such as Koreans and 

the people of the kingdom of Ryukyu. Sometimes it was even used to speak 
of the Dutch.1 This was indicative of the centrality of China to Japanese 
perceptions of the outside world. Those perceptions, however, began to 
change toward the end of the eighteenth century-gradually at first, and 
then quite radically. A spate of writings on maritime defense, many of 
them silly and uninformed treatises, posited as their hypothetical enemy 
not China or Korea, but the nations of the West. When the opening of 
Japanese ports-or the country as a whole-to diplomacy and commerce 
was debated, this meant opening to the Western nations, not foreign coun
tries in general. And the word ijin, or "foreigner," came to refer primarily 
to Westerners (a usage very similar to that of the word gaijin in postwar 
Japan). In short, the center of "otherness" shifted dramatically from China 
to the West, reflecting similarly radical changes in Japan itself. 

JAPANESE VIEWS OF CHRISTIANI'IY 

In particular Tokugawa Japanese associated the West with Christianity, 
a view, at least until the nineteenth century, not far from Western self
perceptions. Concerns regarding the dangers posed by Christian dogma 
itself (already touched upon in chapters 3 and 8) were coupled with 

V5 
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suspicions that missionary proselytizing was simply a means to colonial 
ends. The fear was that missionaries would create a fifth column of con
verts within the country who would serve the Westerners as allies in a 
future full-scale military invasion. Such unease was one of the principal 
motives behind the closing of the country (sakoku); in turn, sakoku itself 
perpetuated the image of the West as dangerously Christian, and also 
contributed to the rise of nativism and its vision of Japan as the "divine 
land." Even if most people were largely ignorant of Christian dogma, the 
official prohibition of the religion and attendant persecution of Japanese 
converts worked to color images of the West with associations of heresy 
and sinister plots. Once "closed," Japan did not forget the West, but con
tinued to confront its unseen presence. 

In time Japanese learned that even India had fallen under Western 
domination. Mitsukuri Shogo's Shinsei yochi zenzu (New and Complete 
Atlas of the World), published in 1844, showed the colonized nations of the 
world and their colonizers. 2 All of this fueled new fears of Western subver
sion and encroachment on Japan. Westerners were derided as "barbarians" 
(iteki), and the slogan joi ("repel the barbarians") gained currency. Those 
using such language were driven by a deeply rooted dread of the Christian 
West, as exemplified by the Mito school, an ideological movement led 
by samurai Confucian scholars in service to the Tokugawa branch fam
ily ruling the domain of Mito. Fueled by dissatisfaction with the current 
domestic situation and a sense of crisis vis-a-vis the Western powers, they 
followed the lead of Motoori Norinaga in spreading a consciousness of 
Japan as the "imperial land" (kokoku), hoping to thereby build morale and 
strengthen Japan's political unity. 

According to Aizawa Seishisai (1781-1863), one of the leaders of this 
movement, the Western barbarians "have rampaged on the high seas" 
not because they are superior in intelligence, courage, benevolence, rites, 
music, law, or any other virtues or accomplishments - but solely because 
of Christianity. The teachings of this religion are "evil and base," but pre
cisely thanks to this they easily deceive the ignorant masses and, wel
comed by them, find footholds in other countries for Western conquest. 
"They employ this tactic in all lands they annex or conquer."3 Aizawa 
and the other adherents of the Mito school counterposed the figure of 
the emperor as a means for uniting the hearts and minds of the nennlt> 
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against the ideological threat posed by Christianity. At the same time, 
they advocated that the military threat of the West be resisted by adopt
ing more effective Western-style armaments. From the Tenp6 era (1830-
44) onward, the Mito school's influence spread throughout the country. 

Yet the West itself seemed to be prospering under Christianity. Even 
Motoori Norinaga noted that "the Christian countries rule themselves 
according to its teachings, in much the same manner that China is ruled 
by the Chinese Way."4 If so, then Christianity was not only a useful tool 
for overseas expansion, but also appeared to be exceptionally effective in 
terms of domestic government.5 

Nakajima Hirotari (1792-1864), a second-generation disciple of 
Motoori Norinaga, took this view. According to him, the true purpose 
of the Way is to "tame and guide" the people of a country and to render 
their hearts simple and straightforward. Then they will follow the ruler's 
will unquestioningly, and in times of great emergency will regard it as 
an honor to die for him. He continues, "India has India's, Holland has 
Holland's, Russia has Russia's, and all the other nations of the world each 
has its own Way by which it is ruled." In addition to science, each coun
try in the West has its own way of taming and guiding its people, which is 
at the same time a technique for unifying their hearts and minds. And so 
it is for Japan, the "imperial land": the Way is there to make people "be 
devotedly willing to lay down their lives in loyalty to the imperial land in 
time of need and to die in battle for the sake of the realm."6 

Thus no matter how absurd the Japanese Way might seem to oth
ers-even if, as Hirotari observes, a Dutchman would probably burst out 
laughing ifhe were shown a translation ofNorinaga's teachings - there was 
no need for shame. Perceptive foreigners would realize that this is the Way 
that is used in Japan, in the Japanese manner, as the standard for taming 
and uniting the hearts of the people and peacefully ruling the country. 

Hirotari, who lived many years in Nagasaki and had more opportuni
ties than most Japanese to observe Westerners firsthand, further comments, 

Even in the Western nations, not everyone pursues the sciences. As 

they are everywhere else, the lower orders are uneducated and ignorant 

(look at their sailors and you will know this). These ignorant masses 

::ire the fo11ndation of the nation: thev fill the realm, and unifying and 
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stabilizing the hearts of these people is what is called education. The 

people are like small children; they must be cleverly tricked and cod

dled. For this, the rational principles of science will not do. The minds 

of the ignorant masses will not comprehend anything other than the 

tricks used to deceive women and children, such as visions of heaven 

and hell (just as the minds of the masses in our country are deceived 

by the Buddhist teachings). Thus, the childish teachings of the Western 

countries are a device for unifying the hearts and minds of the igno

rant masses, a method of education established by their forefathers, who 

after careful consideration realized that it was necessary to find a way 

to deceive the people. And since the masses cannot be deceived if they 

know they are being duped, the people instructing them also practice 

and live by the teachings, presenting them as the truth and using them 

to mold and to guide. 

Hirotari takes an essentially affirmative view of Christianity as an instru
ment for deceiving and controlling the common people. As we shall see 
in chapter 20, this understanding would have important consequences 
after the Meiji Revolution. 

THE DISCOVERY OF WESTERN SCIENCE 

From the middle of the eighteenth century onward, another major compo
nent in the Japanese perception of the Western world was science (known 
as kyuri, or "penetration of principle"). The Japanese were fascinated by 
European mechanical devices. The pioneering scholar Sugita Genpaku 
(1733- 1817) recalls in his memoir Rangaku kotohajime (The Beginning of 
Dutch Leaming) that around the Meiwa era (1764-72), "a time of great 
luxury and prosperity," there was widespread interest in Dutch imported 
goods including barometers, hygrometers, Leyden jars, magic lanterns, 
clocks, telescopes, and fine glasswork. "People's hearts were much stirred 
by the cleverness of the craftsmanship and greatly impressed by the marvel
ousness of the science." Scholar Hiraga Gennai (1728-80) acquired what 
he called an erekiteru (a static electricity generator) and exhibited it to the 
public, while artist Shiba Kokan (1747- 1818) built a "Dutch tea mortar" 
(coffee grinder) and a telescope. He also acquired a microscope, which he 
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Illustration of a flea as seen under a microscope, from Morishima Churyo, Komo zatsuwa 
(Anecdotes on the Red-Hairs , 1787). 

Such amusements were not yet the stuff of an industrial revolution. 
The static electricity generator did nothing more than produce delight
ful sparks, while drawings of fleas through a microscope were divertingly 
grotesque. The devices had little practical application, but they did stir 
curiosity and wonderment. Not surprisingly, a business emerged out of 
them: "People were captivated by the marvelousness of Dutch technol
ogy and set about learning how to manufacture such items, producing 
many counterfeits."7 

Western art was another fascination. Appreciating visual images 
did not require the labor of learning a difficult foreign language. And 
of course there were no photographs, movies, or television in those days, 
so works of art were the chief window on the outside world. The copper
plate etchings and engravings illustrating imported books were startling 
in their fineness of detail and their use of linear perspective (called ukie, 
or "floating pictures," for the sense of three-dimensionality it conveyed). 
An increasing number of Japanese artists began to incorporate Western 
techniques into their work, and the masters of ukiyo-e woodblock prints 
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The encounter with Western art spurred further curiosity and explor
atory zeal with regard to Western languages. Sugita Genpaku was typical 
in this regard . A trained physician, he recounts his experience of being 
shown a Western medical textbook by one of the Japanese serving as 
interpreters for the Dutch at Nagasaki: 

Opening this book and looking at it, I could not read a single word of the 

writing inside, but the illustrations were completely different in character 

from anything I had seen in Japanese or Chinese books; marveling at 

their detail I felt as if my mind were opening to a new perspective.8 

In 1771, Genpaku saw the illustrations in a Dutch anatomy text. 
Realizing that the pictures and text were based on empirical observation, 
he was moved to collaborate with Maeno Ryotaku (1723-1803) and others 
to verify the illustrations through actual dissection and to learn enough 
Dutch to translate the book. The result was Kaitai shinsho (New Book of 
Anatomy), published in 1774 as the first complete translation of a Western 
medical work by Japanese (rendered, however, into classical Chinese, still 
the language of medical scholarship at the time). 

Thus, for the Japanese of the period, the West was increasingly associ
ated with marvels of precise craftsmanship and finely detailed visual art.9 

The fourth chapter of Rangaku kaitei, an introduction to Dutch studies 
by Otsuki Gentaku (1757-1827), was titled "Seisho" (Precision). 

It is the national character (kokuzoku) of all those countries that in 

every area accessible to human ingenuity, they have concentrated their 

minds and poured their energies into a thorough investigation of the 

quintessential principles underlying all phenomena. 

In fields such as medicine, astronomy, and geography, "many of their 
methods and explanations are precise, clear, and subtle presentations of 
the essential information." Looking at Western arguments and illustra
tions, Gentaku could find nothing that was without good basis. Not one 
of their implements, moreover, failed to excite wonder. 

Not only do their innate cleverness and sense of precision seem to excel 

above those of others, but they have collected all the beautiful things of 

all the nations of this world. 



PERCEPTIONS OF THE WESTERN WORLD: A RADICAL SHI FT 321 

Gentaku is not claiming here that the West is more advanced or rep
resents the next stage in the progress of civilization. Such a historical view 
was still absent in his time. He merely observes that, for some reason, it is 
in the "national character" of the Western countries to assemble informa
tion from throughout the world, examine it in detail, investigate its under
lying principles, and skillfully employ the knowledge gained.Io 

This process the Japanese understood with reference to the concept 
of kyuri ("penetration of principle") found in Shuogua zhuan (one of the 
commentaries to the Yijing) and further refined by Zhu Xi. At the time 
scholarship and learning meant Confucian studies, and there was no con
cept of "science" per se. So it was probably inevitable that a Confucian 
concept such as kyuri should be used as a trope for understanding what 
the Westerners were up to.II Phrased as "penetration of principle," such 
study became a lofty and high-minded enterprise. Even the dissection 
of human cadavers (from a traditional perspective something quite hor
rifying and unclean) could be considered a respectable scholarly quest 
for the "principle" beloved of the Neo-Confucians-despite being oflittle 
practical value for Sugita Genpaku's particular field of specialization, the 
treatment of venereal diseases. 

Thus the rangakusha (as scholars of Western learning were called), 
while retaining a Confucian sensibility, shifted the object of their study 
from China to the West. And as they did so, they found they could no lon
ger use chuka ("central flowering") to refer to China, for it was no longer 
the center of their world. They began to call the country Shina, a word 
borrowed from the Dutch (who spelled it "China" but pronounced it shee
na). The kanji xJ1~ that were assigned to it were derived from the Sanskrit 
word for China, and had been used in Buddhist texts. But it was rangakusha 
such as Maeno Ryotaku and Otsuki Gentaku who matched these Chinese 
characters to the Dutch pronunciation and began to popularize its use. I2 

To use the name Shina was to look at the great continental nation from 
a new perspective, informed by Western eyes, and see it not as the center 
of world civilization but as simply one among the myriad nations of the 
earth. The usage spread widely, becoming the standard Japanese word for 
China until the middle of the twentieth century. Simultaneous with this 
changed status of China was the increasing use of the honorific "imperial 
land" (kokoku) to refer to Japan. The terms together vividly capture the 
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massive redrawing of the world map that was taking place in the conscious
ness of the Japanese people. 

Admiration of Western "penetration of principle" eventually led 
to Japanese anxiety (as a small, maritime nation) over Western military 
supremacy, stimulating efforts to discover the secrets of Western military 
technology. Sakuma Shozan (1811-64), a Neo-Confucian scholar serving 
the daimyo of Matsushiro in Shina no province, asked in a memorial to his 
lord in 1849, several years before Perry's arrival in Japanese waters: 

The Western countries have diligently pursued the scholarly arts, bol

stered their national strength, and gained considerable momentum. Even 

the country of the Duke of Zhou and Confucius [i.e., China] has been 

plundered as a result. Why do you suppose this has come about? 

To the same question Aizawa Seishisai had given the answer "Christianity." 
Shozan's answer was different: 

It is because their learning grasps what is essential, and ours does not. 

We drown in talk of lofty abstractions and are washed away in torrents 

of exegesis and textual analysis ... As a country we have completely 

lost touch with the truth residing in the penetration into the principle 

of all phenomena.13 

Shocked by China's defeat in the Opium War of 1839-42, Shozan 
had concluded that the West was engaging in the penetration of principle 
more correctly and effectively than the countries under the sway of Zhu 
Xi Neo-Confucianism. He accordingly proposed in his memorial that 
his lord sponsor the publication of a Dutch-Japanese dictionary. Similar 
thinking drove rangakusha Takano Choei (1804-50) to produce Sanpei 
takuchiki, a translation, completed in 1850 and published in 1856, of a 
contemporary European work (Taktiek der drie wapens, 1837) on the latest 
military tactics for infantry, cavalry, and artillery.14 

In 1862, Takasugi Shinsaku, a twenty-four-year-old samurai from the 
domain of Choshu (now Yamaguchi prefecture), voyaged from Nagasaki to 
Shanghai, where he conversed with Chinese scholars in written classical 
Chinese. One of the Chinese argued that penetration of principle in the 
Zhu Xi school is pursued for moral self-cultivation, whereas the kyuri of the 
West is nothing more than jussu (ruse, artifice). Takasugi countered that 
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efforts to "rectify the heart and be sincere in thought" (as per The Great 
Learning) were not sufficient to govern the nation; one must also study the 
"ultimate principle" of matters such as navigation, ballistics, and mechan
ics. Otherwise, one might be enslaved by the barbarians even as one recited 
the words of the sages. 15 A forward-thinking samurai from Chosho had thus 
realized that the Western science that had once seemed an object of idle 
curiosity might be a life-or-death matter for the future of Japan. 

CONFUCIAN IDEALS AND THE WEST 

Leaming and the West 
The Way of the Confucians was a way of cultivating the self and gov
erning the land. That being the case, many in Japan took the prosperity 
of the Western nations as indication the Way was being more effectively 
taught and correctly followed there than in the Chinese cultural sphere. 
And so as the clairnyo Ikeda Saclatsune (1767-1833) wrote with a tinge of 
bitterness in his memoirs, "Aficionados of Dutch studies are captivated by 
the ways of the West; having found Western surveying, calendars, medi
cine, and other arts to be superior to those of China, they have come to 
believe Western manners and customs to be desirable as well."16 

Watanabe Kazan (1793-1841) was an example of this phenomenon. 
This man was born into a family serving permanently in Edo as senior 
councillors to a minor clairnyo, and remained in service himself to the 
encl of his life. But his own family was not well off, and he maintained 
a second occupation as a painter under the norn de plume of Kazan. 
Living a life he felt stifling in many respects, he developed a deep interest 
in the West, and wrote several works based on his studies. According to 
Kazan, among the five continents all but Asia had become possessions of 
the Westerners - not because of Christianity or military superiority, but 
because of their different mentality. 

The formidable thing about Westerners is that they count it chief 

among evils to stop their ears when they hear thunder or cover their 

eyes in fear when they see lightning. It is not simply that they investi

gate things empirically; it is that they discuss and debate everything, 

and make the penetration of principle their chief occupation.17 
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The decisiveness of the Westerners derives entirely from their penetra

tion of principle. Because of it, they undertake frequent reforms of their 

national governments. England, for example, has in recent years seen 

rapid and major changes in its commerce. When we speak of penetration 

of principle we tend to think in terms of concrete objects, but they are 

most thorough in pursuing the principle of phenomena as well. 18 

In short, Westerners' investigation of principle was what made them 
bold (there is an implicit comparison with Japanese being made here). 
Moreover, even small Western nations were vast in outlook, and they 
regarded the "hoarding" of information gained from scientific investiga
tion as a "violation of nature."19 

Kazan notes in the same source that in the West, "emperor" or "king" 
is merely an "office" whose primary duty is to govern the self and the 
people. The opening and development of new lands is a central focus, and 
schools and academies flourish in a manner that neither Japan nor China 
can emulate. Kazan thus saw the West as being closer to Confucian ideals 
of governance than either Japan or China. 

This impression was shared by Shionoya Toin (1809-67), a Confucian 
scholar trained at the Shoheiko, the shogunal academy in Edo, and 
employed by the powerful senior councillor Mizuno Tadakuni. 

At present, the mathematics of the Western barbarians has surpassed 

that of the Han and Tang dynasties. Their academic system has achieved 

a precision and detail superior to that of the Song and Ming. This would 

seem to almost perfectly approach the spirit of the system of schools 

established by the ancient kings. 20 

Ijichi Masaharu (1828-86), a samurai from Satsuma who participated in 
the negotiations following the British bombardment of Kagoshima in 1863, 
likewise commented, 

Presently the so-called Western barbarians occupy territories double 

that of China and do not look to Chinese models in institutions of state 

security or education. They have created a complete world of their own 

in the West, from which they are now overrunning the four seas. 21 

One source for the spread of this idealized image of the West seems to 
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the Jesuit missionary Giulio Aleni (Chinese name, Ai Ruliie; 1582-1649) 
during the Ming dynasty. Both Kazan and Toin were familiar with this 
work, which describes the West in terms intended to appeal to the sensibili
ties of Confucian intellectuals, as in this passage: 

The countries of Europe all value literature. Their kings have estab

lished schools far and wide. Every country has a university, each 

province a middle school, each town or village a primary school. 

Primary-school teachers are selected from among educated gentlemen; 

middle-school and university instructors are similarly drawn from the 

most outstanding scholars. There are many students, numbering in the 

tens of thousands. 

This was virtually identical to the ancient Chinese school system as por
trayed by Zhu Xi in the preface to Daxue zhangju, his commentary on 
The Great Learning. 

In Japan, there was no system of civil service examinations as in 
China, and while many of the domains were setting about creating acad
emies and schools, not everyone who wanted to pursue an education yet 
could. This frustration no doubt was one motive for Japanese idealization 
of the West. Watanabe Kazan recalled his "rage," at the age of twelve, 
upon being struck by one of the vanguard of the procession for a daimyo 
who at the time was a boy about Kazan's age. Kazan set his sights on 
Confucian studies, but soon found that there was no money to be had 
in pursuing an education and becoming a scholar. Seeing as "more than 
anything else I needed to find a way to escape poverty," he began to learn 
how to paint. Even so, he was rejected by one painting teacher for failing 
to pay his tuition fees. 22 This background makes it easy to see why the 
West as encountered through Aleni's Zhifang waiji might have made a 
deep impression on him. 

In 1838, Kazan had the opportunity to speak, through an interpreter, 
with the head (o pperhoofd) of the Dutch factory in Nagasaki, who had 
come up to Edo on his annual mission to the shogunal court. According 
to Kazan's account, he was told that in Holland, every child entered 
school at the age of five or six, where his "natural endowment" would 
be evaluated. Students who made exceptional discoveries would be given 
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Accordingly, practical studies flourish and more people aspire to knowl

edge every day. Just as sunshine and the rain nurture the things of nature, 

those with aspirations to learning lack for nothing in their daily lives. 23 

In Holland, people with aspirations could concentrate on scholarship 
without having to suffer material want, and the country prospered as a 
result. Imagine Kazan's feelings as his brush raced to record this talk. It 
was only fifteen years later that a squadron of four U.S. Navy warships led 
by Commodore Matthew C. Perry appeared in the waters of Eclo Bay. 

Benevolence and the West 
Another perception that established itself early on in Japan was that 
Westerners placed a high value on human beings. In other words, they 
exhibited the virtue of humanity (jin). Aleni's Zhifang waiji was once 
again an important influence in this regard. The chapter on Europe con
tains the following passage: 

Love thy neighbor as thyself ... For this reason, Europeans delight in 

aiding one another, and for more than a thousand years, no one has had to 

sell their sons or daughters into bondage, or die in a ditch from starvation. 

To Japanese eyes, the Christian injunction to "Love thy neighbor as 
thyself" seemed to accord with Confucian teachings. The text's claim 
that no one in Europe sold their daughters to brothel-keepers or died an 
ignominious death from hunger was moreover guaranteed to pierce the 
heart of anyone who had experienced the horrible famines of the Tenmei 
(1781-89) and Tenpo (1830- 44) eras. According to Zhifang waiji, Europe 
also had a system of almshouses where those without others to care for 
them-elderly widows and widowers, orphans, and the like-might find 
assistance. There were homes for the care of poor children and hospi
tals for the sick. In other words, "humanity" was not simply voiced by 
the rulers, but was systematic and institutionalized. This, too, must have 
impressed Confucian intellectuals. 

The Japanese rangakusha sought and recorded evidence of the truth 
of these accounts of European life. In Komo zatsuwa (Anecdotes on the 
Reel-Hairs, 1787), Morishima Churyo (1754-1808) wrote that everything 
mentioned in Aleni's account- the almshouses, juvenile homes, and 
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hospitals-actually existed. 24 In Hokusa bunryaku (Tales of a Northern 
Raft), a 1794 work based on his interviews with Daikokuya Kodayu (1751-
1828), a Japanese castaway returned from a lengthy sojourn in Russia, 
Katsuragawa Hoshu described the Russian hospital system in detail, 
noting that "this is one of the things resulting from the love of humanity 
customary in the European states." Europe, more than China or Japan, 
seemed to embody the love of mankind. Since the Europeans were so 
precise in their penetration of principle and so adept in their craftsman
ship, they must be intelligent. But if they were also humane, then they 
were more than smart-they were good. 

At the very end of the Tokugawa period, in 1866, intellectual and edu
cator Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901) published an unprecedented best
seller, Seiyo jijo shohen (Conditions in the West I), which sold between 
200,000 and 250,000 copies. In part I, Fukuzawa writes, "A European 
political scientist has argued that there are six essential conditions for 
what may be called civilized government." The last of these essential con
ditions is "ensuring that the people do not suffer from hunger or cold, or 
in other words, the establishment of hospitals and almshouses to aid the 
poor."25 Without this concern for the disadvantaged, he argues, there can 
be no civilized government. The word Fukuzawa uses to translate "civi
lized" or "civilization" into Japanese is bunmei, originally a Confucian 
term (C. wenming) for a state in which the Way is properly practiced and 
culture flourishes. In his book, along with the steam engine and other 
new inventions, Fukuzawa introduces to his Japanese readers a host of 
Western innovations such as hospitals, poorhouses, leprosariums, and 
homes for the deaf, blind, or mentally deficient. At the time, aside from 
the tiny Koishikawa Yojosho, a clinic sponsored by the shogunate in Eda, 
there were no similar public welfare facilities in Japan. 

In 1867, the year after Fukuzawa's book, a young samurai named 
Niijima Shimeta (later to be known as Niijima Jo, or Joseph Hardy 
Neesima), who had secretly traveled to the United States and was staying 
in Andover, Massachusetts, wrote in a letter home to his father, a retainer 
of the Annaka domain in Kozuke province (now Gunma prefecture): 

Moreover, this Andover is a famous town, with a seminary, a college 
(where I am staying), a free school (because this school charges not one 
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cent of tuition and even the destitute may enter it to pursue study, there 

is no one in this country who cannot read and write), and a girls' school. 

There are, in addition, various other town schools, a poorhouse, a hospi

tal, and so on. (For these latter the people of the town contribute funds 

to purchase medicine, food, and clothing to aid the indigent. Ah, here 

we see benevolent government superior to that of China and Japan.)26 

Another account of life in the West came from Murata So. (also 
Fumio)-a son of a physician to the daimyo of Hiroshima-who stowed away 
on a British vessel in 1864, returning to Japan in 1868. In 1869 he published 
Seiyo bunkenroku (Observations of the West), a work that rivaled Fukuzawa's 
as an introduction to the Western world for Japanese readers. In the preface, 
Murata remarks that the West "frequently surpasses China in the correct
ness of its morals and the sincerity of its manners and customs." Although 
the reference is to China, Japan is of course included in the comparison. 

In this way, individuals with immediate personal experience of the 
Western nations came to believe-and to explicitly and publicly declare
that the West was superior to the East in the practice of the Way. 

The Public and the West 
The idealization of the West extended to its political system. As noted in 
chapters 3 and 6, the Chinese character gong originally carried a differ
ent meaning from either of the two words it was later used to represent, 
the Japanese oyake and the English "public." In its usage by Zhu Xi and 
the Neo-Confucians, gong had a strong ethical component. It connoted 
a standpoint grounded in heavenly principle, common to all people and 
transcending private interests. Certain Chinese thinkers argued not only 
that the emperor should strive for gong, but also that his decisions should be 
arrived at through procedures informed by this ideal. For example, Huang 
Zongxi (1610-95) famously wrote in Mingyi daifanglu that in antiquity 
"even the son of heaven did not dare to decide right and wrong for himself 
but shared with the schools the determination of right and wrong."27 

Consequently, intellectuals in Qing-dynasty China were often effusive 
in their praise of what they learned of modern Western political institu
tions (an evaluation assisted, no doubt, by Westerners' tendency to frame 
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their explanations so as to appeal to Confucian thinkers). One example is 
Wei Yuan's Haiguo tuzhi (Illustrated Treatise on the Maritime Nations, 
1842), whose revised 1849 edition was immediately published in a Japanese 
facsimile edition in 1854, the year after Perry's first visit. According to 
this text, whenever there were important matters of state to determine in 
England, the king, his ministers, and the people came together in a "par
liament" to debate them publicly and carry them out. And in the United 
States, which was divided into twenty-seven "departments," the head of 
state was publicly selected-not by heredity, but every four years. "Can we 
not call this gong?" Wei asks rhetorically. Matters were debated, arguments 
were heard, and they were approved if the majority approved, disapproved 
if not. The people participating in such deliberations were also publicly 
selected. Wei asks, "Can we not call this judicious?" 

In Yinghuan zhili.ie (A Brief Survey of the Maritime Circuit), which 
was published in China in 1850 and in Japan in 1861, Xu Jiyu (1795-1873) 
wrote of a "place of public assembly" in England composed of a House of 
Lords and a House of Commons, where important matters of state were 
first deliberated by the House of Lords, and then approved by the major
ity of the House of Commons. He also noted that in the United States, 
George Washington rejected hereditary presidency as being a manifesta
tion of private interest, and initiated an electoral system to select men of 
virtue to serve in that office. As a result, in that country there were neither 
kingly and noble titles nor rules of hereditary succession; a public assembly 
selected from the "wise men" of the land met to decide matters of state. 
Public institutions were devised according to public deliberation. 

This account essentially points to modern Western political systems 
as the perfect institutional expressions of the "voluntary yielding" (C. 
shanrang, J. zenfo) of governmental authority to the most qualified figure 
that was personified by the sages Yao and Shun in Chinese antiquity. Xu 
was enthusiastic in his evaluation of the U.S. system of presidential elec
tions, saying that it approached "a public and common spirit ruling all 
under heaven" (a reference to the "Liyun" chapter of the Lifi). "That is 
very close to the legacy of the Three Dynasties."28 Xu found the politi
cal institutions of the United States to be close in spirit to the ideals of 
Chinese antiquity, hence praiseworthy. 
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Naturally, such appraisals also moved Japanese readers. Hashimoto 
Sanai (1834-59), advisor to Matsudaira Yoshinaga, the influential daimyo 
of Fukui , wrote of the United States: 

Its form of government is sa id to be intended to serve the will of the 

lord of heaven; it would seem that its primary rule is for both high and 

low to accede to the sentiments of the majority and never to act in con

travention of what has been publicly deliberated. 29 

Tamamushi Sadayu (1823-69), a member of the 1860 diplomatic 
mission sent by the shogunate to the United States, cited Xu's Yinghuan 
zhilue in his travel journal, and wrote in connection to his own visit to 
the White House that "America is a republic, and does not allow for 
selfish conduct; good and ill, happiness and misfortune are all shared 
in common, and thus civil disorder is prevented."30 Ironically enough, 
Tamamushi's belief in U.S. republican virtues as an antidote to internal 
conflict would be betrayed by the tragic outbreak of the Civil War a year 
after he wrote these words. 

In the same year that Tamamushi was in the United States, Yokoi 
Shanan (1809-69), a Confucian scholar from the domain of Kumamoto 
who was serving Matsudaira Yoshinaga in Fukui, authored Kokuze san
ron (Three Theses on State Policy) as a position paper for Yoshinaga's 
domain. It contains the following passage: 

In America three major policies have been set up from Washington's 

presidency on: First, to stop wars in accordance with divine intentions, 

because nothing is worse than violence and killing among nations; 

second, to broaden enlightened government by learning from all the 

countries of the world; and third, to work with complete devotion for 

the peace and welfare of the people by entrusting the power of the 

president of the whole country to the wisest instead of transmitting it to 

the son of the president and by abolishing the code in the relationship 

between ruler and minister. All methods of administrative laws and 

practices and all men who are known as good and wise throughout the 

world are put into the country's service and a very beneficial adminis

tration-one not completely in the interest of the rulers-is developed. 
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In England the government is based entirely on the popular will, 

and all government actions-large and small-are always debated by 

the people. The most beneficial action is decided upon, and an unpop

ular program is not forced upon the people. War or peace is decided 

thusly. When there were wars lasting several years against Russia and 

against China at a huge cost in men and money, all taken from the 

people, not one person complained against them. Furthermore, all 

countries, including Russia, have established schools and military acad

emies, hospitals, orphanages, and schools for the deaf and dumb. The 

governments are entirely based on moral principles, and they work hard 

for the benefit of the people, virtually as in the three ancient periods of 

sage-rule in China. 31 
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The striking changes that had been taking place in Japan's image of the 
West since the eighteenth century thus found one culmination in this 
proclamation that the ideals of government long cherished by Confucian 
thinkers in China and Japan had, in the present day, been realized in the 
nations of the West. 

Shanan's text is reminiscent of another, written eight years later: the 
Charter Oath (Gokaja no Seimon), which proclaimed the reforming spirit 
of the new Meiji government. This was probably no coincidence: Yuri 
Kimimasa (1829- 1909), who drafted the Charter Oath, was a native of 
Fukui and a student of Shanan. In at least some respects, then, the Meiji 
Revolution had been driven by the conviction of these and other men 
that they should look to the West for institutions and policies that more 
perfectly accorded with the universal Way they believed in. 





Chapter Eighteen 

THE OPENING OF JAPAN 

AS A PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PROTOCOL 

T he story often goes that Japan was forced to open itself through pres
sure from the Western nations. Certainly this version of events pro

vided a convenient excuse to the leaders of the new Meiji government, 
who after having tormented the failing Tokugawa regime with demands 
to repel the barbarians (ioi) executed a complete about-face and acceded 
to the opening of the country. But it captures only one facet of the history 
of the period. In reality, the opening of Japan's ports and of the coun
try as a whole to trade and diplomacy with Western nations had been 
debated long before Commodore Perry's arrival in 1853, not only from 
the pragmatic perspectives of power or weakness, profit or loss, but as a 
philosophical and moral question. 

In 1791 the Russian Empire sent an embassy to Japan, in what was the 
first diplomatic approach to the country from a Western nation since 1673, 
when Charles II of Britain had sent a letter requesting the reopening of 
commercial relations.* The Russian envoy, Adam Laxman, brought with 
him two Japanese castaways for repatriation and attempted to deliver a let
ter from the tsar requesting the opening of diplomatic and trade relations. 
He was rebuffed by shogunal officials, who did, however, seek to explain 
their reasoning in a way that the Russians might find persuasive.' 

* Japan did have relations with Asian nations and a tightly restricted trade with the 
Dutch East India Company, which was permitted to use a trading post near Nagasaki 
from 1641. 
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This official response began by explaining "the law of our land," which 
specified that when ships of nations with whom Japan had no established 
diplomatic relations approached Japanese territory, they should either be 
taken into custody or fired upon to drive them away. Foreign castaways in 
Japanese waters would be dealt with differently depending on the status of 
their home country's relations with Japan. Castaways from countries with 
established diplomatic relations would be sent to Nagasaki for repatriation 
aboard Dutch vessels, or else interned in Japan; those from countries with
out established relations would be interned indefinitely, and their surviv
ing vessels destroyed. Laxman, however, would be exempted from these 
rules and permitted to return without further ado, in recognition of "his 
efforts in returning persons of our country" and in consideration of his 
incomplete understanding of Japan's laws. 

Second, exchange of letters of state was impossible from the stand
point of rei (C. li; "rites," or in this case diplomatic etiquette). 

Although we may receive letters of state from sovereigns with whose 

country we have had no prior diplomatic communications, we cannot 

know their names and titles, we are not conversant in their language or 

writing, and discriminating distinctions of rank is problematic. Naturally 

it will be difficult to establish the correct details of etiquette (rei) . Since we 

have no way of judging whether something that is resoectfi 1 l in nm rm mtru 
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The Yokohama Trade: Picture 
of Westerners Shipping Cargo 
by Gountei Sadahide (1861). 

might be considered rude and disrespectful in another, we cannot possibly 

permit the exchange of diplomatic correspondence. 

In short, precisely because "rites" were to be valued, fe ar of causing an 
unintentional breach of etiquette was given as a rationale for refusing 
communication altogether. 

The document went on to emphasize that entering Edo Bay would 
not be permitted and that any attempt to do so would only invite a hostile 
response. If the Russian envoy refused to return the Japanese castaways 
unless his demands were met, then he could keep them. "We cannot but 
feel pity for our countrymen, but we also cannot violate the laws of our 
country for their sake." 

According to his autobiography, Matsudaira Sadanobu (1759-1829), 
who headed the shogunal senior council at the time, instructed the offi
cials dealing with Laxman that they "simply must make him understand 
the matter in terms of etiquette and national law."2 Eventually Laxman 
gave up and went home. He might not have been persuaded, but in any 
case the matter was resolved, if only temporarily. 

Almost a decade later, in 1804, a ship bearing another Russian envoy, 
Nikolai Petrovich Rezanov, appeared at Nagasaki with a letter from the 
tsar renewing the request for diplomatic and trade relations. Once again, 
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with an official "letter of instruction" explaining its reasoning.3 This mis
sive began by stating that Japanese officials were not unaware of the value 
of "good relations between neighbors." But the "nature of the land and 
people" of the two countries was so different that establishing ties of amity 
would be difficult. 

Second, as was written in the Liji (Classic of Rites), the rules of pro
priety value reciprocity.4 If Japan received ceremonial gifts from other 
countries, it would have to reciprocate or be thought ignorant of etiquette. 
But Japan could not enter into such reciprocal relations with every coun
try in the world. Better never to accept gifts in the first place.5 

Third, given Japan's economic self-sufficiency, foreign trade would 
only result in "the loss of our country's valuable products in exchange for 
worthless foreign goods." Fourth, such trade would be disruptive of the 
nation's morals and potentially damaging to the people. Fifth, even rela
tions of amity would violate "our country's prohibitions." 

Here, even more clearly than in the earlier response to Laxman, 
the Confucian Way-embodied in concern for "good relations between 
neighbors," "etiquette," and "the people" -was articulated as a basis for 
the Japanese position. Setting aside the question of how deeply Japan's 
rulers believed in these Confucian precepts, if they were to attempt to 
persuade the foreigners, then they needed to call upon universal norms 
and values. And the only vocabulary they could turn to that fit that 
description was the Confucian Way. 

Thus Rezanov was also successfully rebuffed, and things settled down 
once more. But if the Way was applicable to people from foreign lands, 
then of course it must apply to Japan as well. From that perspective, some 
Japanese felt the problem with foreign relations might lie more with Japan 
than with the foreigners. For example, the artist and rangakusha (scholar 
of Western learning) Shiba Kokan (1747- 1818) felt the Japanese treatment 
of Rezanov had been "arrogant and disrespectful." 

One cannot claim the behavior of the barbarians to have been in viola

tion of etiquette. Rezanov was an envoy of the sovereign of his country, 

a sovereign no different from our own . Etiquette is held to be the first 

teaching in the Way of mankind. It is as if we have chosen to stand stark 

naked among people in proper court attire; they must think the people 
nf n11r r>ru,nf-ru tn 'h P nn 'hpf-f-pr th<Jn 'Jn~m'.:l l e A 1, hAu, 1'.lm Pn t'.lhlP16 
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Rei (etiquette or protocol) distinguishes human beings from the 
animals (see chapter 1). And in light of the demands of protocol, Kokan 
asserted, the Japanese, rather than the foreigners, had been at fault. The 
physician and rangakusha Sugita Genpaku (1733-1817) also commented 
that "when an envoy has come from afar bearing communications and 
gifts, to send him away empty-handed is a breach of protocol toward a 
great nation, even if it is a barbarian one," pointing out that many people 
thought "they [the Russians] are right and we are wrong" in this matter.7 

Then in 1837 came the Morrison incident. The Morrison, a U.S. 
commercial vessel sailing out of Canton with seven Japanese castaways 
on board, attempted to enter the mouth of Edo Bay but was fired upon 
by shore batteries and driven off. Some Japanese mistakenly believed 
that the ship had been a British one carrying a mission led by Robert 
Morrison (1782-1834), a Protestant missionary and translator known in 
Japan for his works in Chinese. Rangakusha took Morrison's selection 
to be a possible token of the importance that the British government 
attached to the mission. Moreover, an old China hand like Morrison 
would be well versed in the Way of the sages. Had it been right to fire 
upon such a vessel? 

Artist and scholar Watanabe Kazan (1793-1841) concluded it had not. 
The standing order to fire on foreign ships attempting to enter Japanese 
waters (uchiharai rei) might well be "a great Way that must not be altered." 
However, "although what is thought of as the Way in the West should in 
principle be at one with what we think of as the Way, in fact there are dif
ferences in perspective, large and small." One might indeed question who 
had a firmer grasp of the great Way: those who sought to return castaways 
to their homeland or those who fired upon their ships to drive them away. 
Kazan further imagined a dialogue with an Englishman concerning the 
Way, in which the latter might mount the following argument: 

Your country's longstanding prohibition is firm and inviolable. However, 

not only my country but other seafaring nations have vessels that are 

blown off course, need firewood or fresh water, or have sick crewmen, 

and thus seek a landfall to relieve their distress. When they do, they come 

up against the heavily defended coast of your country, which presents an 

obstacle to ocean navigation. For the sake of a single nation, you harm 
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heaven; if you thus offer harm to your own species, can you properly be 

called human?8 

Whereas Japan's policy of isolation might be convenient for Japan itself, 
the use of force to repel even ships in distress harmed others and called 
into question Japan's basic humanity. 

As Kazan saw it, the only possible rebuttal to such charges would be 
to "refer to the facts that have made us suspicious of them [the British] 
and try to make them understand why we cannot enter into diplomatic 
relations" -that is, to point to examples of British invasion and territo
rial encroachment. But deepening the dispute might in the encl offer the 
British a pretext for attacking Japan. Clearly in Kazan's assessment it was 
Japan that was, in this case, going against the great Way of humanity. 

Kazan's friend, the rangakusha Takano Choei (1804-50), was of like 
mind. He, too, questioned what Westerners might think of a nation that 
would fire upon vessels attempting to return castaways to their homeland. 
"The Western nations value their people immensely, and regard saving 
human lives as the highest of virtues," he wrote, invoking the Japanese 
view of the West as excelling in the Confucian virtue of humanity (jin) 
that was discussed in chapter 17. If, having taken pity upon the castaways, 
they voyage from afar in the name of humanity and justice to escort them 
home, only to be immediately fired upon and driven away willy-nilly, then 
they would deem Japan "an inhumane country that has no pity even for its 
own countrymen." Moreover, angered by Japan's inhumanity and injustice, 
they might take steps to harass Japanese coastal shipping. Even if things 
did not go so far, they would still believe Japan to be a violent nation that 
does not understand the principles of right and wrong, and would trumpet 
its injustice far and wide. Japan could thus lose its good name as a country 
of rites and righteousness, that is, a civilized country.9 

The standards applied here are the Confucian virtues of jin (humanity 
or benevolence), gi (justice or righteousness), and rei (rites, etiquette, propri
ety, protocol). By their light, Japan's isolation was impossible to legitimize. 
The retired daimyo Matsura Seizan (1760-1841) likewise declared: 

If Morrison should come again, being well versed in Chinese learning 

he should be treated according to the Way of the sages. We should not 

be bound to the order to repel foreign ships. 10 
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Koga Toan (1788-1847), a professor at the Shoheiko (the shogunal 
academy in Edo), also opposed firing on foreign vessels without question
ing "the rights and wrongs or ins and outs of the matter" or determining 
whether the intruders had hostile intent. Japan, he wrote, was a country 
whose magnanimous government and gallant customs had always won 
the respect of the world; it would be a shame for it to engage in behavior 
that would cause it to be seen as a brutal and lawless state. 11 

Indeed, since it was difficult to refuse envoys returning castaways and 
requesting diplomatic relations in a legitimate way, "for humanitarian rea
sons and in observance of proper protocol," the National Learning scholar 
Tsurumine Shigenobu (1786-1859) went so far as to suggest that a special 
facility be established at Nagasaki for their official reception. Perhaps it 
could be called the "Good Neighbors Pavilion" (Zenrin Kokuhokan). 
There foreign envoys could be greeted, gifts from foreign heads of state 
(which had been an issue in the official response to Rezanov) be received, 
and items of equivalent value be given in return. In this manner, "the 
shogun can make the various barbarians happy, and over many years exert 
a civilizing influence upon them."12 

It is difficult to assess how common the attitudes outlined above actu
ally were. They were certainly outnumbered by fiercely worded treatises 
on coastal defense and the myopic xenophobia of the outcry to "repel the 
barbarians." But the thinking of these more moderate writers was well jus
tified in terms of the Confucian teachings. Moreover, it accorded with the 
position adopted by the shogunate in dealing with Laxman and Rezanov. 

In fact, in 1842 the shogunate issued an edict relaxing the standing 
order to fire on foreign ships. It acknowledged that-from the standpoint 
of benevolent government-when foreign vessels experiencing distress or 
blown off course arrived seeking provisions, firewood, and water, it was 
undesirable to fire upon and drive them away without even attempting 
to understand their situation.13 In 1845, when a U.S. whaling vessel sus
pended its operations in order to convey twenty-two Japanese castaways 
to the port of Uraga near the mouth of Edo Bay, the Uraga commissioner 
opposed sending it to Nagasaki as required by shogunal regulations. 
Considering that the Americans had come with honorable intentions, 
interrupting their own professional labors in order to render assistance to 
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be received at Uraga was "inhumane, tantamount to abandoning our fel
low Japanese." 

It is my belief that even the most beastlike of countries cannot defeat 

one that is just and proper. If we show these virtues [to the Americans], 

we will free ourselves from future worry. Displaying cruelty will not 

only shame us in their eyes but will give us the false reputation of being 

uncivilized and unjust, something that will damage our national honor 

and should not be allowed to occur. 14 

So it was that many years before the arrival of Perry, Japanese propo
nents of a universally applicable Way were already beginning to question 
the legitimacy of established custom and official policy. 

QUESTIONING FIRST PRINCIPLES 

In 1844, not long after the conclusion of the first Opium War, an unusual 
direct communication from King Willem II of the Netherlands to the 
Tokugawa shogun arrived at Nagasaki. The king advised the shogun to 
open official diplomatic and trade relations with the nations of the West: 

The intercourse between the different nations of the earth is increas

ing with great rapidity. An irresistible power is drawing them together. 

Through the invention of steamships distances have become shorter. A 

nation preferring to remain in isolation at this time of increasing rela

tionships could not avoid hostility with many others.15 

The shogunate did not heed this advice, but the apprehensions it inspired 
were fulfilled when, in 1853, steamships bearing the U.S. mission led by 
Commodore Matthew C. Perry appeared in the waters of Edo Bay. As 
feared, this mission not only brought the threat of military force-it also 
raised ethical and philosophical questions and challenges. 

For example, the letter from U.S. president Millard Fillmore to the 
shogun (drafted in English, presented in classical Chinese, and translated 
by the Japanese into their own language) raises the issue of treatment of 
castaways: 

It sometimes happens , in stormy weather, that one of our ships is 
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expect, that our unfortunate people should be treated with kindness, 

and that their property should be protected, till we can send a vessel 

and bring them away. We are very much in earnest in this.16 
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The letter by Commodore Perry to the shogun (drafted in English, 
presented in Dutch, translated by the Japanese) makes the same point 
with even greater moral force. 

With the Americans, as indeed with all Christian people, it is considered 

a sacred duty to receive with kindness, and to succor and protect all, of 

whatever nation, who may be cast upon their shores, and such has been 

the course of the Americans with respect to all Japanese subjects who 

have fallen under their protection. 

The government of the United States desires to obtain from that of 

Japan some positive assurance that persons who may hereafter be ship

wrecked on the coast of Japan, or driven by stress of weather into her 

ports, shall be treated with humanity. 

Perry then notes that an American steamship can reach Japan in eighteen 
to twenty days. 

Therefore, as the United States and Japan are becoming every day nearer 

and nearer to each other, the President desires to live in peace and 

friendship with your imperial majesty, but no friendship can long exist, 

unless Japan ceases to act toward Americans as if they were her enemies. 

However wise this policy may originally have been, it is unwise and 

impracticable now that the intercourse between the two countries is so 

much more easy and rapid than it formerly was. 

The undersigned holds out all these arguments in the hope that 

the Japanese government will see the necessity of averting unfriendly 

collision between the two nations, by responding favourably to the propo

sitions of amity, which are now made in all sincerity.17 

Of course, for the Japanese, the Dutch or English versions of these 
documents were largely irrelevant except to the professional transla
tors; the vehicle for understanding the demands and arguments of the 
Americans was perforce the classical Chinese and Japanese versions. And 
what came through in these versions was what a number of Japanese 

. . . . -
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lacking "humanity" (jin) and challenged as to which side was actu
ally pursuing the Way of mankind. For example, Perry's claim that the 
Americans considered it "a sacred duty to receive with kindness, and 
to succor and protect" castaways was rendered using the term jinji, 
"humanity and mercy." One powerful group of policymakers within the 
shogunal bureaucracy, the grand inspectors (ometsuke) and inspectors 
(metsuke), remarked of the U.S. demands that "their style of writing is 
full of pompous references to moral principles, but it must be acknowl
edged that their arguments are reasonable."18 

Contributing to the Japanese perception was Perry's resolution (as 
recorded in the narrative of his expedition) "to adopt a course entirely 
contrary to that of all others who had hitherto visited Japan on a similar 
errand-to demand as a right, and not to solicit as a favor, those acts of 
courtesy which are due from one civilized nation to another."19 In short, 
Perry believed he had incontestable right on his side-and this , more 
than the display of advanced technology such as the steamship and tele
graph, provided the ammunition for his discourse. At the time there were 
still few moral relativists, either in the \Vest or in Japan. It was commonly 
accepted that what was right and proper transcended time and place. 
Thus it was not a misperception on the part of shogunal officials to have 
read Perry's demands as a challenge to Japan's moral principles. The two 
sides, believing in the existence of a universal morality, were at odds over 
who was more successfully embodying it. 

Perry took a hard line. He refused to be diverted to Nagasaki, and 
steamed deep into Edo Bay, where he had it declared to the Japanese offi
cials charged with his reception that 

He [Perry] has a letter from the President of the United States to deliver 

to the Emperor [shogun] of Japan, or to his secretary of foreign affairs, 

and he will deliver the original to none other:-if this friendly letter of 

the President to the Emperor is not received and duly replied to, he will 

consider his country insulted, and will not hold himself accountable for 

the consequences.20 

Perry was overbearing and perhaps deficient in rei, which he probably 
would have called "courtesy." But his demands themselves were taken to 
merit serious consideration. 
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On the Japanese side, a strong current of opinion acknowledged the 
validity of the U.S. position on castaways. When the shogunate decided 
to consult with the daimyo regarding an appropriate response to the U.S. 
demands (itself an unprecedented step), it received replies such as the 
following: 

The text of the letter does not sound entirely unreasonable. 21 

The item regarding the humane treatment of castaways seems exactly 

to the point. 22 

In their letters, there is a statement to the effect that the people of their 

country are also included within the Five Relations. Even the barbarians 

are conscious of proper ethics and couch their appeals to us in expressions 

of concern for humanity. If we should reject even such overtures, it would 

be difficult to claim the customs of our country are humane and just.23 

It would appear that they are not yet aware of the intent of his majesty's 

edict of the Ten po period calling for humanity and benevolence [toward 

foreign vessels in distress]. 24 We would hope that the shogunate would 

provide firewood, water, and provisions to those in need when the situ

ation arises, manifesting the humanity and justice of our great country, 

Japan, to demonstrate its unsurpassed majesty and prevent the loss of its 

reputation as a righteous nation. 25 

Such comments are clearly an extension of the discourse on this issue 
that, as we have seen, preceded the arrival of Perry. The premonitions 
expressed earlier by a few perceptive intellectuals had become a reality, 
and the doubts they had quietly harbored were now being openly articu
lated by some of the most powerful lords of the realm. 

Saito Setsudo (1797-1865), previously the author of a hawkish trea
tise on maritime defense, Kaiboron, now argued, "Since it appears their 
[requests for] amity and friendship are being made in good faith, they 
should not be rejected." It was quite reasonable that the Americans should 
express discontent over Japan's previous treatment of American castaways 
as prisoners, because "though national territories may differ, all men exist 
between the same heaven and earth, and to take pity upon their distress 
and suffering is a fundamental principle of heaven and earth."26 
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Otsuki Kiyotaka (1801-78), a samurai from Sendai, advised approach
ing the Americans with a doctrine of mutual noninterference: "Your 
honored nation has observed for generations the constitution established 
by Mr. Washington, much as we preserve the venerable institutions of our 
forefathers . Is it not the essence of independent nations each to preserve its 
own laws, and not to abandon its constitution?"27 Yet even he acknowledged 
that hostile action to drive away vessels in distress was fundamentally a 
violation of the Way of humanity and compassion. 

According to one chronicle, Hayashi Fukusai (1801-59), rector of the 
Shoheiko academy and a participant in the negotiations with Perry, spoke 
boastfully and contemptuously prior to the meeting that the Americans 
were a mere rabble of barbarians and no cause for much concern. After 
the first encounter, however, he was suddenly seized by a fit of "cowardice," 
and began to say that there was a great deal of reason in their arguments, 
and that failure to follow them could lead to serious consequences. 28 Yet 
certainly a staunch Neo-Confucian such as Fukusai would not have admit
ted the "reason" of his opponents' position merely out of cowardice, as this 
obviously hostile observer says. Like those of powerful daimyo noted earlier, 
his reaction seems to have been genuine and heartfelt. 

The acceptance of Perry's demands that initiated the first phase of 
the opening of Japan thus was not simply a humiliating concession to the 
threat of superior Western technology and armaments such as the steam
ship. Another, more positive aspect of it was that the Japanese side had 
willingly accepted U.S. arguments on the basis of principles considered to 
be universally applicable both at home and abroad. 

There can be no shame in people taking stock of their past and attempt
ing to make a fresh start in order to remain faithful to certain universal 
principles that they have long embraced. Hence, if matters had simply 
ended with the signing of the 1854 Treaty of Amity and Peace between 
the United States and the Empire of Japan, the Tokugawa shogunate 
might not have suffered a fatal collapse in its prestige and authority as the 
agent of "national disgrace." The real problem was trade and commerce. 

Townsend Harris, who arrived under the treaty as the first U.S. consul
general to Japan, relentlessly sought the commercial opening of Japan to 
trade that Perry had already hinted at. In December 1857, Harris had an 



THE OPENING OF JAPAN AS A PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION 345 

audience with shogunal senior councillor Hatta Masayoshi (1810-64) in 
which he argued vigorously for a trade agreement. According to Japanese 
records, he stated that the United States of America had no interest in seek
ing new possessions, and had never extended its territory by force of arms. 29 

But with the invention of the steamship and the telegraph, the world was 
coming closer together, and "the nations of the West wish to bring all the 
nations of the world together as one family, a purpose for which steamships 
are suitably employed." A country that shut itself off and refused to engage 
in intercourse with others impeded the unification of the world that they 
wished to bring about, an impediment that must be removed. No govern
ment, moreover, had the right to refuse to participate in this unification. 
So Japan should accept the mutual stationing of a minister or agent in 
the respective capitals as well as freedom of trade between itself and other 
nations. Harris also observed that "what we call trade might seem limited 
to physical goods, but it is not; the mutual transmission of new inventions 
and discoveries, to the benefit of each nation, is another aspect of trade and 
commerce." In the present-day world, "every nation in the world is striving 
to unite with the others in mutual friendship." 

Harris spoke of the various advantages and benefits that would accrue 
to Japan from signing a commercial treaty, as well as the disadvantages 
and harm that might befall it if such a treaty were rejected. But from the 
Japanese point of view, the real heart of his argument was his invocation 
of global principles. Harris had in effect stepped up the philosophical and 
moral challenge begun by Perry. 

Some attempted to dismiss the challenge as hypocritical. The members 
of the shogunal office charged with coastal defense (a predecessor of today's 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs), after subjecting Harris's presentation to a point
by-point examination, noted that the United States had seized California 
at the conclusion of its war with Mexico, and that the Americans seemed 
willing to resort to armed conflict to subjugate any country attempting to 
preserve its own "national institutions" (kokutai) against the "unity" that 
Harris claimed the West was seeking.30 Perry had been no different in his 
determination to use force had Japan refused to sign a treaty. 

In similar vein, Sakuma Shozan (1811-64), an advisor to the influen
tial daimyo Sanada Yukitsura, argued that Harris should be confronted 
with the following question: 
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Among the Western nations, does this desire to unify the world as one 

great family derive from principles common to all between heaven and 

earth, and from a fervent hope to love and nurture all sentient beings, 

without distinctions of nationality, and to promote interchange; or does 

it arise out of greed and avarice, with each country pursuing its indi

vidual national interests and attempting to net as much of the world's 

profits as it may?31 

No doubt Harris would respond, "from principles common to all between 
heaven and earth." But then his hypocrisy could be exposed simply by cit
ing the recently concluded Opium War, in which Britain, for the sake of 
its own national interests, embarked on "actions that amounted to inhu
mane, callous, uncivilized, and lawless banditry" in violation of the strict 
prohibitions on sale of opium established by a country with which it had 
friendly relations. Countered in this way, Harris would be cowed into 
silence. Many an exponent of repelling the barbarians might also have 
found such a scenario refreshing. 

But even if the Westerners were hypocrites, this did not necessarily 
mean their goal of uniting the world was itself misguided. Exposing the 
hypocrisy of others does not automatically legitimate one's own position. 
The fundamental question of what course was most correct still remained. 
The crux of the matter was whether Harris's vision of a world united as one 
family, with all its nations communicating with one another and trading 
freely in goods and information, genuinely represented universal principles. 

Kurushima Michitane (1829-59), daimyo of the domain of Mori in 
Bungo (in present,day Oita prefecture), argued that in fact "the will of 
heaven" (ten'i) and "heavenly principle" (tenri) were to be found elsewhere: 

Their country is quite proud of its power and prosperity and claims that 

if we conclude relations of amity and trade with them it will greatly profit 

and benefit us both. However, our country has preserved its peace-loving 

and simple ways in accordance with our ancestral laws. Generally speak

ing, rulers of realms great and small are charged with ensuring their 

people can live in peace, undisturbed by any unexpected calamities. 

The people should not be allowed to indulge their desires, but instead 

be made to rely on the fundamental principle of heaven. That is what it 

means to follow heaven's will.32 
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In Kurushima's view there was no need to be propelled by desire into the 
pursuit of power and prosperity. If each country would simply preserve 
peace-loving and simple ways, everything would be fine. The truly ethi
cal way of life, the will of heaven, was for each to quietly fulfill, in isola
tion, a modest and peaceful existence. 

On the other hand, Ii Naosuke (1815-60), who would later be 
appointed tairo (great councillor), declared only two months after Perry's 
arrival in 1853, 'Trade is prohibited by our country, but times change and 
past and present differ; participating in exchange accords with the Way of 
heaven and earth."33 Here was a proposal for yet another Way. Ii's plan was 
not to sit idly with folded hands, but to build new steamships, beginning 
with mighty men-of-war, and to send forth commercial vessels from Japan. 

In the late autumn of 1857, Matsudaira Yoshinaga (1828-90), daimyo 
of Fukui, made a similar proposal: 

In light of recent developments, it is my humble opinion that anyone 

with eyes should plainly see that maintaining the policy of seclusion has 

become impossible. Because the time has come for us to begin making 

plans to send ships to trade with the other nations, there should be no 

reason to refuse those who come to us with reasonable requests [for 

trade relations]. In the matter of [the stationing of] ministers, the same 

judgment should apply. 

Yoshinaga envisioned the Japanese 

in future mastering commercial administration, advancing in the study 

of international trade, engaging in exchange, and, by utilizing the geo

graphical advantages of the imperial land, making it the most prosperous 

nation on earth.34 

Yoshinaga was not only acknowledging that Harris's demands had right 
on their side-he was proposing that Japan follow that same path and aim 
at transforming itself into a wealthy and powerful nation. 

This search for the true path motivated the phase of the opening of the 
country that was marked by the signing of the 1858 Treaty of Amity and 
Commerce between the United States and the Empire of Japan. Even at 
this point, the opening was not- as advocates of repelling the barbarians 
liked to think-simolv a humiliatinf! canitulation to the thre;it of s1merior 
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military force. In at least some sense, Tokugawa Japan had freely decided 
on the basis of universal principles to open itself to the modern West. 

IN PURSUIT OF UNIVERSAL PRINCIPLES 

The debate over principle and the right path for Japan's foreign relations 
continued. Insofar as the universality of these principles was assumed, the 
discussion hinged on Japan's vision of what the proper world order should 
be. In this context, two principal discourses arose. 

The first was expressed by Hotta Masayoshi, who would lead the treaty 
negotiations with Townsend Harris in his capacity as shogunal senior 
councillor in charge of foreign affairs (gaikoku-gakari), a newly created title 
to which he was appointed in late 1856. In a position paper written in the 
spring of 1857 to the officials of the Hyojosho, a senior policymaking body 
within the shogunate, Hotta analyzed the contemporary international situ
ation as greatly resembling that of China during the Spring and Autumn 
or the Warring States periods, or that of Japan itself in the later years of the 
Ashikaga shogunate: "Each state occupies and defends its own territory, 
proclaiming its ruler emperor or king . . . None can unify the others, and 
all vie to make themselves hegemon." Given these circumstances, "When 
they do not conclude relations of peace and amity, they go to war; when 
they do not go to war, they will establish relations of peace and amity. No 
nation can stand outside this, avoiding both friendly alliances and war, 
refusing all foreign relations and enjoying itself in peace and isolation." It 
was no longer possible to maintain Japan's policy of seclusion. Yet as the 
Warring States periods in both China and Japan historically ended in a 
grand unification, the present chaotic state of international relations could 
not continue forever. 

The present state of the world will eventually be resolved when a wise 

and sagacious ruler emerges in one country, possessed of both the virtue 

and strength to nurture and educate all the nations, suppress the violent, 

bring order where there is disorder, and lead all to virtue and to accep

tance of his enlightened rule, so that there is not a place on earth, even 

in the frozen north, that does not receive his grace and the entire globe is 

united under his rule. When this is achieved, the boundless benevolence 
nf thP lnrrl nfhP~vPn mill hn<:>llu hP rp--, l i7Prl l,PrP A,, O'>r>h 
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Although the idea of a "lord of heaven" embodying universality puts in 
an appearance here, Hotta believed the era of warring states, of alliances 
and conflict, would end when a single nation achieved hegemony and 
brought about world peace and justice through the application of strength 
and virtue-or hard and soft power, in today's parlance. But this country 
would not be the United States of America, in Hotta's opinion. It would 

be Japan. 

We must voyage widely among the nations, trade with them, reinforce 

our weaknesses by adopting their strong points, nurture our country's 

strength, and build up our armaments, so that we eventually become a 

mighty nation, able to make the entire earth submit to our power and 

virtue. If there are rogue states threatening the world with harm we shall 

lead our trusted allies to conquer and subdue them; meanwhile we will 

nurture and protect well-meaning but weaker and more isolated states. 

Representing heaven's will, we shall mete out heaven's punishment and 

bring to all the nations of the earth the benefits of benevolent govern

ment; no nation shall disturb another, and all shall be bound by the 

sentiments of brotherhood and loyalty to the sovereign. In the end, all 

the world's nations will be allied under our leadership, acknowledging 

our sovereignty and accepting our judgment.35 

This was the vision of the man who was in effect the prime minister of 
Japan at the time-a vision fusing universalistic ideals of justice with the 
baser motivations of imperialism. 

In contrast was a second vision concerning Japan and its position in the 
world, one articulated by Yokoi Sheman (1809-69), who in 1858 became 
an advisor to Matsudaira Yoshinaga of Fukui and for a time enjoyed con
siderable influence. Shanan believed that advocating the outdated notion 
of national isolation and seclusion was "a violation of heavenly principle." 
To a skeptic's query of whether this would not mean the entire world had 
been in violation of heavenly principle before the Europeans embarked on 
maritime trading some three centuries ago, Shanan countered, "The times 
are different, and thus principle differs also."36 

Yet Shanan did not mean to say that the nations of the contemporary 
West were perfect. If they were, then the Netherlands should return Java, 
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neither nation was able to make heaven's will their own and ground them
selves in the ultimate fairness and justice of heavenly principle, because 
they could grasp the "branches" but not the "root" (a truly universal ethics), 
and were trapped by narrow and defensive self-interest. 

Japan must avoid being limited by a similarly narrow frame of mind. 
Sheman criticized the aggressive stance calling for Japan to develop a navy 
and the capacity for ocean travel so it could strengthen itself and "swagger 
about the globe." As he put it, "To speak of swaggering about the globe 
is already to alienate oneself from universal principles." For any single 
nation to assert itself in such an aggressive manner was a violation of the 
common good. "If we are to go out into the world we must be armed with 
universal principles of a scope sufficient to help the other nations resolve 
their disputes."37 

For example, if England and Russia were embroiled in a dispute, 
"Our country should, in an impartial and humane way that adheres 
to the great Way of heaven and earth, expose their selfish interests and 
show them the path by which all nations can naturally attain peace and 
security."38 For Shanan, it was the duty of Japan, and indeed all human 
beings, to strive to realize universal principles throughout the world. 

What was to be done, however, when conflict arose over what these 
universal principles were, or over what was right and reasonable? Shanan 
cited the universal value of debate and discussion. In the summer of 
1863, as the outcry for violent expulsion of the barbarians grew more 
clamorous, Shanan drafted a policy paper, later submitted by Matsudaira 
Yoshinaga to the shogunal senior council, in which he asked if repelling 
the barbarians can really be found to accord with principles common 
throughout the world, and argued that the matter should be subjected 
to debate by the entire globe. Without the assent of the world's peoples, 
it could not be counted a necessary truth for the planet. To initiate this 
global debate, first everyone, from the great lords and the shogunal and 
domanial retainers on down to the activists at the grassroots level, should 
be consulted in Japan, then each issue decided upon through discussion 
with the other nations. 39 

Discovery of worldwide principles through global debate-this was 
Shanan's answer. His was a vision that anticipated those a century later of 
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Jurgen Habermas and John Rawls-a vision of globalization effected, not 
by a swaggering hegemon, but by the pursuit of universal values through 
serious deliberation. 





Chapter Nineteen 

COLLAPSE AND TRANSFORMATION 

AN ANARCHICAL REVOLUTION 

T he sudden collapse of the Tokugawa order and the radical and sweep
ing changes that followed were unusual-in fact, quite astonishing

events in the long sweep of world history. People who experienced them 
frequently reminisced that they happened "as if in a dream." Change was 
so rapid and extreme that if the present was real, the past seemed nothing 
other than a dream world. 

The Tokugawa regime had endured for two and a half centuries, 
weathering numerous famines, floods, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, 
and epidemics of disease; it rode out a succession of peasant uprisings, 
riots, and revolts (such as that of Oshio Heihachiro in Osaka in 1837) 
without apparent harm. However, on 8 July 1853, a squadron of four 
ships (two of them sidewheel steam frigates of the latest design) led by 
Matthew C. Perry appeared in the waters of Edo Bay. From that time the 
shogunate began to falter, and only fourteen years later, it completely col
lapsed. In another four years, not only the former central government but 
the rulers (and armed forces) of some 250 domains had also been swept 
away, replaced with a system of prefectures directly controlled by the new 
Meiji state. The abolition of the samurai as a social class soon followed. 

In April 1868, immediately following the collapse of the shogunate, 
the fifteen-year-old Emperor Meiji, nominally heading a new govern
ment of samurai and a handful of court nobles, issued the Charter Oath 
(Gokajo no Seimon), pledging the following five articles of national policy 
to his imperial ancestors: 
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I. Deliberative assemblies shall be widely established and all matters 

decided by public discussion. 

2. All classes, high and low, shall unite in vigorously carrying out the 

administration of affairs of state. 

3. The common people, no less than the civil and military officials, 

shall each be allowed to pursue his own calling so that there may be 

no discontent. 

4. Evil customs of the past shall be broken off and everything based 

upon the just laws of Nature. 

5. Knowledge shall be sought throughout the world so as to strengthen 

the foundations of imperial rule.1 

Such policies would have been unimaginable five or ten years before; sig
nificantly, no reference whatsoever is made to repelling the barbarians. 

The Meiji Revolution was, according to the journalist and historian 
Takekoshi Yosaburo (1865-1950), not one that had been carefully planned 
to construct an ideal nation. Instead, it was an "anarchical revolution" 
(ranseiteki kakumei): the result of competition among contending forces 
quickly becoming radicalized and producing outcomes that even those 
involved could not have foreseen at the outset. 2 

Under such conditions, how was it that a revolutionary government 
espousing such innovative policies came into being? For the Meiji gov
ernment was revolutionary. It sought knowledge throughout the world 
and set about breaking off from the "evil customs of the past," imple
menting radical changes in political and legal institutions, taxation, 
the economy, society, and education. Eventually manners and customs, 
culture, and even the Japanese language itself were transformed. And 
this revolution from above encountered surprisingly little resistance 
from below. After the very early years of the Meiji era, there were no 
genuine reactionaries who, "forgetting nothing and learning nothing" (as 
Talleyrand said of the Bourbons), plotted a return to the prerevolutionary 
order. In comparison with the French Revolution, which was followed by 
the restoration of the former monarchy and (as readers of Marcel Proust 
will recall) a lingering class consciousness among the aristocracy for at 
least another century, this was a very "clean" transition. 

We cannot explain the decisiveness of the Japanese transition by 
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system had destroyed the existing sociopolitical order. Far from being dev
astated by competition, domestic industry thrived, and individuals made 
fortunes in the export boom. Japan's trade balance largely remained in the 
black, to the extent that relative scarcity of goods drove domestic prices 
upward. While there was some unrest and attempts at rebellion among 
the disgruntled samurai, in general the peasants and townsmen remained 
calm. Meanwhile, interest in the new manners and customs being intro
duced through the trading ports spread to every village in the land. 
Accounts from Western visitors to Japan at this time invariably remark on 
the friendliness shown them by the common people. 

Japanese novels and dramas frequently portray the Meiji leaders as a 
select band of enlightened activists who quickly and clearly perceived that 
to escape intervention or colonization by the Western powers they would 
need to unify the country around the figure of the emperor and embark 
on reforms modeled on the contemporary West. They are seen as having 
steered the country in this direction while concealing their true intent. 
This is a scenario both flattering to the Meiji leadership and ideologically 
convenient for consumption by the popular Japanese audience. But it is not 
the truth. Borne along by the course of events, almost everyone involved 
changed their minds at one point or another. Many underwent multiple 
conversions. Not for any particularly sinister reason, their ultimate beliefs 
often ended up being considerably different from their earlier proclama
tions. Moreover, after the Meiji Revolution, former antiforeign activists 
and shogunal supporters alike tended to explain themselves in terms of 
the final outcome. There is no reason to chide them for this, but neither 
should we be taken in by such convenient hindsight. 

NATIONAL HONOR AND ANTIFOREIGNISM 

Perry, unlike Laxman, Rezanov, and others before him, steamed boldly 
into Edo Bay. Refusing to be diverted to Nagasaki, he forcibly handed 
the U.S. president's letter to the shogunate. As we saw in the preceding 
chapter, "humanitarian" requests for the opening of a handful of ports for 
the convenience of Western ships and the provision of firewood, water, 
and other necessities did not, in fact, present terrible difficulties to the 
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A month or so after the arrival of the U.S. squadron, claimyo Tokugawa 
Nariaki of Mito (1800-60) was already writing in a policy proposal to the 
shogunal senior council: 

If the shogunate does not decide to drive out the foreigners, and instead 

shows nothing but leniency and benevolence toward them, then , those 

below being ignorant of the shogunate 's intent, evil men may grow 

unafraid of its authority and become disloyal. The daimyo and others 

may cease to comply with its orders as well. 3 

Matsuclaira Yoshinaga of Fukui (1828-90) was of similar mind. 

For the (shogunate] to grant trade to all countries, even for a limited 

term of years, would be to humble itself before all countries. It would 

be the height of disgrace ... When it was realized that military weak

ness forced us to endure such disgrace, I very much fear that it would 

not only be in foreign countries that men might question the compe

tence of our rulers, even the daimyo and lesser lords throughout the 

country. It might even be that [the shogunate's] control of Japan would 

become ineffective, as happened at the end of the Ash ikaga period.4 

As Yoshinaga warned, the problem was not so much foreign as it was 
domestic. From the Japanese standpoint, the power and prestige of the 
shogunate should have extended overseas as well; when it failed to do so, 
this immediately precipitated a crisis of confidence that threatened the 
very basis of Tokugawa rule. 

As a countermeasure, Yoshinaga pressed for the frail and ailing shogun 
Iesacla, who was thought to be incapable of producing an heir, to adopt a 
grown and able successor in the person of Hitotsubashi Yoshinobu (1837-
1913), head of one of the three junior collateral houses of the Tokugawa 
family and the seventh son of Tokugawa Nariaki of Mito. The so-called 
Hitotsubashi faction hoped that Yoshinobu might become the centerpiece 
of efforts to restore the shogunate to its former power and glory. But the 
faction's campaign to install Yoshinobu, aggressive (and from the stand
point of the shogunal house, meddlesome) as it was, in the encl invited only 
further turmoil and infighting. 

There were some who thought the issue was less that of the power 
and glory of the Tokugawa family than one of national honor and prestige 
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(gokokui). It was not uncommon, as we saw in chapter 15, to reflect on 
Japan vis-a-vis the other nations of the world, and some, such as Aizawa 
Seishisai (1781-1863) of the Mita school, declared with positive relish that 
the expulsion of the Christians in the early years of the Tokugawa shogu
nate had been "a delightful manifestation of our national pride (kokui) 
to those overseas."5 Such men saw Harris's audience with the shogun at 
Edo Castle and the subsequent signing of the 1858 commercial treaties 
as a humiliating capitulation to foreign pressure and were scarcely able 
to restrain their chagrin and anger. Distrust of the "weak-kneed" sho
gunate mounted. Their battle cry became joi, or "repel the barbarians" 
(often preceded by sonno, an injunction to "revere the emperor"), a phrase 
used in Tokugawa Nariaki's Kodokan ki, the bible of the Mita school, to 
describe Tokugawa Ieyasu's assault on Christianity in Japan. 

Yet opinion differed on what exactly would constitute repelling the 
barbarians. Did it mean tearing up the 1858 treaties with the United States 
and other Western nations and going to war to drive every last foreigner 
from the country? What would happen if Japan were defeated? In order 
not to be defeated, should Japan instead do everything it could to acquire 
Western weapons and learn Western military tactics and technology-but 
would that still be repelling the barbarians? Or, if joi in essence meant 
dispelling national disgrace and restoring Japan's prestige, why not simply 
abrogate the existing treaties and renegotiate them under more honorable 
conditions? 6 Then again, perhaps the most genuine and effective way to 
accomplish joi was to master the arts of trade and ocean navigation and go 
out into the world to beat the foreigners at their own game. 

There were certainly those who seethed with hatred and malice toward 
the Westerners. But the handful of murders of foreign diplomats and trad
ers that did occur were in fact not so much attacks on the Western powers 
as acts of protest against the Tokugawa regime. In this sense, they were 
similar to the 1860 assassination of chief shogunal councillor Ii Naosuke, 
which had been led by samurai from the Mita domain who resented Ii's 
signing of the commercial treaties without the sanction of the emperor 
in Kyoto. These events further damaged the prestige and authority of 
the shogunate, which from about this time began to be called the bakufu 
(lit., "tent government"), a term conveying considerably less respect than 
the venerable kogi (see chapter 3). But the shogunate was less concerned 
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Photograph of a member of the 1864 
Ikeda Embassy sent by the Tokugawa 
shogunate to Europe . Under his 
kimono he wears a Western shirt and 
necktie; one hand holds his sword, the 
other a Western-style military cap. 

by the decline in prestige that would result from accommodation with 
the West than it was by the prospect of a complete forfeiture of it through 
defeat in war. Activists initially incensed by a government that would not 
repel the barbarians now grew openly contemptuous of a government that 
could not accomplish that. At this point, joi devolved into little more than a 
convenient stick with which to beat the bakufu and eventually overthrow it. 

In March 1868 (Keio 4), the same year that the era name was changed 
to Meiji, the emperor, as representative of the newly established govern
ment, had his first audience with representatives of the Western diplomatic 
community. Some five years earlier the court noble Ohara Shigetomi 
(1801-79), guarded by the military forces of Shimazu Hisamitsu of 
Satsuma, had entered Edo as an imperial emissary, demanding that the 
shogunate sweep the foreign barbarians from the land. Now, he confessed, 

Prior to the revolution the imperial court constantly called for expelling 

the barbarians, but now that the revolution has taken place, foreigners 
....,,..,.,,, ... .. ...:1...::1 .......... 1., h ..... : .... ,_ ---.-.- J.. ,.... ..l ......... l: ,,.... __ ,...,..._ ... :J..1- .1-1-. .... ------- T.1. : _ -- :£ .1.L _ 
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court's demands had been for the sake of seizing military authority and 

governance of the realm from the Tokugawa house-as if joi had been 

but a means to destroy them. Such a complete reversal of policy seems 

terribly unfair to the Tokugawa.7 

359 

So even one of those responsible for using the joi slogan to bring down 
the shogunate was somewhat shamefaced about it in retrospect. Moreover, 
as recounted in chapter 17, a new conception of the West had gradually 
taken shape, one that acknowledged Western superiority in many areas and 
argued that in order to rival the West, Japan must first learn from it. The 
simplistic impulse to repel the barbarians had been undermined by a shift 
in attitudes and perceptions that had begun some time before. 

The leaders of the Meiji government-former antiforeign activists
were now dressing in Western suits, sporting cropped hair and the beards 
and mustaches then popular with Western gentlemen. They were the 
driving force for "civilizing" Japan. For those who had sincerely believed 
in repelling the barbarians, the revolution had been completely betrayed. 

IMPERIAL LOYALISM AND THE MILITARY HOUSES 

From about the middle of the eighteenth century onward, the imperial 
court took on renewed prestige and authority. Without any conscious effort 
on the part of the court itself, somehow, gradually, its presence grew. 

This was partly attributable to the pervasive influence of Confu
cianism, as a number of people who experienced the Meiji Revolution 
pointed out. The attempt to understand Japan's peculiar division of author
ity between emperor and shogun from a Confucian perspective led, in the 
end, to the widespread conclusion that Japan's legitimate sovereign was the 
emperor, who had "delegated" to the shogun authority over national affairs 
and government. As we saw in chapter 16, this is essentially what senior 
councillor Matsudaira Sadanobu taught to the young shogun Ienari. 8 

From the particularly respectful attitude Ienari displayed toward the impe
rial court, it appears he believed what he was taught, as did successors such 
as Iemochi and Yoshinobu.9 

The Tokugawa regime's embrace of the delegation theory was more 
than a strategic attempt to exploit the authority of the imperial court in 
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thing, it was related to the increasingly prevalent historical view that saw 
the emperor as Japan's original and legitimate sovereign and the de facto 
rule by the military houses as an aberration. For thinkers of this orientation, 
such as Neo-Confucian scholar Asami Keisai, the Kamakura (1195-1333) 
and Ashikaga (1338-1573) shogunates were deplorable eras of usurpation 
of imperial authority (see chapter 5). 

Dai-Nihon shi (The History of Great Japan), sponsored by the Mito 
domain, also adopted this position.10 It laments of Minamoto no Yoritomo 
(1147-99), the founder of the Kamakura shogunate, that he had concen
trated all military authority in the Kanta region and thus "altered at one 
stroke" the balance of power in the realm. Ashikaga Takauji (1305-58), 
founder of the Ashikaga shogunate, is described as "deceitful and treacher
ous, his accomplishments did not outweigh his crimes; he held the world 
in his palm for a time, but he could not deceive later generations."11 The 
work also states that "deeming his lord all but useless, [Takauji] raised and 
removed him entirely according to his own will. All the lands of the realm, 
whether belonging to shrines or the aristocracy, he robbed and hoarded 
and distributed to his lieutenants."12 

Rai San'yo's Nihon gaishi (An Unofficial History of Japan, 1827), a 
general history widely read in the nineteenth century and used as a text
book in many domanial academies, espoused a similar view. Matsudaira 
Yoshinaga wrote of San'yo, "He was the author of Nihon gaishi, Tsugi, and 
other works that gave great impetus to the loyalist cause. San'yo must be 
counted, after Lord [Tokugawa] Mitsukuni [of Mito, initiator of the Dai
Nihon shi project], as one of the principal authors of the Revolution."13 

The Mito scholars and other imperial loyalists argued that first 
Tokugawa shogun Ieyasu (1542-1616) was different from Yoritomo and 
Takauji because he had shown proper reverence for the emperor (con
veniently ignoring that Ieyasu, like Takauji, had "distributed to his lieu
tenants" the lands of the realm). As mentioned earlier, the Mito school's 
Kodokan ki praised Ieyasu for revering the emperor and repelling the barbar
ians. But even so, overall these thinkers saw the rule of the military houses 
as an erosion and usurpation of the legitimate authority of the emperors. 

From this perspective, the legitimacy of Tokugawa rule, and by exten
sion the very domination of the country by the samurai class itself, ulti
mately hung on a single point: the delegation of that authority by the 
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emperor. 14 This implied that the only justification for the existence of the 
bakufu was to revere and serve the imperial house. So the more the sho
gunate's existence was threatened, the deeper the reverence it had to show. 

Moreover, in the Confucian conception of "rites" and "names," the 
sovereign was the dispenser of court ranks, titles, and positions. Since the 
emperor still performed this vital function, in this sense the shogun himself 
was no more than one of the emperor's officials, endowed by him with the 
title seii tai shogun ("barbarian-subduing generalissimo"). The problem 
was that this title did not accord with the de facto rule of the shogunate 
over the country. Fujita Yukoku (1774-1826), the father of the later Mito 
school, argued that to reflect the delegation of authority by the emperor, the 
shogun should be styled "regent," so that name and reality would concur.15 

Tokugawa Nariaki, in a letter to senior councillor Abe Masahiro, asserted 
that it was inappropriate for the senior council in its communications with 
the Dutch to call the shogun "our sovereign" (waga shu); this would not 
sound well either at home or abroad, because the only figure that could 
rightfully be called "our sovereign" was the emperor. 16 Most likely Nariaki 
believed this to be true, as well as politically expedient. 

It was, however, a dangerous logic, for it opened the way to the argu
ment that the emperor who conferred these formalistic court ranks and 
titles upon the daimyo- "Upper Junior Fifth Rank, Governor of Iki," for 
example-was their lord and master, not the shogun (chapter 3). Matsura 
Seizan (1760-1841), the retired daimyo of Hirado, got into a dispute with 
Hayashi Jussai, rector of the Shoheiko shogunal academy, for saying he 
considered himself a vassal of the imperial court, not the bakufu.17 In the 
latter Tokugawa years, increasing numbers of daimyo shared his stance. As 
one writer criticized from what might be regarded as the orthodox perspec
tive on samurai lord/vassal relations: 

These days there are those who consider the shogunate to have wrested 

its power militarily (and therefore illegitimately], and who believe the 

lords to be vassals of the emperor. But this is a misperception occa

sioned by the scholars of Chinese learning and their vain attempts to 

use the language of China to describe the things of our country. 18 

However, as Confucianism permeated Tokugawa society, relations of 
vassalage mediated by brute force and enfeoffment (private interest, in 
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other words) became widely perceived as less legitimate than the sovereign/ 
minister relationship implied by the conferring of court rank and title. The 
shogunate, which had never constructed its own theory oflegitimacy, could 
not offer a convincing rebuttal to this position. 19 

But why the sudden rise in the prestige and authority of the imperial 
court? First of all, the more that Japanese turned their attention to for
eign countries, the more precious the continuity of Japan's imperial line 
seemed in comparison (chapter 15). Confucian thinkers such as Asami 
Keisai, as well as adherents of National Learning and the Mito school, 
were influential in proclaiming this point of view. Then too the imperial 
court had become an object of aesthetic idealization and aspiration as the 
embodiment both of Confucian "rites and music" and of elegant Heian 
court culture (chapters 10 and 16). Beauty was power. 

The shogunate and the imperial court were also somewhat reminiscent 
of a two-party political system, in that discontent with the entity in power 
lent popularity to the opposition, not on the basis of its accomplishments, 
but merely out of hope for change. Finally, perhaps an even more funda
mental dynamic was that the enduring stability of the Pax Tokugawa had 
rendered tradition and continuity the deepest font of social authority. Great 
pride was taken in the pedigree and lineage of one's ie or other social group 
(town, village, shrine, temple, trade association, guild, and so on). 20 In such 
a society, it was only natural that the prestige and authority of the imperial 
court should be significantly enhanced, for it had the most venerable and 
powerful claim to pedigree, lineage, and status in the land. 

The enhanced luster of the imperial house in turn bolstered the self
perception of Japan as the "imperial land," an exceptional country graced 
by an unbroken line of emperors. When antiforeign activists bemoaned 
Japan's national disgrace (gokokujoku) or clamored for restoration of 
national honor (gokokui) that had been lost through interaction with the 
Western powers, the honorific go- indicates that the nation was not being 
conceived as a fellowship of citizens or as an ethnic entity, but as something 
belonging to the shogun or emperor (in the same way that the farmers of 
chapter 12 used the honorific o- to call themselves ohyakusho, the lord's 
"honorable peasants"). In this sense, their sentiments differed from the 
"national shame" (guochi) felt by the nascent Republic of China regard
ing its capitulation to Japan's Twenty-One Demands in 1918. At issue was 
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the honor of the "imperial land," or at least of the government represent
ing it. Only indirectly did it become an issue for the land's subjects-the 
common people. Thus, imperial loyalism (sonno) and expulsion of the 
barbarians (ioi) became ideologically linked and reinforced one another. 

From the premises of imperial loyalism, the signing of the commer
cial treaties by the bakufu in the face of opposition from the imperial 
court was not merely humiliating-it was tantamount to treason. Pressed 
on the issue, the shogunate could do little more than claim that circum
stances had made it impossible to act otherwise-in other words, confess 
its own weakness. This of course further damaged its prestige and author
ity. And the more it was criticized for its failure to revere the emperor, the 
more it was forced to promise to do so in future . In addition, the historical 
view that the military houses had usurped authority and land from the 
imperial house gave members of the samurai class a guilty conscience. 
This, too, propelled them to demonstrate reverence for the emperor. 

Fujita Toko (1806-55), the son of Fujita Yukoku, wrote in Kodokan ki 
jutsugi (a commentary on Kodokan ki) that Minamoto no Yoritomo had 
"usurped the sovereign authority." He likewise lamented the Ashikaga 
period, when "the weakness of the imperial house was compensated by 
the rampant arrogance of the warriors," and morality and proper station 
grew decadent and confused. Those who fought for the loyalist cause dur
ing that disordered time in which the imperial house was disrespected 
had been "heroic and righteous." Though Toko's specific aim in writing 
this text had been to stir Mito retainers to face the threat from abroad, it 
was read by many others in the final years of the shogunate as a challenge 
to become "heroes" in service to the great Way of imperial loyalism. 

Voices clamoring for sonno joi increased among the vassals of daimyo 
throughout the land, as did the number of samurai absconding from their 
domains to join the ranks of the loyalist activists in Kyoto or elsewhere. 
The daimyo were wary of clamping down on these developments for fear 
of further alienating their retainers. The rise of loyalist ideology was thus 
accompanied by a contempt for and rejection of the daimyo and even a 
sort of self-denial on the part of the samurai class. 21 

This fusion of imperial loyalism with samurai self-doubt was one 
source of the apparently paradoxical changes brought by the Meiji 
regime, in which a government formed by samurai under the direct 
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authority of the emperor set about eliminating the structures of daimyo 
rule and, indeed, the very existence of the samurai as a social class. Only 
by dismantling themselves could samurai fully realize the loyalist creed. 
And by this time, their class, imbued with the historical perspectives of 
the Mito school and Rai San'yo, had lost any ideological foothold from 
which to resist such change. 

In the late Tokugawa years, almost everyone joined in the clamor to 
revere the emperor, whether out of the desire for self-preservation, self
assertion, or self-affirmation. Competition over who was most genuinely 
loyal grew heated and impossible to back away from. Yet at the same time, 
the emperor had no interest in becoming an autocrat or tyrant, leaving 
the way open to a political situation in which those who managed to posi
tion themselves as the closest supporters of the throne could then wield 
its authority and power. It was commonly (though tacitly) understood that 
restoring imperial rule did not actually mean reinstating personal rule by 
the emperor. And so the fundamental organizational structure of the new 
Meiji imperial state came into being. 

CONSENSUS AND PUBLIC OPINION 

Generally speaking, once an autocratic regime is established and grows 
stable, the necessity for it to dictate every detail of behavior decreases, as 
the people soon learn to read its will and comply "voluntarily." Particularly 
if the demands of the authorities remain fixed and unchanging, individu
als choose to follow the dictates of precedent for safety's sake. This might 
be described as a state of "ruling by nonaction," but is also one in which 
power has become dispersed or diffused. It is at once the most powerful 
form of tyranny and something very much like government by consent. 

Such was the operant logic of the Tokugawa regime. Problems only 
began when the regime attempted to reform itself, and what had seemed 
to be absolute power was suddenly exposed as a function of the habitual 
acceptance of the ruled, as something that rested on conditional consent. 
When a king ceases to be perceived by those around him as king, he is king 
no longer. What seems unassailable power and glory can melt away in an 
instant, to be replaced by the need for continual manufacture of consent. 
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The members of the senior council, responsible for charting the 
course of shogunal policy, seem to have foreseen and feared precisely 
such an eventuality. Since the appearance of Perry, they took pains to 
consult with the daimyo, to report frequently to the imperial court, and 
even to attempt (unsuccessfully) to secure imperial authorization for the 
signing of the commercial treaties. For example, in 1857 senior councillor 
Hotta Masayoshi (1810-64), pressed by Harris to conclude the commer
cial treaty with the United States, appealed to the daimyo as follows: 

As I informed you some days ago, the American envoy recently made 

certain requests; and after consideration of the circumstances the 

Shogun has come to the conclusion that he must make major changes 

in our longstanding laws. In view of the fact, however, that in a matter 

of such importance to the State it will naturally be impossible to devise 

appropriate regulations unless national opinion is united, there being 

some in Japan who feel disagreement and dissatisfaction in this matter, 

he has accordingly given instructions that we are to discuss the question 

in full and then act as may seem best in all the circumstances. Those who 

have views on the subject, therefore, are to report them without reserve. 22 

This in effect confessed that the shogunate was embarking on the 
unprecedented step of consulting with the daimyo on matters of national 
policy because although major changes were necessary, instituting them 
without consensus might invite unpredictable consequences. In retrospect, 
this attempt by an autocratic government to open its political process to 
broader participation seems a suicidal act, akin to Louis XVI's summon
ing of the Estates-General in 1789 that proved the catalyst for the French 
Revolution. Yet Hotta apparently felt that it was wiser to do what he did than 
to risk the chaos that might ensue by forging ahead dictatorially. 

Meanwhile, in May 1858 the imperial court issued a decree that stated, 
"Opinion should be unified on such an important matter of state, so it 
is our command that [the shogunate] consult again with the Gosanke 
[the Tokugawa branch houses of Kii, Owari, and Mito] and other daimyo 
to hear their true feelings."23 This was done with the intent of making a 
treaty signing more difficult. When the signings were forced through
against the previous declaration of the imperial will-under the leadership 
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of great councillor Ii Naosuke (who had replaced Hotta Masayoshi as de 
facto policymaker of the shogunate) in the early autumn of 1858, the court 
responded on 14 September 1858 with a secret imperial decree (Bogo no 
Mitchoku) issued, in a highly unusual move, not directly to the shogunate 
but to the domain of Mito. 

The document accused the shogunate of ignoring the earlier impe
rial command to consult broadly among the daimyo, and renewed that 
demand: "This is a matter of great importance to the nation, and the 
great councillor, the senior council, the Gosanke, Gosankyo, and other 
collateral houses of the Tokugawa family, and the lords of the other 
domains, whether fudai or tozama, should convene as a body to debate 
and determine policy."24 This was not a call for a popular or democratic 
political system. Rather, consensus being perceived as a condition for 
the preservation of order, consultation and group deliberation were now 
being proposed as procedures for achieving it. From this time forward, the 
concept was advocated by representatives of a variety of different political 
positions. The result was a babel of opinion. 

Confucian arguments were also marshaled in support of opening the 
political process to broader discussion. According to the Shifing (Classic 
of Poetry), one of the virtues of the ruler is not to be ashamed of asking 
questions of even the lowliest of his subjects. 25 In that sense, the demand 
to listen to opinions from below was natural from a Confucian perspective. 
Moreover, as Zhu Xi wrote in Daxue zhangfu, his commentary on The 
Great Learning, learning-the foundation of moral self-cultivation-was 
acquired by "observing and governing the self" and "study and discussion" 
(C. fiangxi taolun, J. koshil toron). Discussion enables the discovery of the 
universal truth residing in each individual; the broader the discussion, the 
more likely it is to approach the truth. Not merely an opinion poll, it carries 
great moral weight and authority. 

In May 1858, Hashimoto Sanai (1834-59), advisor to Matsudaira 
Yoshinaga of Fukui, said, "seeing as the senior council is listening to broad 
deliberation and public opinion, and is moreover exhibiting concern for 
the security of the nation, we can hope that there will be no danger of it 
putting forward an ignorant and unschooled candidate [for adoption as 
heir to shogun Iesada]."26 A month later, Yoshinaga himself used similar 
language in pressing great councillor Ii Naosuke on the succession issue: 
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"Since it is for the sake of the welfare of the realm, you must take into 
account the public opinion of the realm. Do you hear anyone saying it is 
a good idea to select someone who is still a child [to be heir to Iesada ]?" 
When senior councillor Matsudaira Tadakata (1812-59) fretted about the 
impact on shogunal power and prestige that following policy proposed 
by the daimyo might have, Yoshinaga was blunt: "How could it affect 
shogunal prestige for the shogun simply to adopt what is supported by 
general opinion?"27 Following the correct course could not possibly hurt 
the shogunate, he argued. 

Eventually Satsuma and Choshu, the two great domains whose alli
ance would be instrumental to the collapse of the shogunate and the birth 
of the new Meiji government, also began to push for consideration of the 
public opinion of the realm, prompting the shogunate to appropriate the 
concept for its own. Simultaneously, the explanations of the parliamen
tary system in Wei Yuan's Haiguo tuzhi and other available writings on 
Western institutions began to attract broad attention (chapter 17). Three 
separate strands of discourse had woven together and fused: the concern for 
unifying opinion that had fueled shogunal consultation with the daimyo, 
Confucian ideas on the value of broad discussion and debate, and the 
introduction of new knowledge regarding Western political institutions. 
In this way, "broad deliberation and public opinion" (kogi yoron) began its 
ascent as a governing principle that could supplant the power and majesty 
of the shogun. 

As Japan entered the Keio era (1865-68), various groups began to 
search for a new political integration to replace the Tokugawa regime
all of them brandishing the slogan kogi yoron. The second point of Tosa 
activist Sakamoto Ryoma's "Senchu hassaku" (Eight Point Plan for a New 
Government), drafted in July 1867, was that "two legislative bodies, an 
upper and a lower house, should be established, and all government mea
sures should be decided on the basis of general opinion."28 When the last 
shogun, Tokugawa Yoshinobu, decided to formally "return" his governing 
authority to the imperial court in November 1867, the communication 
he sent to the emperor spoke of "restoration of sovereignty to the impe
rial court, with general discussion to be exhaustively pursued throughout 
the realm."29 The proclamation of the restoration of imperial rule issued 
on 4 January 1868 also called for "appropriate general discussion to be 
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thoroughly pursued without discrimination between court officials and 
samurai, or those of high or low rank or station."30 

The Charter Oath of April 1868-with its declaration of intent to 
establish "deliberative assemblies" and "public discussion," to achieve 
unity of "all classes, high and low, ... in vigorously carrying out the 
administration of affairs of state," and to base all actions on "the just 
laws of Nature" -was clearly a culmination of the preceding discourse. 
Twenty-one years later Japan would witness the establishment of a consti
tutional monarchy with a popularly elected house of representatives. 

TYRANNY AND LIBERTY 

However, were such slogans as sonno foi and kogi yoron really what drove 
the activists-the "men of high purpose" or "righteous men," as they were 
called-to risk their lives during those tumultuous years? Had the Meiji 
Revolution really been accomplished by the sudden appearance of masses 
of such selfless volunteers, ready to cast away everything dear to them in 
pursuit of abstract causes? Certainly no one would accept a similarly unso
phisticated explanation of the American or French revolutions as pure and 
spontaneous uprisings of citizens seeking liberty and human rights. 

It is equally simplistic to see the Meiji Revolution as a reform inspired 
by nascent nationalism seeking to preserve Japan's independence as a 
state. Such an interpretation depends on the idea that for some reason, 
and only at this particular historical juncture, large numbers of men 
(mainly lower samurai) had been suddenly seized by a greatness (or mad
ness) that drove them to voluntarily sacrifice themselves for their nation. 

Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835-1901) gave a somewhat more realistic 
analysis in an 1875 (Meiji 8) essay, "Kokken kabun no setsu" (On the 
Divisibility of Sovereignty): 

In terms of what transpired during the recent renovation of imperial rule, 

there were various positions argued at the time-some saying, "Revere 

the emperor," others crying, "Repel the barbarians!" But none were of 

the essence. The underlying reality was not to be found in slogans such 

as sonno or joi. It resided instead in the spirit of the people, the bulwark 

of sovereign power, which sought to overthrow the despotism of the 
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government and advance toward freedom. If the actions had truly been 

undertaken to repel the barbarians, then if the Tokugawa government 

at the time had faithfully driven put the foreigners, it would have been 

saved, would it not? Those who wish to believe this may. I do not. If 
their actions had been truly undertaken in reverence to the emperor, 

then would the activists have stood by and accepted it had the former 

bakufu given the emperor autocratic power and honored him, as with 

the Imperial Household Ministry in the present government? I think 

not. Or say that even now, the Imperial Household Ministry staffed itself 

only with high-ranking court nobles, grasped the sovereign power, and 

instituted a reign of despotism and oppression like that of the former sho

gunate; would the officials of the present government willingly submit 

to such control, and uncomplainingly become its servants? I certainly 

think not. If something of the sort came to pass, clearly today's officials 

would waste no time in splitting off from the government and planning 

a second "renovation." Moreover, the liberal faction is composed not 

only of officials, but of many ordinary people who share their views. 

As it is spreading throughout the country of Japan, and gathers force 

and strength with each passing day, it has become impossible for the 

government to stand secure should it display even half the despotism of 

the former bakufu. And so I say to you that the people of today's Japan, 

loving the idea of freedom, toppled a despotic government and secured 

for themselves the sovereign power. 

For Fukuzawa, sonno foi was nonessential, and the revolution had at 
heart been the overthrow of a despotic and oppressive regime by a people 
seeking freedom (iiyil). But the freedom he envisaged was not freedom of 
speech or religion. In his Bunmeiron no gairyaku (Outline of a Theory of 
Civilization), also published in 1875, he wrote, 

The Japanese people suffered for many years under the yoke of des

potism. Lineage was the basis of power. Even intelligent men were 

entirely dependent upon houses of high lineage. The whole age was, as 

it were, under the thumb of lineage. Throughout the land there was no 

room for human initiative; everything was in a condition of stagnation . 

But the creative powers of the human mind are irrepressible. Even in 
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all that stagnation there actually was some progress, and by the end of 

the Tokugawa period antipathy to lineage started fermenting. 31 

"Freedom" was liberation from the bondage of a hereditary caste sys
tem; it was the freedom for individuals with talent and ability to advance 
in the world. The opening section of Fukuzawa's 1866 Seiyo jijo shohen 
(Conditions in the West I) spoke of freedom as an essential condition for 
"civilized government" (bunmei no seiji). More than anything else, this 
meant "that one must no longer speak in terms of lineage ... but extend 
one's naturally endowed talents and abilities." 

Of course, even under the old order, a townsman might by dint of 
ability, talent, and hard work bring prosperity to his house and advance 
its fortunes in the world. Peasants, too, were not completely devoid of the 
opportunity-through extraordinary diligence, ingenuity, and frugality-to 
add to their landholdings and build themselves splendid houses. In contrast, 
the pathway to advancement and success in the world was tightly barred 
for the lower samurai. The vast majority were not engaged in work they 
felt especially meaningful. They had no opportunity to demonstrate their 
courage, military ability, or other talents. By taking on piecework they could 
increase their meager incomes, but that brought them no advancement as 
samurai. There was really no avenue for the exercise of their ambitions. 
One observer, noting that "many farmers, artisans, and merchants think 
them [the samurai] superfluous beyond the number needed as govern
ment officials," complained that "scorned by the townsmen and peasants, 
their morale has sunk into somnolence, and their prestige as warriors has 
gradually faded." 32 Yet as they had no land of their own, the samurai could 
ill afford to leave service. 

Many were impoverished. Their stipends were calculated as a certain 
fixed volume of rice, which almost guaranteed that the growth of the mar
ket economy would put them at a disadvantage. Moreover, the daimyo, 
constrained by peasant resistance from increasing the rice tax (chapter 12), 
began to cut the stipends of their retainers with increasing frequency from 
about the middle of the eighteenth century. Sometimes the cuts would 
reduce stipends by as much as half, which would eventually become the 
new norm. Political economist Honda Toshiaki (1744-1821) worried about 
this phenomenon in his Keisei hisaku (A Secret Plan of Government): 
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These days no daimyo retainer receives a full stipend. Some have had 

more than half their stipend withheld and have come to hate their 

lord as a mortal enemy. Should they, unable to contain their lingering 

resentment, abscond from their domains and become bandits, maraud

ing the countryside, or else fall in with natives of coastal areas and turn 

to piracy, the pirates are sure to grow steadily more fearsome and to 

regain the power they enjoyed long ago. 
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Shionoya Toin (1809-67), a scholar in the service of powerful senior 
councillor Mizuno Tadakuni and later a member of the Shoheiko acad
emy, also observed that many of the samurai of the realm had become 
"ignorant and impoverished" because of reduced stipends, and delivered 
the harsh verdict that "in the realm today we have tyranny, even though it 
does not go by that name."33 

The lower-ranking samurai had no money, no status, and no particular 
glamour (chapter 16). Through Confucianism they learned that promo
tion in government service should be determined by talent and virtue, not 
family status, but unlike China and Korea, Japan had no system of civil 
service examinations. Instead, there was the lineage system that Fukuzawa 
Yukichi spoke of in his autobiography as "my father's mortal enemy."34 

But the lower samurai still had their pride. In a sense, the foreign crisis 
and the uproar over maritime defense came as a salvation to those frus
trated, depressed, and disgruntled warriors-many of whom were excited 
by the prospect of finally being able to see military action. So it was only 
natural that the majority of retainers who absconded from their domains to 
become activists in the political drama of the late Tokugawa period were 
lower samurai. 35 It is also suggestive that the Tokugawa collateral house 
of Mita, one of the proudest of the daimyo houses but also economically 
distressed, was most closely associated with concern over the foreign threat. 
The domain became the incubator for the ideology and organizations (the 
Mita school, and then the militant Tenguto faction) that inspired numer
ous "heroes" to attempt to remake their world-and that also spawned 
many terrorists. 

There is no reason to assume that revolutions must arise from outside 
the ruling class. The life of a merchant or artisan was frequently more 
affluent. and more oleasant. than that of the lower sammai. l Jnsmnrisirn:rlv_ 
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many such townsfolk remained passive bystanders to the disturbances of 
the late Tokugawa years. On the other hand, many samurai not only were 
economically disadvantaged, but also could see no worth in themselves 
as samurai. They had degenerated considerably from the ideal of the pre
Tokugawa warrior, while at the same time their status as hereditary retainers 
fell markedly short of the Confucian ideal of the gentleman scholar-official. 
Furthermore, from the perspective of imperial loyalist interpretations of 
history, their very existence was morally questionable.36 

As the composition of the new Meiji government indicated, the prin
cipal force behind the instability and eventual collapse of the Tokugawa 
regime that followed the arrival of Perry was the impulse toward destruc
tion and remaking-of self and other-that welled up among samurai, 
especially lower samurai, who were disaffected with and frustrated by the 
constraints of the existing order. Raising the banners of antiforeignism and 
imperial loyalism, they engaged in broad debate, manipulated their superi
ors from below, quarreled, made alliances. It must have been cathartic to 
use such slogans as "revere the emperor" as the stick with which to dent the 
shining glory and prestige of the shogunate, and thrilling to threaten - and 
mete out-"heaven's punishment" in the form of terrorist attacks on the 
"disloyal" and "cowardly" bakufu officials who had failed to expel the bar
barians. And it must have also been quite satisfying to clamor for "general 
opinion" to be followed, when it meant one might outmaneuver conserva
tive senior retainers (conservative precisely because they had something 
to lose) and even manipulate the daimyo himself. Behind the fearsome 
demeanor and frequently sadistic violence of the "men of high purpose" 
there lay a peculiar fusion of ressentiment and righteousness. 

The third article of the Meiji Charter Oath read, "The common peo
ple, no less than the civil and military officials, shall each be allowed to pur
sue his own calling so that there may be no discontent." This acknowledged 
that heretofore they had not been allowed to pursue their own callings, and 
that there had been discontent. It was a vow to create a different world, but 
not one that arose out of the demands of the ruled-the townsmen and 
peasants-which, though not absent, were not particularly pronounced. It 
was instead a declaration of liberation on the part of the samurai class itself: 
liberation from more than two centuries of resentment and frustration. 



Chapter Twenty 

THE MEIJI PUSH FOR "CIVILIZATION" 

WINDS OF CHANGE 

Army major general Torio Koyata (1847-1905), a former member of 
the Kiheitai irregulars of the Choshu domain and a veteran of the 

1867-68 Boshin Civil War,* recalled with chagrin the period around 1873 
(Meiji 6): 

Looking back, I made my career as a military man. So from the reno

vation of imperial rule onwards, all my efforts were concentrated on 

military affairs. I believed that only when we set our imperial army in 

order could we hope to achieve the goals of the renovation, so braving 

all dangers and weathering much criticism, I devoted myself single

mindedly to the reform of the military. I thought that once we had a 

unified imperial army we could educate the people in the military arts, 

equipping all in the realm with a spirit and temperament like that of the 

warriors of feudal times, and by so doing maintain the independence of 

our nation in the face of foreign threats. Yet quite beyond any expecta

tion of mine, the winds of what is called "civilization" (bunmei kaika) 

began to blow, creating a great uproar throughout the land. Suddenly 

everything had to be in the Western manner. All at once, customs were 

broken and manners changed, and people's hearts and minds ran ever 

more frivolous and shallow.1 

* The Kiheitai was a volunteer militia organized by the Choshu domain (in present
day Yamaguchi prefecture) from among a wide range of social classes including both 
samurai and peasants. It fought on the imperial side against shogunal loyalists in the 
Boshin Civil War, the fighting that marked the final collapse of Tokugawa rule. 
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' ; An illustration from Kato Yuichi 's 
-: Bunmei kaika (Civilization , 1873). 

~l The two figures at top represent "civ
ilized" and "uncivilized" Japanese, 
the two at center a Russian and 
an Englishman . The seated and 
crouching figure s are a Chinese 

-------------- ---- and African, respectively. 

Torio had hoped that once a unified Meiji government led by samu
rai had been established, the common people of Japan could be instilled 
with the martial spirit of the warrior class to bring about an exclusionist 
military state standing in firm opposition to the Western onslaught. But 
instead, as he says, a craze for "civilization" suddenly and decisively shifted 
the climate of the times from antiforeignism to learning from the West. 

The term Torio uses, bunmei kaika, was coined by Fukuzawa Yukichi 
(1835-1901). At the beginning of his 1866 Seiyo jijo shohen (Conditions in 
the West I), the book that gave many contemporary Japanese their funda
mental image of the Western world, Fukuzawa proclaimed the need for 
"civilized government" (bunmei no seiji). In its sequel, Seiyo jijo gaihen, 
an 1868 translation of Chambers's Educational Course: Political Economy 
for Use in Schools, and for Private Instruction (1852), he rendered the title 
of the chapter "Civilisation" as "Yo no bunmei kaika." From this time, 
the phrase bunmei kaika, as well as its two components, rapidly expanded 
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into common parlance as the watchword for the time. Fukuzawa him
self used the phrase repeatedly in his popular books introducing the 
West and his essay collection Gakumon 110 susume (An Encouragement 
of Learning). Contributors to Chugai shinbun, the first newspaper to be 
published in the Japanese language, used it as well.2 

In 1869 (Meiji 2), as an experiment in marshaling public opinion, the 
new government established a deliberative assembly called the Kogisho 
composed of representatives from each domain. Debate there also made 
frequent reference to "civilization" as a benchmark: for example, "Things 
of this nature, I am told, are not common among the civilized nations" 
and "If we desire the progress of civilization, we must do away with hered
itary stipends."3 Similarly, an 1871 (Meiji 4) edict by the Dajokan (Grand 
Council of State, the term for the cabinet from 1868 to 1885) urged the 
former daimyo, assembled in Tokyo after having been divested of their 
domains by the establishment that year of a prefectural system under 
central government control, to "be aware of the progress of civilization at 
home and abroad, broaden their observations, refine their knowledge and 
intelligence, and serve the nation."4 

Meiroku zasshi, a journal founded in March 1874 (Meiji 7) and pub
lished several times monthly, ran essays with titles such as "First Essay 
on Civilization," "Methods for Advancing Civilization," and "Relying on 
Public Opinion Rather than on Government to Advance Civilization."5 

This journal took its name from the Meirokusha, or Meiji 6 Society, so called 
for its formation in that year. But contemporary readers would probably 
also have known to read "Meiroku" l:IJIJ\ as akemutsu EJ)jftl\--::>, implying 
the "dawn" of a new era.6 

These developments spawned an entire genre of popular literature 
that came to be known as kaikamono-books that explained, incited, and 
applauded the progress toward "civilization." The titles tell the story: from 
1873 (Meiji 6) we have offerings such as Kaika shinpo 110 mokuteki (The 
Goals of the Progress of Civilization), Bunmei kaika orai (Textbook of 
Civilization), Kaika 110 iriguchi (Entry to Civilization), Bunmei senfimon 
(Primer of Civilization), and Kaika senfimon (Primer of Civilization); 
from 1874 (Meiji 7), Tokyo kaika hanfoshi (A Chronicle of Civilization 
and Prosperity in Tokyo), Kaika mondo (Civilization Dialogues), Kaika 
fiman (Civilized and Proud of It), Kaika 110 hon (The Book of Civilization), 
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and Kaika shinsetsu (A N ew Theory of Civilization). Bunmei kaika by Kato 
Yuichi (1873) deployed the Confucian term dori (reason) to encourage the 
adoption of Western manners and customs in chapters with titles like "The 
Reason for Cutting Your Hair," "The Reason for Always Wearing a Hat," 
"The Reason for Always Wearing Shoes," and "The Reason Eating Meat 
Is Not Unclean." 

Writers such as Kanagaki Robun (1829-94) were jeering that "guys 
who don't eat beef are uncivilized dolts,"7 and the shaved forehead and 
topknot of the traditional male quickly seemed hopelessly behind the 
times. Horse-drawn carriages and rickshaws filled the city streets, build
ings in Western or pseudo-Western style sprang up one after the next, gas 
lamps flickered, and telegraphs, railways, postal service, newspapers, and 
pocket watches spread throughout the land. The Western calendar was 
adopted, and Buddhist monks were encouraged to marry and have fami
lies. Bunmei kaika was not only the policy of the new government, but a 
mass social phenomenon affecting the most basic aspects of the Japanese 
lifestyle-housing, clothing, diet, and other customs-and spreading in a 
ripple effect from the urban centers to the countryside. Radical changes 
unthinkable even a decade before were introduced on what seemed like 
a monthly basis. Sweeping away old practices, they excited the hearts and 
minds of the people, "motivating" them in ways that might have fulfilled 
Kaiho Seiryo's vision and offering them fresh opportunities that they flew 
to seize. 

Why was it that changes occurred so rapidly during this period- so 
rapidly, in fact, that those living through them were hard-pressed to keep 
up? It is hardly an explanation to say that the Japanese had been perceptive 
enough to realize the need to learn from the West in order to modernize 
(and perhaps also superficial enough to make the immediate about-face it 
required). This is merely tautological, rather like explaining why someone 
has told a particularly egregious lie by saying that he was always a great liar. 

First we should remember that antiforeign thinking had already 
begun to be undermined in the waning years of the Tokugawa period, 
as described in the previous chapter. This was matched by a renewed 
spread of the more positive image of the West that we saw in chapter 
17. Fukuzawa Yukichi and other scholars who virtually monopolized the 
pathways to knowledge of the West were profoundly influential in this 
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regard. Finally, the fad for "civilization" stemmed in part from its being 
understood (and misunderstood), as we shall see a bit later, in terms of the 
colloquial expressions that were employed to translate Western concepts 
into Japanese. 

CMLIZATION AND SELF-CULTIVATION 

How did Japan's intellectual opinion leaders understand bunmei kaika? 
As previously noted, the term makes its first appearance as a rendering 
of "civilisation" in Seiyo jijo gaihen, Fukuzawa Yukichi's translation of an 
English-language political economy textbook. The relevant passage in 
the original runs as follows: 

It is shewn by history that nations advance from a barbarous to a civilised 

state. The chief peculiarity of the barbarous state is, that the lower pas

sions of mankind have there greater scope, or are less under regulation; 

while the higher moral qualities of our nature are little developed, or 

have comparatively little play. In that state the woman is the slave instead 

of the companion of her husband; the father has uncontrolled power over 

his child; and, generally, the strong tyrannise over and rob the weak. 

From the consequent want of confidence between men, there can be no 

great combinations for the general benefit; in short, no institutions. In 

the state of civilisation all is reversed: the evil passions are curbed, and 

the moral feelings developed: woman takes her right place; the weak are 

protected: institutions for the general benefit flourish. 8 

In short, civilization is progress from an amoral state ruled by the lower 
passions, where the strong abuse the weak and society cannot provide for 
the common good. This progress, moreover, is not artificially induced, 
but is "purely a result of . .. inherent dispositions." 

Fukuzawa's translation of the passage draws heavily on Confucian 
terminology, for example employing the word reigi (courtesy, civility, 
propriety) to render "higher moral qualities." Yet his doing so does not 
distort the original, for the argument there already shares much with 
Confucianism. Chambers's explanation of civilization closely matches the 
traditional understanding of bunmei (C. wenming), which is used in the 
Shujing (Classic of History) and Yijing (Classic of Changes) to describe a 
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state of refined and shining virtue (and which was also adopted in Japan 
as an era name from 1469 to 1487). Through his translation Fukuzawa 
presents civilization as the key to the prosperity of the West as well as its 
position as a forerunner in the true realization of the Way. Where virtue 
and prosperity are united, what reason is there not to follow? 

Similarly, Samuel Smiles's Self Help (1859), which was translated into 
Japanese by Nakamura Masanao (1832-91) under the title Saigoku risshi
hen, genmei Jijoron (1870), states that "civilization itself is but a question 
of the personal improvement of the men, women, and children of whom 
society is composed."9 If personal improvement was the building block of 
civilization and the secret to the prosperity of the West, then no wonder 
Meiji readers were so attracted to this collection of biographies of success
ful Western individuals; the book is said to have sold more than a million 
copies in Japan, including in pirated editions. 10 

Essentially identical views were put forward in two other works widely 
read in Japan in early Meiji, the 1867 English translation of Franc;ois 
Guizot's Histoire de la civilisation en Europe (1828) and John Stuart Mill's 
"Civilization" (published as a journal article in 1836 and included in a col
lection of Mill's essays in 1867). Guizot and Mill did not oppose material 
civilization (Zivilisation) to spiritual culture (Kultur) and look down upon 
the former, nor did they think that the world contained distinct "civiliza
tions" clashing with one another. At the time civilization meant the over
coming of barbarism and the refinement, improvement, and betterment 
of all humankind. 

Therefore, Nishimura Shigeki (1828- 1902) was not mistaken when he 
explained "civilization" to the readers of Meiroku zasshi in these words: 

Bummei kaika is the translation of the English word "civilization." The 

Chinese have translated "civilization" in the sense of advancing toward 

propriety. Should we translate the word into our vulgar tongue, we 

would speak of the improvement of human character. 11 

The same understanding perhaps informed the government's attempts 
since 1872 (Meiji 5) to issue ordinances banning such things as tattoos, 
mixed bathing, indecent exposure, and bizarre dress. From a Confucian 
point of view, suppressing such behavior was civilized. 
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Moreover, as pointed out in chapter 18, at the time few Westerners and 
virtually no Japanese were moral relativists, and the fundamental nature of 
mankind was posited as inherently good. 12 This being the case, there were 
no grounds for opposing or resisting civilization, conceived as the improve
ment of mankind and the prosperity directly associated with it. 

It was abundantly clear that the West stood at the very forefront of 
this prosperity. In his 1869 (Meiji 2) illustrated world geography, Sekai 
kunizukushi (All the Countries of the World), Fukuzawa wrote of the 
European continent: 

In area it is the least of the five continents, but in the limited territory of 

its countries there is scarcely an unused space. The constant industry of 

the people makes their countries and armies the strongest and richest 

in the world. It is not the center of civilization in name only, but in fact. 

The people are thoroughly educated, practiced in virtue, and versed in 

knowledge; they are adept in literature and the arts and crafts. Schools 

have been built everywhere in city and countryside alike-hundreds of 

thousands of them, perhaps more. The people are secure in their liveli

hoods; business prospers; they have sufficient armaments for defense. If 
we inquire into the source of the great peace of which they may boast 

to the rest of the world, then might this peace not be called the blossom 

on the branches of learning that have been carefully nurtured from the 

roots? Do not look only at the flowers and envy them. Rootless branches 

can bear no flowers . Make haste in your studies, for they are the round

about route that leads to progress. Let's travel it together and see the 

flowers that bloom so splendidly along the Western Way. 

Learning had made Europe the forerunner in virtue, knowledge, and 
progress, as well as given it rich countries and strong armies. 13 If one 
envied this success and power, the answer was clear: it could, nay must, 
be emulated. 

Kaika 00{~ was probably understood by most people at the time through 
the lens of the colloquial expression hirakeru OOlt-t>, which shared one of 
its kanji; in fact, it seems Fukuzawa himself had this association in mind 
when he chose bunmei kaika to translate "civilization." Though kaika had 
originated long before as a synonym of bunmei (it appears, for example, in 
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the eighth-century chronicle Nihon shoki as the name of one of the early 
emperors of Japan), until the latter half of the nineteenth century it was 
not in common use. The common verb hirakeru, meanwhile, meant to 
cultivate, to cause to flourish through human intervention, to urbanize. It 
could be used to refer to the development of land, or of towns. Used as a 
modifier, it could by extension describe someone with savoir-faire, an intui
tive sense for how the world and other people work-a cultivated person. 
As a comic poem put it, "They've developed the land to the very corners 
of Ezo I How come you're still so uncultivated (hirakenai)?"14 

Thus civilization became popularly associated with whatever was new
fangled or booming. One popular tome of the day even gave bunmei kaika a 
marginal gloss of suina ukiyo, slang along the lines of"it's a groovy world."15 

In Bunmei yoshi: Inaka hanjoki (Anecdotes of Civilization: Prosperity in 
the Countryside, 1875), Matsumoto Mannen (1815-80) cited the current 
rage for traveling theater troupes and the prosperity of local geisha as evi
dence of "civilization." In the pages of Meiroku zasshi, Tsuda Mamichi 
(1829-1903) bemoaned that the public thoughtlessly assumed the growth 
of post-town brothels signified an advance in civilization, and Sakatani 
Shiroshi (1822-81) complained that some would think him "impractical" 
and uncivilized for criticizing the taking of concubines.16 

Popular misbelief- and giddy excitement- that the government was 
supporting such superficial forms of "civilization" may have been one 
of the reasons so many people went along with, and attempted to profit 
from, the rage for bunmei kaika. In the midst of the joy of liberation from 
the Tokugawa caste hierarchy, new and glamorous urban fads and fash
ions imported from the West merged colorfully with the sober pursuit of 
the Way, wealth, and power. 

CMLIZATION AND THE UNIVERSAL WAY 

Emperor Meiji's 1868 Charter Oath proclaimed that "knowledge shall be 
sought throughout the world" and "evil customs of the past shall be bro
ken off and everything based upon the just laws of Nature." The position 
of the new Meiji government, then, was that it would take from foreign 
sources what seemed proper in light of the universal Way that was an 
implicit article of faith. Bunmei kaika was thus fundamentally a process 
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of learning from the West according to the "just laws of Nature" in order 
to improve the lives of the people and society as a whole. As such, there 
was no shame in turning to the West-just as there would be no shame or 
self-loathing in recognizing the validity of Newtonian physics, studying it, 
and giving it practical application.17 If anything, refusing to study and to 
learn was idiotic, seeing as reason is common to all mankind, and what 
is right should be freely admitted as such. From this perspective "civiliza
tion" did not mean westernization or Europeanization. Though it might 
seem to be westernization on the surface, it was in fact considered prog
ress and improvement undertaken in light of universal reason. 

In this spirit, Sakatani Shiroshi, a representative contributor to Meiroku 
zasshi and a passionate Neo-Confucian (he is said to have recited Zhu Xi's 
instructions to his students, the "Bailudong-shuyuan jieshi," every morn
ing), believed in the "unity of the Chinese and Western Way."18 In one 
essay for the journal he wrote, 

Since joining this society I have listened to its discussions and found 

them extremely revealing. I have come to see more and more that I will 

not stray far if I think according to just principle and the Way. 19 

In other words, Sakatani planted his flag in the camp of "civilization" not 
in spite of his commitment to Confucianism, but because of it. 

Nishi Amane (1829- 97) was of similar mind: 

The Way of Confucius and Mencius has much in common and little to 

differ with Western philosophy; even in the absence of a common tradi

tion, East and West seem to tally with one another. This is based upon 

the fundamental nature of human reason, which does not differ among 

the four seas or from past to present. 

Moreover, he says, 

Whether Amatsukami, Shangdi, God, Dieu, or kami, they all mean 

one thing: supremacy. This more or less approximates what [the 

Chinese philosopher] Chang Yi said [in Yi zhuan], "referring to its form 

it is called heaven; referring to its supremacy it is called Di [God]."20 

As human nature is essentially the same, the truths spoken of in 
East and West, past and present, are also essentially homologous. And 
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thus their source-Heaven, God, Dieu, Amatsukami-is also the same. 
In short, Nishi's vision was ecumenical: what he called hyakkyo itchi, 
or "the unity of all teachings and religions," an expansion of the tradi
tional sankyo itchi concept of the unity of Confucianism, Buddhism, and 
Shinto (or Daoism). 21 Tsuda Mamichi likewise wrote in Meiroku zasshi 
that "Buddha taught compassion, Confucius human heartedness, and 
Christ love," and that "when it comes to the great principles of morality, 
the teachings of the three sages were positive, unshakeable, and as inde
structible as heaven and earth," because all manifested "the virtue of the 
Creator" and "the Creator's loving care for all living things."22 

In the preface to chapter 1 of Saigoku risshihen, Nakamura Masanao 
observed, "The strength of the West stems from the devout belief of the 
people in heaven's Way, from the right of the people to autonomy, and 
from the tolerance of its governments and fairness of its laws." Faith 
in "heaven's Way" was for him a major element in the prosperity and 
power of the Western nations. Indeed, Westerners in Asia also explic
itly equated the Chinese "heaven" (tian, J. ten) with the Christian God. 
William Martin (1827-1916), an American missionary long resident 
in China, titled his Chinese-language Christian tract Tiandao suyuan 
(The Source of Heaven's Way, 1858).23 In its opening pages, he wrote, 
"Heaven is the great source of the Way. Truer words were never spoken. 
This heaven is not the blue sky above; it is none other than the great lord 
of the universe." Perhaps Martin too believed that there was no essential 
difference in humanity between East and West, as it ultimately issued 
from the same source. Nakamura, who certainly did believe this, anno
tated Martin's tract so that it could be read in Japanese and published it 
in Japan as Tenda sogen in 1881 (Meiji 14). Nakamura was baptized as a 
Methodist in 1874 (Meiji 7), which he did not feel conflicted in any fun
damental way with his commitment to Confucianism. 

If Christianity and Confucianism were essentially one, then would 
not spreading the Christian teachings-the civilized nations' version of 
heaven's Way-facilitate the civilizing of Japan? Nakamura thought so. 
In 1872 (Meiji 5) he published a newspaper editorial written in the form 
of a memorial from a foreign resident in Japan to the emperor. The pre
sumptive foreigner argues the source of the Western nations' wealth and 
power to lie in their religion: "The industrv. oatienr.P ;inrl nPr< P uPr".ln " " 
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displayed in their arts, inventions, and machinery all have their origin in 
the faith , hope, and charity of their religion." He then proposes that Japan 
should adopt Christianity. "If Your Majesty should at last desire to estab
lish Christianity in Japan, he should first of all be baptized himself, and 
become the chief of the church, and be called the leader of millions of his 
people."24 Nakamura probably had in mind something like the Church of 
England, which he had previously encountered on a visit to that country. 

Tsuda Mamichi (1829-1903) similarly wrote in an essay for Meiroku 
zasshi that Christianity excelled above all other religions of the world in 
terms of promoting civilization. Even so, "since all Christianity is not an 
unmixed blessing," what Japan needed to do was "to adopt the Christian 
ideas that are most liberal, most civilized, most advanced. Now what if we 
should employ the best . .. missionaries to guide our people openly, just 
as we are learning their arts and sciences from the numerous Westerners 
employed by the various [government] ministries?"25 For Tsuda, religion 
was merely another instrument to lead the people along the universal 
Way of civilization, and therefore the worth of religious teachings was to 
be assessed in terms of their effectiveness toward that end. 

In his later years, Fukuzawa Yukichi stated that 

I should like to put my further efforts toward elevating the moral 

standards of the men and women of my land to make them truly worthy of 

a civilized nation. Then I should like to encourage a religion-Buddhism 

or Christianity-to give peaceful influence on a large number of 

our people.26 

For Fukuzawa as well, what it meant to be "elevated" and "civilized" was 
self-evident. 

WAYS AND MEANS OF CIVILIZATION 

Religion 
The idea that Christianity was the basis of civilization was common to 
most Europeans and Americans in the mid-nineteenth century. Since all 
of the "civilized" nations happened to be Christian, this was persuasive. 
Shn11lrl Lm::in ::irlnnt r.hridi::initv in nrrlPr tn inin thPir r::inh? 
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One problem was that Christianity did not merely preach reverence 
for heaven's Way and encourage good works. The cultivated Confucian 
gentleman came from a tradition in which, as written in the Analects, 
"The subjects on which the Master did not talk, were: extraordinary 
things, feats of strength, disorder, and spiritual beings."27 It was difficult 
for him to believe (Arai Hakuseki is a concrete example) in the story that 
the omnipotent lord of the universe was born as a man, was murdered by 
other men, and was then reborn after three days to rise up into heaven. 
In fact, even among believers, some preferred to think that Christ was not 
God incarnate, but an exemplary human being. The official report com
piled by Kume Kunitake (1839-1931) of the lwakura Embassy, a two-year 
fact-finding mission dispatched by the Meiji government to the United 
States and Europe in 1871 (Meiji 4), had the following to say on the issue: 

The many countries of the West have their own civilizations and indulge 

in competition with one another. When we read the Old and New 

Testaments, which Christians exalt, some parts are merely unbelievable 

tales of voices from Heaven or the resurrection of a crucified criminal. 

Thus, the Bible can easily be dismissed as the ramblings of a lunatic. 

We were suspicious of the tears of those who prostrated themselves in 

prayer before a man condemned to death for heresy, whom they acclaim 

as the son of a Heavenly king. Every city in the West has blood-stained 

images of a dead man being taken down from a cross , with streaks of 

blood running clown his body. These images are hung on the walls and 

placed in the corners of rooms, giving one the impression that one is 

passing through a cemetery or lodging at a place of execution. Is this 

not a strange custom?28 

Yet this strangeness was regarded as normal in the "civilized" nations. 
In the end, Kume reached essentially the same interpretation as that 

voiced by Aizawa Seishisai and Nakajima Hirotari a number of years 
before (see chapter 17): 

It is people's veneration of God which lies behind their impulse to work 
hard. Moral behaviour is the basic element in maintaining order in 
society. The enriching and strengthening of a country also arises 

from this.29 
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However, for guiding people's consciences, for turning their characters 

towards good and inducing them to put aside worldly desires, for teach

ing them that there are things which ought to be done and things which 

ought not be done, for these things we cannot but rely on the support 

of religion.30 

Religion may be good for leading the people, but the rulers themselves 
could not possibly believe in such a bizarre creed. Therefore, they must 
be pretending to a faith they do not actually share in order to use it as an 
instrument of rule. 

The upper classes of European society appear outwardly to treat the 

Church with the greatest devotion, but when one looks into their real 

feelings, it seems rather as if they are treating it as a tool to make the 
people follow them and their laws and thus are using it for their own ends 
. .. When one observes how sovereigns and ministers everywhere govern 

their countries and engage in diplomacy, pursuing their strategic ends 

with wiles and deceit in a hundred different ways, one sees that the 

Church is no more than a tool they play with and that they use the mask 

of piety to control the foolish masses. 31 

The piety of the ruling class is a front and religion a tool or stratagem. 
One member of the embassy, Sasaki Takayuki (1830-1910), noted in 

his personal journal while in Washington, D.C .: 

The people of the United States, each in his own place, daily prog

ress toward civilization . . . It is also marvelous how they practice their 

religion so devoutly and maintain their manners and customs in light 

of its teachings. On Sunday, the president, vice president, and other 

important officials go to church and listen respectfully to the sermon. 

Scientists and such are not believers in religion, but because it is a tool 

for maintaining the unity of the general populace, the important offi

cials sit and listen gravely to the sermons, much as women in Japan put 

their faith in the preaching of Buddhist priests. 32 

He, too, saw religion as a tool. For these writers, that was the most plausi
ble explanation for the paradox that such a strange religion could flourish 
among the civilized nations of the earth. 
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What should Japan do? Should it embrace Christianity? Or, as Sasaki 
suggested, should it take the indigenous teachings of Shinto as the basis, 
supplementing those with the Way of Confucius and Mencius?33 Or 
perhaps Buddhism was the solution, as proposed by the official Inoue 
Kowashi (1844-95) in 1884 (Meiji 17): 

If we are to use religious precepts as an instrument of public order, they 

must be of a faith shared by the majority of the people. If we are to 

use religious precepts to gain their acceptance of government policy, 

we should as much as possible avoid teachings centered overseas, and 

instead employ those with traditional and devoted domestic followings .34 

Another line of thinking was exemplified by the 1886 (Meiji 19) proposal 
of Meirokusha member Nishimura Shigeki: 

When the minds of the people are all oriented in the same direction, 

then a nation's foundation is secure; when they are not, it is insecure. 

The reason the governments of the Western nations value religion so 

highly is precisely because it can be used to orient popular conscious

ness along a particular path. In a country such as ours, there is already 

an imperial house that is the object of ultimate respect and veneration. 

If we reorient the minds of all the people toward the imperial house, the 

nation will naturally achieve peace and stability without having to strive 

any further. What need have we to borrow the power of religion?35 

Nishimura essentially suggested the Japanese imperial institution as a 
substitute for the Christian religion. 

In the long run, this was the approach the government adopted. In June 
1888 (Meiji 21), Ito Hirobumi (1841-1909), the principal architect of the 
proposed constitution, addressed the Privy Council as it opened delibera
tions on the document's draft: 

Constitutional government in Europe has a history of more than a thou

sand years; not only are the people experienced in this system but their 

religion has provided an axis that imbued and united their hearts. In 

Japan, however, the power of religion is slight, and there is none that 

could serve as the axis of the state. Buddhism, when it flourished, was 

able to unite people of all classes, but it is today in a state of decline. 
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Shinto, though it is based on and perpetuates the teachings of our ances

tors, as a religion lacks the power to move the hearts of men. In Japan it 

is only the imperial house that can become the axis of the state. It is thus 

with this point in mind that we have placed so high a value on imperial 

authority and endeavored to restrict it as little as possible in this draft 

constitution. 36 

The idea was to counterpoise the diffusing influence of a popularly 
elected assembly with the binding force of the imperial house. Ito, who 
had been a member of the Iwakura Embassy, consciously sought to use 
veneration of the imperial house as an effective substitute for what he 
understood to be the function of Western religion, namely Christianity.37 

The Meiji state that was constructed in this fashion was not, as is fre
quently misunderstood, a simple fusion of Western institutions of represen
tative government with the "traditional" Japanese emperor system. On the 
one hand, the Diet (as the Japanese parliament came to be known) was at 
least in part a realization of preexisting Japanese discourse on the value of 
broad discussion. On the other hand, the emperor system was modeled in 
certain respects on the monarchies of the contemporary West. It is highly 
doubtful that Ito Hirobumi believed, at least in the same way Motoori 
Norinaga did (see chapter 13), that the emperor governed "in pursuance 
of a great policy co-extensive with the Heavens and with the Earth," as 
Emperor Meiji formally stated when announcing the promulgation of the 
Constitution of the Empire of Japan to his imperial ancestors. 38 Yet this 
oath to the Sun Goddess was certainly no more absurd than an invocation 
of Jesus would have been. "Civilized" countries need such things-or so 
Ito must have reasoned, in his heart of hearts. 

Liberty 
Since civilization could not be achieved solely by imposing teachings 
from above, it was critical to understand how the gap between Japan 
and the "civilized" nations had emerged. The exploration of this ques
tion ranged widely, with ample reference to the Western world's own 
understanding of itself. One prevailing idea was that a nation's climate 
and topography played a critical role (see, for example, Henry Thomas 
Buckle's History of Civilization in England, 1857-1861); but if this were 
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the sole explanation, then the gap would be preordained. The argument 
of race was also prevalent, given that the hundred years from the mid
nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century was the age of pseudoscientific 
racism. This gave rise to ideas such as "racial improvement" through 
the encouragement of intermarriage with Westerners, and the spread 
of rumors, as recounted in one periodical, that Japanese girls were to be 
shipped off to be impregnated with "the seed of Europeans."39 

Another difference that anyone who came into contact with foreigners 
immediately encountered was that of language. Since Great Britain and 
the United States appeared to dominate the globe, English seemed a good 
bet for quickly civilizing Japan, and so there were those who advocated that 
the country adopt it.40 Others were content to keep the Japanese language, 
but thought writing it with the Latin alphabet might be a good idea.41 

The use of Chinese characters in Japanese orthography, so much more 
complex and unwieldy than a simple alphabet, was argued to present an 
obstacle to "progress." (Even today one wonders how much time and labor 
is wasted throughout Japan inputting Japanese on a Latin keyboard and 
then converting to kanji and kana.) Vietnam and Mongolia did actually 
adopt Western alphabets, so it was not an impossible proposition. Another 
suggestion was to abandon kanji and katakana, using only hiragana, in 
essentially the same way Korea now uses only the hangul syllabary.42 

But what most Westerners themselves emphasized as basic to their 
civilization, along with Christianity, was freedom and liberty. As quoted 
above, Nakamura Masanao's preface to chapter 1 of Saigoku risshihen cited 
"the right of the people to autonomy" as one of the sources of Western 
strength. Jiyil no ri (1871), Nakamura's translation of John Stuart Mill 's On 
Liberty (1859), was an enormous success. In a translator's note on the first 
paragraph of Mill's text, Nakamura offers an analogy between the entire 
country and "a hundred households" that "have gathered together to form a 
village, as if each were a master with legal authority or rights (that is, 'rights 
ofliberty')."43 To translate Mill's concept of "rights" Nakamura employs the 
kanji ken m, which implies legally constituted authority, but gives it the 
reading of kabu, or "share," the term used for the stake held by participants 
in a merchant's association or guild (see also chapter 14). In order to carry 
out the "official work of safeguarding the village," some form of government 
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is necessary, but "when this authority became excessively strong, and if it 
became an obstacle to anyone's free action on some matter," then it would 
be necessary to "deliberate and determine a limit to the power it could 
exercise over any individual."44 

It is questionable how clearly Nakamura understood Mill's assertion 
of the respect that must be paid to the right of each person to exercise his 
or her individuality, no matter how strange or eccentric it might be. As far 
as the concept of liberty was concerned, the level of understanding dem
onstrated by Mitsukuri Rinsho (1846-97) in Meiroku zasshi was probably 
typical of many, including activists in the Freedom and People's Rights 
Movement (Jiyu Minken Undo): 

The translation of "liberty" is jiyil. It means to accord to people the 

free exercise of their rights (kenri) without restriction by others. To 

the liberty of the people may be traced the fact that the countries of 

Europe and America are today all enjoying perfection in government 

and expanding in national power. Those who desire to know its details 

may consult Nakamura's translation of Mill's On Liberty.45 

For many in the Meiji era, the conception of liberty overlapped with 
the more traditional sense of the word used to translate it, jiyil, which 
connotes behaving as one pleases, or having things exactly the way one 
wants. In the following passage from the popular satirist Kanagaki Robun, 
the idea of liberty as a liberation from the caste and status hierarchy of 
Tokugawa Japan fuses with the sense of fiyil as freewheeling license: 

Right now, one of the best things about the new government is that it's 

made all four classes into one and given the right of self-determination 

and liberty to all. You can have a surname and a sword, wear hakama 

or Western clothes, ride a horse, sit in a carriage; it's all good, do as you 

please. Even we poor struggling wretches are not as we once were. And 

that's what's meant by the right of self-determination and liberty.46 

There was certainly a faddish aspect to "civilization," a giddy sense of 
newfound freedom from convention, the feeling that all manner of new 
things was now permitted (though of course there were also people who 
criticized this trend). 
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The ideal of liberty or freedom at the core of Western political 
thought was, however, something altogether different. And in Japan too 
there were those who pondered the matters of liberty and politics much 
more deeply and seriously-men, as we shall see, such as Fukuzawa 
Yukichi and Nakae Chomin. 



Chapter Twenty-One 

THE AMBITIONS OF FUKUZAWA YUKICHI 

LIFE AND WORK 

F ukuzawa Yukichi was born in Osaka on 10 January 1835. His father 
was a lower samurai attached to the Osaka storehouses and residence 

maintained by the Nakatsu domain of Buzen (in present-day Oita prefec
ture). Only a year and a half after Fukuzawa's birth his father passed away, 
and his widowed mother moved the family back to the small castle town of 
Nakatsu. Having spent a number of years in bustling Osaka, it was difficult 
for the family to ad just to small-town life. They appear to have maintained 
an impoverished but proud and somewhat isolated existence within the 
local community. As Fukuzawa later wrote in his autobiography, 

The thing that made me most unhappy in Nakatsu was the restriction 

of rank and position. Not only on official occasions, but in private inter

course, and even among children, the distinctions between high and low 

were clearly defined. Children oflower samurai families like ours were 

obliged to use a respectful manner of address in speaking to the children 

of high samurai families, while these children invariably used an arrogant 

form of address to us. Then what fun was there in playing together?1 

In early 1854, the year after Perry's arrival in Japan, the nineteen-year
old Fukuzawa had the opportunity to go to Nagasaki to study Dutch. The 
following year he returned to his birthplace of Osaka, where he began 
intensive study of that language at the academy of Ogata Koan (1810-
63). There he led a stimulating and competitive life with other boarding 
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students who had arrived from all over the country, the rigors and joys 
of which he captures vividly in his autobiography. Three years later, in 
1858, his domain ordered him to Edo, where he began to teach. In this 
period the utility of Western studies was rapidly increasing. Fukuzawa 
also began to study English; having mastered Dutch, the language of 
Western studies in Japan since the eighteenth century, he fortunately 
found it relatively easy to make the switch to this closely related language, 
which clearly had come to have greater practical value. 

Then in 1860 Fukuzawa sailed across the Pacific to San Francisco 
aboard the steamship Kamin Maru, which was escorting the U.S. ship 
carrying the diplomatic mission sent by the shogunate to ratify the com
mercial treaty negotiated by Townsend Harris in 1858. 2 The following 
year, he was selected to accompany the shogunal embassy to Europe, 
making him one of the very rare Western-studies scholars of the time to 
gain direct personal experience of both Europe and the United States. A 
few years later, in 1864, Fukuzawa was given the status of direct shogunal 
retainer (hatamoto) as an official translator of diplomatic documents for 
the office of the Commissioner of Foreign Affairs - an amazing climb for 
the second son of a low-ranking samurai from a minor domain. 

In 1866, Fukuzawa published Seiyo jijo shohen (Conditions in the 
West I). Japanese appetite for knowledge of the West was intense, and the 
book sold at least 150,000 copies (perhaps 200,000 to 250,000 if pirated 
editions are included). The result, as Fukuzawa himself observed in the 
preface to his collected works, was that in the early years of the Meiji era 
this book played a major role in defining the Japanese understanding of 
the West.3 

Fukuzawa followed Seiyo jijo with other books introducing aspects of 
the West to Japanese readers, including Seiyo tabi annai (A Travel Guide 
to the West, 1867), Kunmo kyuri zukai (Illustrated Book of the Physical 
Sciences, 1868), Eikoku gijiin dan (A Discussion of the English Parliament, 
1869), and Sekai kunizukushi (All the Countries of the World, 1869). He 
was highly prolific and successful with this body of works, which with oth
ers by his associates were collectively called "Fukuzawa books." 

In the final years of the Tokugawa shogunate, Fukuzawa seems not 
to have had high expectations of either side in the struggle, given both 
the shogunate and its principal opponents in the domains of Satsuma and 
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Chosho. evidenced an antiforeign stance. Instead, wanting to do what he 
could to spread the gospel of civilization by teaching English and Western 
studies, he enlarged and renamed his Edo academy in the spring of 1868 
(Keio 4), not long after Edo Castle had surrendered to the imperial forces. 
He called it Keio Gijuku, a name that bespoke the loftiness of his aspira
tions in every respect. The incorporation of the era into the name of an 
institution was limited to Buddhist temples of the highest distinction, such 
as Enryakuji or Kan'eiji, so that for an individual to name a private school 
in such a manner was unprecedented. Gijuku, meanwhile, denoted an 
educational institution supported by the community and open to people 
from all walks of life. (The school later became one of Japan's leading 
private universities, Keio University.) Eventually it also turned out that 
rather than being antiforeign fanatics, the leaders of the new Meiji govern
ment replacing the shogunate accepted the opening of the country that 
had been initiated under Tokugawa rule. They moreover demonstrated 
an active interest in learning from the Western nations, which delighted 
Fukuzawa immensely. 

In 1872 (Meiji 5), Fukuzawa published the first installment of 
Gakumon no susume (An Encouragement of Learning), which over the 
next four years would be serialized in a total of seventeen numbered 
pamphlets. It was an enormous bestseller, with each number selling in 
the neighborhood of 200,000 copies. Works published in 1873 (Meiji 6) 
included Kairekiben, which explained and supported the government's 
decision to convert Japan to the Western calendar; Choai no ho, a primer 
of Western bookkeeping; and Kaigiben, a text on rules of order for con
ducting meetings and voting in the Western manner. All were written 
for maximum readability, completely free of pedantic jargon and in an 
unprecedented "mix of refined and vulgar" styles, to borrow Fukuzawa's 
own words.4 Through them Fukuzawa consciously worked to craft a new 
approach to the Japanese language. 

His influence was pervasive. When a modern primary school was 
established in Matsuyama in Shikoku in 1872 (Meiji 5), the intellectual 
and haiku poet Naito Meisetsu (1847-1926) recalls, "We got by with a 
number of the 'Fukuzawa books' that were then coming out-an illus
trated science book, a geology primer, Sekai kunizukushi-and a handful 
of vocabulary books and readers published by the Ministry of Education."5 
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In 1875 (Meiji 8), Fukuzawa published Bunmeiron no gairyaku (An 
Outline of a Theory of Civilization), an extended reflection on the nature 
of civilization (bunmei)-a rare theoretical work from an eminently 
practical writer. Later, in addition to administering and teaching at Keio 
Gijuku, Fukuzawa took part in such social endeavors as the 1880 (Meiji 
13) establishment of the Kojunsha, a political association that became 
famous for the draft national constitution it produced. In 1882 (Meiji 15) 
he became founder and editor in chief of the newspaper Jiji shinpo, which 
maintained a proud stance of being "independent and unbound" in an 
era when the press was highly polarized between pro- and antigovern
ment organs. Many editorials he wrote for the paper on civilization and 
other current topics were later collected and republished in book form. 
Finally, in 1898 (Meiji 31), he was felled by a cerebral hemorrhage. He 
died three years later, at sixty-six. The House of Representatives of the 
Diet voted a special resolution mourning his passing. 

In the concluding pages of his autobiography, published in 1898, 
Fukuzawa writes, 

It is often the part of an old man to say that life on looking back seems 

like a dream. But for me it has been a very merry dream, full of changes 

and surprises. 

My life begun in the restricted conventions of the small Nakatsu 

clan was like being packed tightly in a lunch box. When once the tooth

pick of clan politics was punched into the corner of the box, a boy was 

caught on its end, and before he himselfknew what was happening, he 

had jumped out of the old home. Not only did he abandon his native 

province but he even renounced the teaching of the Chinese culture in 

which he had been educated. Reading strange books, associating with 

new kinds of people, working with all the freedom never dreamed of 

before, traveling abroad two or three times, finally he came to find even 

the empire of Japan too narrow for his domain ... 

When I first began my studies, all that I hoped for was to acquire 

some knowledge of the Western culture and then so manage my living 

that I should not become a burden upon other men. That was my first 

ambition. Unexpectedly came the Restoration, and to my delight Japan 

was opened to the world ... 
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In this unexpected turn of events I found that I could not be satis

fied with my former ambition. I must take advantage of the moment 

to bring in more of Western civilization and revolutionize our people's 

ideas from the roots. Then perhaps it would not be impossible to form 

a great nation in this far Orient, which would stand counter to Great 

Britain of the West, and take an active part in the progress of the whole 

world. So I was led on to form my second and greater ambition. 

Consequently I renewed activities with "tongue and brush," my two 

cherished instruments. On one side I was teaching in my school and 

making occasional public speeches, while on the other I was constantly 

writing on all subjects. And these comprise my books subsequent to 

Seiyo jijo. 6 
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This "second and greater ambition" of Fukuzawa's is the subject of the 
remainder of this chapter. 

CIVILIZATION AND INDEPENDENCE 

A Spirit of Independence 
In the fifth installment of Gakumon no susume, Fukuzawa writes, 

The civilization of a country should not be evaluated in terms of its 

external forms. Schools, industry, army and navy, are merely external 

forms of civilization. It is not difficult to create these forms, which can 

all be purchased with money. But there is additionally a spiritual compo

nent, which cannot be seen or heard, bought or sold, lent or borrowed. 

Yet its influence on the nation is very great. Without it, the schools, 

industries, and military capabilities lose their meaning. It is indeed the 

all-important value, i.e. the spirit of civilization, which in turn is the 

spirit of independence of a people.7 

Fukuzawa locates the heart of civilization not in its material forms, nor 
in the Christian faith, but in "the spirit of independence of a people." For 
him, this independence "means to manage one's own personal affairs and 
not to have a mind to depend upon others."8 
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Independence was important to Fukuzawa, no doubt because this 
element in the self-identity of the contemporary West resonated strongly 
with the frustrations and aspirations that he had harbored since child
hood. For example, take this passage on "Individual Rights and Duties" 
from Chambers's Educational Course: Political Economy, for Use in 
Schools, and for Private Instruction (1852), the textbook Fukuzawa trans
lated as Seiyo jijo gaihen (1868): 

Every human being, of whatever colour or country, has, by a law of 

nature, the property of his own person. He belongs to himself. In ordi

nary language, man is born free. This freedom he is not at liberty to 

sell or assign ... We are, nevertheless, to bear fully in view the GRAND 

PRINCIPLE, that a society is only equitably constituted, and only can be 

successfully conducted, when each works diligently and honestly for the 

general benefit, and lives independently upon the remuneration which 

his industry or private resources afford him.9 

According to Chambers, Western society depends not on hereditary 
ranks and stipends, but on the interaction of free and independent indi
viduals each living on his own labor. By identifying this difference as the 
principal factor in the gap between East and West, Fukuzawa was able to 
parlay his frustration as a lower-ranking samurai into a grand campaign 
to remake Japan. That was probably why, when he was offered a continu
ance of his stipend and official post by his old domain of Nakatsu in late 
summer 1869 (Meiji 2), he refused it, meanwhile explaining to a friend: 

Of all the good-for-nothings who burden this world in general and the 

daimyo houses in particular, there is none so great as the hereditary 

retainer. To reduce their number by even one would bring happiness to 

the realm and aid to the daimyo .. . Everyone wants to receive a salary, 

even I. But what an individual does is a microcosm of universal principle. 

Even if a lord of ten thousand koku offered to split it with me for a salary 

of five thousand koku, I could not abandon my principles in exchange. 10 

In Fukuzawa's opinion, principle does not allow for hereditary stipends. 
Thus, first and foremost, he preaches economic independence, which in 
Gakumon no susume he calls material independence or independence 

1· ., 1 
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hereditary caste and status, as well as perhaps an echo of the (faintly remem
bered) proud ethos of the samurai of old as depicted in the anonymous 
sixteenth-century treatise Bushi to shite wa (On Acting as a Samurai): "A 
warrior must maintain an independent spirit." 

For Fukuzawa, the ridicule of Japanese caste and status discrimina
tion in writings such as the official narrative of Perry's expedition becomes 
the basis for criticizing Japanese society according to Western standards, 
while Franc;ois Guizot's discourse on European civilization provides 
him with a framework for reconsidering Japanese history. According to 
Guizot, in Europe, competition among a variety of fairly evenly matched 
social and intellectual tendencies created a situation in which none could 
completely dominate, in turn engendering freedom and the advance of 
civilization. 12 In contrast, Fukuzawa states, in Japan 

The duties of upper and lower were clearcut, and equally were the rights 

that went with these duties. Every man submitted to overbearance from 

those above and required subservience from those below. Every man 

was both unreasonably oppressed and unreasonably oppressive. While 

bowing before one man, he was lording it over another. 13 

A is oppressed by B, B in turn is controlled by C; in this way there is an 

unending cycle of pressures and controls. 14 

If this ubiquitous cycle of dominance and submission could be broken 
and each individual established in his independence, prosperity and prog
ress would follo\¥. 

John Stuart Mill's On Liberty (1859) also inspired Fukuzawa with its 
teaching of the crucial value of spiritual independence. In Bunmeiron no 
gairyaku Fukuzawa calls Confucians "mental slaves" for clinging to the 
old without thinking for themselves. 

Because they put their spirits at the service of the ancient Way, because, 

though living in the present world, they are subject to the control of the 

men of old, because they pass on this control in order in turn to control 

present society, and because they breathe into social relations an element 

of stagnation, their fault is great indeed. 15 

Fukuzawa's use of the term "mental slaves" clearly alludes to Mill's 
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it is described as an unthinking dependence on orthodoxy. Mill believed 
in the organic union of liberty and progress, and his discourse was 
aimed at freeing thought and expression from the social constraints of 
Victorian England. This Fukuzawa turns into a denial of the fundamen
tal Confucian belief in the classic canon as the embodiment of universal 
and eternal truth. 

Fukuzawa rejects the mental blinkers of mindless subjection to tradi
tion and convention. 

There is much that is false in the world of belief, and much that is true in 

the world of doubt .. . The progress of civilization lies in seeking the truth 

both in the area of physical facts and in the spiritual affairs of man. 16 

This sounds like something Mill would say. It also sounds like Kaiho 
Seiryo, who as we saw in chapter 14 wrote that "doubt is a virtue" and crit
icized Confucian scholars for depending on old books and not exercising 
their own intelligence. No doubt many Japanese other than Fukuzawa 
had also long harbored similar thoughts and feelings that resonated with 
the philosophies of the most advanced thinkers of Europe. 

Human Intercourse 
Independence is not isolation. Fukuzawa understands that people cannot 
live separated from one another. 

Man is by nature social. Hardly anything can be done in complete isola

tion. Man's nature is not yet satisfied by the circle of spouse, parents, and 

children. He must have wider human associations in the community. 

The wider their associations, the more men feel fulfillment, and this is 

the reason that human intercourse begins.17 

The phrase "human intercourse" (jinkan kosai) in this passage is 
actually Fukuzawa's translation of the English word "society."18 Human 
beings are social animals, and the keystone of civilization is the effort of 
people of independent spirit to cooperate while respecting and maintain
ing that independence. 

In essence, civilization means to advance the level of intelligence and 

virtue of the people, so that each and every person can be the master of 
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to either side, every person may fulfill his own rights and thereby con

tribute to the security and prosperity of all. 19 
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Elsewhere, Fukuzawa observes that human intercourse consists of 
"relations between grown-ups and between strangers ."20 To construe 
the relationship between adult strangers in terms of that between parent 
and child-to posit the ruler as "father and mother of the people," for 
example-is not the right way to bring peace and order. Interaction needs 
to take place in ways appropriate to strangers, first and foremost through 
adherence to regulations and contracts. 

The relation between government and people is not that of flesh and 

blood. It is in essence an association of strangers. Personal feelings can

not be the guiding principle in an association between strangers. It is 

necessarily based on the creation of a social contract. Even when they 

dispute over minute points of interpretation, this too contributes to a 

larger social order and good government. And for this reason national 

laws are created.21 

The world cannot operate solely on love and virtue, but must take into 
account the presence of evil. 

Regulations are aimed at preventing evil, but they are not drawn up 

because the whole population of a country is evil. They are drawn up to 

protect the good, since good and evil people are hard to differentiate. It 

may be that only one in ten thousand is evil, but since we cannot elimi

nate such people entirely, the purpose of regulations for the whole ten 

thousand always must be to check the one bad person ... Thus, while 

regulations may appear to be too numerous and too impersonal at a 

superficial glance, there really is no reason to despise them. 22 

To readers who had come of age in the Tokugawa era, with its numer
ous lawsuits, petitions, and protests, this probably sounded reasonable. 

Another key to ensuring proper social relations is to balance equality 
of rights with inequality of outcomes: 

If we inquire into the balance of human relations, we must say that 

all men are equal. They may not be equal in outward appearances. 
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For Fukuzawa, the most important factor contributing to inequal
ity of outcomes is education. As he puts it in the famous opening lines 
to Gakumon no susume, "heaven does not create one man above or 
below another man,'' yet "it is only the person who has studied diligently, 
so that he has a mastery over things and events, who becomes noble 
and rich, while his opposite becomes base and poor."24 In that sense, 
Gakumon no susume-An Encouragement of Learning-is most aptly 
titled. To Fukuzawa's mind, it is unfair for heredity to determine one's 
wealth or social status-but for education to be the determinant is only just 
and proper (a very Confucian idea). 

A third requirement for human intercourse is to guarantee free com
petition as a benefit to all. Seiyo jijo gaihen includes Fukuzawa's trans
lation of the following passage from the section in Chambers's Political 
Economy entitled "Society as a Competitive System": 

The emulation and ambition of mankind may have the fullest scope 

without their doing injury to each other; with the assurance, indeed, that 

the exertions of each are more likely to benefit than to injure his spe

cies. Thus, then, the domestic affections seem wisely implanted in the 

breast, in order that the weak and dependent may receive support and 

care. Aggrandisement and emulation are unknown within the family 

circle, because there disinterestedness and affection are the true sources 

of good. But without that circle, and in the world at large, emulation and 

a well-directed ambition seem wisely implanted in men for the welfare 

of society. 25 

The text affirms that competition among individuals in pursuit of their 
own self-interest will lead to "the welfare of society." Fukuzawa displays 
not the slightest doubt over the truth of this proposition. 

Private interest is the basis of public benefit, which is made possible by 

individuals pursuing well their private interest . .. Think about it for a 

moment: if one does something for others that also serves oneself, the 

benefit is likely to continue indefinitely, whereas if one does something 

that serves only oneself while causing substantial harm to others, the 

benefit is likely to be only temporary, and no matter how much profit 

one may make in the short run, it will not long continue in the end. 26 
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This essentially echoes the Tokugawa-period market morality discussed 
in chapter 4. Dishonest businesses will not survive, while businesses that 
satisfy their customers and trading partners will, in the long run, reap 
much larger profits. Enlightened pursuit of self-interest works for the public 
benefit through free and open competition. "Civilization advances amid 
competition," Fukuzawa wrote in 1889 (Meiji 22).27 

Finally, conducting associations among strangers requires discussion. 
People cannot be expected to stay dumb and unquestioning while fol
lowing regulations or competing with one another. If they are possessed 
of an independent and inquisitive spirit, they will-and should-make 
their opinions known and engage one another in debate. 28 To put this 
idea into practice, Fukuzawa founded the Mita Enzetsukai (Mita Public 
Speaking Society) and in 1875 (Meiji 8) built the Mita Enzetsukan to 
house it. The building and its purpose were revolutionary for their time, 
however quaint the pseudo-Western architecture (still preserved on the 
campus of Keio University in the Mita district of Tokyo) may appear to 
modern-day eyes. 

I am only expressing my dismay at the way Japanese are hindered by 

custom from discussing things publicly, accepting passively what they 

should take exception to, not opening their mouths when they should, 

not speaking out on matters which should be discussed. To fight for 

one's own advantage was prohibited by the ancients, but to fight for 

one's own advantage is really to fight for principles.29 

If you maintain only a single school of thought, no matter how pure 

and good, it will by its very nature hinder freedom. We know that the 

spirit of freedom can exist only in an atmosphere of diversity of ideas. 30 

Debate and discussion, in the context of the interaction of strang
ers with one another, are a free and fair competition in pursuit of the 
truth and thus, by extension, a guarantee of freedom. The value of "study 
and discussion" (C. jiangxi taolun, J. koshil toron) as prescribed in Daxue 
zhangju, Zhu Xi's commentary on The Great Learning, was well acknowl
edged in Confucianism, but Fukuzawa's assertion of the importance of 
"diversity of ideas" based on what he had learned from John Stuart Mill 
would have struck his readers as something new. 
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Self-Effort and Self-Responsibility 
Fukuzawa expects his independent individuals to display certain per

sonal characteristics as they go about competing, debating, and other
wise interacting with one another. One is activeness and self-initiative. 

Independence should not mean isolation. We must, Fukuzawa writes in 
the concluding installment of Gakumon no susume, "enter into the realm 
of energetic life." 

That is, we must have broad experience in the world of things and men, 

both to be known and to know men, and to give full play to our inher
ent abilities. In order to be able to accomplish this for personal and 

social good, the following qualities are necessary. 31 

The qualities Fukuzawa enumerates begin with striving "to be as 

eloquent and vigorous as possible in speech."32 After several paragraphs 
elaborating on this point, he sums up that "More than anything else, 

present-day Japanese must strive for fluency and eloquence in their own 
language." Second, "It is necessary to have a cheerful demeanor, and not 

give a first impression which turns people off ... A cheerful and lively 
countenance is one mark of a man of true virtue; in social intercourse it 
is most essential." Third, "people should remember their old friends even 

while seeking new ones . . . Men are neither devils nor serpents. They 

are not out to harm you. Let us receive people in a natural way, with true 
and open minds." Gakumon no susume, the book that famously begins, 
"heaven does not create one man above or below another man," thus con

cludes with the line, "Men should get to know and like one another." 
Fukuzawa's vision is almost identical to the one that Alexis de 

Tocqueville presents of the social interaction among contemporary 
Americans in Democracy in America. 

In America, where the privileges of birth never existed, and where riches 
confer no peculiar rights on their possessors, men unacquainted with 

each other are very ready to frequent the same places, and find neither 

peril nor advantage in the free interchange of their thoughts. If they 
meet by accident, they neither seek nor avoid intercourse; their manner 

is therefore natural, frank, and open: it is easy to see that they hardly 
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The Mita Enzetsukan 
(Mita Speakers' Hall), 
which still stands on 
the campus of Keio 
University in the Mita 
district of Tokyo. 

expect or apprehend anything from each other, and that they do not 

care to display, any more than to conceal, their position in the world. 33 

No doubt Fukuzawa had made similar observations on his visit to the 
United States in 1860, which were then supplemented by his reading. In a 
Japan in which the privileges of birth remained strong and the flaunting 
of and subservience to status prevalent, he argues for the realization of 
American, or rather, more democratic modes of interaction. 

Fukuzawa also asserts that independent individuals should not feel 
resentment. The thirteenth installment of Gakumon no susume specifi
cally concerns itself with this issue. According to Fukuzawa, resentment 
is the worst of the human vices (not self-interest, since enlightened self
interest can lead to the public good). 

For resentment is a completely negative thing. It is a discontent with the 

conditions of another, and demands too much from another, without 

reflecting upon oneself. Such a means to gratify one's discontent does 

one's self no good, and harms the other as wel!. 34 
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As scholars have pointed out, this argument probably draws inspira
tion from Mill 's remarks on envy in the third chapter of Considerations on 
Representative Government (1861). Mill says that the envious are 

those who, while desiring what others possess, put no energy into striv

ing for it, are either incessantly grumbling that fortune does not do for 

them what they do not attempt to do for themselves, or overflowing 

with envy and ill-will towards those who possess what they would like 

to have. 

Mill then links envy to the issue of national character: 

In proportion as success in life is seen or believed to be the fruit of fatal

ity or accident and not of exertion in that same ratio does envy develop 

itself as a point of national character. The most envious of all mankind 

are the Orientals. 35 

Fukuzawa, who certainly must have found it mortifying to have 
"Orientals" singled out for their envious nature, writes approvingly of pro
ponents of representative government and freedom of the press in Japan that 

They want to replace resentment with action, to put a stop to resent

ment by encouraging free competition, to win fame and fortune 

through their own efforts. They want to make the people of the whole 

country reap what they have sown.36 

How fervently Fukuzawa must have felt the need for such a change, 
amid all the envy and jealousy he observed eddying about in the midst 
of a caste society on the verge of collapse. Although the words "reap 
what one sows" (jigo jitoku) do not usually have positive connotations, 
Fukuzawa is referring more to personal decision-making, personal effort, 
and personal responsibility. Autonomous individuals should be prepared 
to openly compete with one another and accept the consequences. They 
should live proudly and upstandingly, neither arrogant in victory nor 
resentful in defeat. 

The prospect of such an uncompromisingly individualistic society, 
however, raises a number of possible misgivings . Regulations, competi
tion, debate, cheerful appearances - to some such things might seem but 
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props for an essentially superficial interaction that will leave people feeling 
lonely and alienated. Isn't there value after all in warmth and intimacy, 
moral duty and human feeling? Perhaps the strong can endure the com
petitive world Fukuzawa depicts, but how will the great mass of ordinary, 
weak mortals fare? Moreover, social interaction as described by Fukuzawa 
could be criticized as little more than mutual exploitation for the sake of 
self-interest. Individuals whose credo is the pursuit of self-interest can no 
longer believe in goodwill, friendship, or unconditional love; they must 
always wonder whether any action has behind it some form of short- or 
long-term calculation. 

It is the nature of competition that not everyone can be a winner. 
The logic of self-responsibility favors the victor; to the loser, it is cruel. 
Are lifelong losers simply supposed to blame themselves and cheer
fully accept their lot in life, especially when competition in this world 
is clearly unfair, with the starting line set in different places for differ
ent people? Fukuzawa was indeed criticized during the Meiji period as 
an unfeeling and immoral preacher of mammon. Such views were not 
entirely unwarranted, being grounded in doubts and dissatisfaction over 
points such as the above. 

Support Mechanisms: Self-Respect, Maggots, and the Family 
Fukuzawa himself appears aware of such weaknesses in his argument. 
And in his own way, he offers some answers. First, he recognizes that 
the independent spirit requires some form of internal support, which he 
identifies as self-respect. Even when no one is watching, we should have 
enough pride in our own integrity not to engage in mean or shameful 
behavior. This pride does not stem from a desire for fame or glory, nor is it 
the same as the pride of the warrior in his status, or of the professional in 
his trade. It is pride in the very fact of one's existence as an independent 
human being, not an animal. It is what is meant by the "independence 
and self-respect" (dokuritsu jison) that became the motto of Keio Gijuku, 
and what makes moral order possible. 

In the past the social order was founded upon mutual dependence: lord 

and vassal, parent and child, husband and wife, elder and younger, all 

depended on each other, loved and respected each other. These paired 
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relationships preceded the teachings that were based upon them. But in 

today's teachings of autonomy and independence, one begins by estab

lishing the independence of one's own person, valuing the self, seeing 

it as something precious, and using it as the foundation for maintaining 

other relationships and preserving order in human affairs. 37 

Elsewhere, Fukuzawa describes this independent attitude toward life 
as "what is called 'dignity' in Western languages," a comment probably 
inspired by Mill's remark in Utilitarianism (1861) concerning "a sense of 
dignity" proper to the human race. 38 On one hand the idea has ties to 
Immanuel Kant's concept of dignitas interna,39 and also to the teachings 
of Christianity. At the same time it accords with the Confucian tradition 
that sees humankind as the crown of creation, distinct from the animals 
and situated at the apex of the great chain of being, for which it is worthy 
of respect. 

A second strategy Fukuzawa offers for meeting the difficulties of 
maintaining an independent spirit stands at the opposite end of self
respect: relativizing everything-even oneself. This is the notion, repeated 
a number of times in Fuku-o hyakuwa, a collection of Fukuzawa's late-life 
musings, of humans as being like maggots . In the chapter "Ningen no 
anshin" (Peace of Mind), for instance, he states, 

Examined from the perspective of the boundless universe, even our sun 

and moon are small, our planet a mere speck of dust. And even less sig

nificant is the likes of man, this ignorant, powerless, insubstantial little 

animal, no better than a maggot, who for a space as brief as a spark or 

a fl.ash of lightning quite fortuitously lives and breathes and eats and 

sleeps on this earth, feeling joys and sorrows, angers and pleasures all as 

if in a dream, then quickly melting away without a trace. 

Life seems nothing more than an idle game. However, 

Having been born into this world, even as maggots, we must show con

siderable conviction. And what is that conviction? It is the determina

tion that even though we know life to be but a game, and a brief one at 

that, we shall not treat it as such. We shall work hard to avoid poverty 

and suffering and shall aspire to wealth and pleasure, pursuing our own 
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contentment and happiness to the extent that they do not interfere with 

those of our fellows. Telling ourselves fifty to seventy years is a ripe old 

age we will honor our parents, love one another as husbands and wives, 

provide for our children and grandchildren, work for the public good 

beyond our front doors, and strive to lead a life perfect in every respect

for this is what maggots are meant to do. 

Fukuzawa's verdict is that 

If we play at the game of life while knowing it to be a game, we will be 

easy in our hearts and not overdo our cavorting. Not only that, at times 

we will also manage to stay sober while all the world around us frolics 

away at their games. It cannot be far off the mark to consider this the 

key to achieving peace of mind. 

If one thinks of life as no more than a transient and pointless game, there 
is no reason for disquiet or anxiety-and in fact, one can go about living 
fully in the moment. 

This, of course, is a stance with a deep tradition behind it. It appears, 
for example, in the Dao ism of the first chapter of Zhuangzi, "Xiao yao you" 
(variously translated as "Rambling without a Destination" or "Free and 
Easy Wandering"). It is reflected in Shiba Kokan's satiric poem "Eating, 
shitting I Copulating, losing their way I Insects of the world I From the son 
of heaven above to the lowest of the low."40 Oda Nobunaga, before a major 
battle, chanted lines from a kowakamai dance-"the fifty years of human 
life are as a dream and an illusion" - indicating that for warriors as well, 
seeing life as illusory could be effective in conquering the fear of death (a 
notion also embraced in Hagakure). And as we have already noted, Kaiho 
Seiryo advocated achieving a divided consciousness that sees oneself as if 
from on high, with a detached eye enabling freedom of thought and action. 
Fukuzawa himself argues in Fuku-i5 hyakuwa: 

A person should in any case regard this floating world lightly and avoid 

becoming too passionate about anything. I know that I might sound as 

though I am trying to lead the people of this world to become cold and 

unfeeling so that no one will ever put any more effort into anything, but 

that is not at all the case. The part that regards the floating world lightly 
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is our mind's original nature. Our mind's function, meanwhile, actively 
seeks a path for us through this floating world it regards so lightly. 

Precisely because our heart of hearts sees this world lightly, we are able 
to be decisive and vigorous in our actions. 

In other words Fukuzawa, too, advocates conceiving of the mind as 

having a dual structure. As he continues in the same text, the perils of not 
having this sort of balance are all too clear. 

Many there are who fixate upon specific things or events and, unable 

to forget, lose their ability to weigh the relative importance of matters, 
becoming obsessed with what they think to be important. If things do 

not go exactly according to their wishes, they immediately resent other 
people and become angry with the world. Their resentment and anger 
simmer within them until those emotions color their faces, find outlet 

in their speech and actions, and lead them astray at crucial moments. 

This is most unfortunate, not only for the individual in question, but for 
the sake of the country as a whole. 

An overly serious approach to life, lacking in distanced self-perspective, 

only invites resentment and anger. 
In the West, Christianity no doubt ultimately supports both respect 

for the individual and transcendence of the mundane. To Japanese 
Christians like Uemura Masahisa (1858-1925), "the gospel of Master 

Fukuzawa" as expressed in his discourse on maggots suggested that 
we are not "to be led to the true paradise by prophets" of his ilk.41 But 

Fukuzawa is not a Christian. In place of a soul, he believes in the golden 
jewel inside his own mind (much as the Neo-Confucians placed their 

faith in "original nature"). And in place of an omnipotent creator, he 
turns to a boundless heaven to invigorate his spirit. In sum, he attempts to 

derive psychological supports for individualism out of the materials pro

vided him by preexisting Japanese thought. 
There is one final resource Fukuzawa invokes to console the individ

ual in his splendid isolation and in his bracing but impersonal interactions 
with strangers in society-the family. Family alone is a community of love 

and feeling distinct from other, cooler associations of self-interest. 
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Husband and wife, parents and children in one household constitute a 

family. Family relationships are bound by feeling. There is no fixed own

ership of things, no rules for giving and taking. Things lost are not cried 

over; things gained are no special cause for jubilation. Informality is not 

upbraided, ineptitude does not cause embarrassment. The contentment 

of the wife or children becomes the joy of the husband or the parents, 

and the suffering of the husband or parents pains the wife and children 

too. The values of the family take precedence over individual satisfac

tion, the other's contentment becomes one's own joy ... Thus, between 

family members there is no feeling of protecting what is one's own, no 

matters of personal pride, not even a selfish valuing of one's own life. In 

relationships between family members, rules and contracts are unneces

sary. Intellectual devices or grand policies have even less place.42 

This is hardly a realistic depiction of family life. Nevertheless, for Fukuzawa 
family represents a set of loving relations within which the individual can 
relax and be coddled. Having this haven is what makes it possible for him 
to go forth and associate with strangers smartly. 

Of husband and wife Fukuzawa says, "The household should belong 
to the married couple who compose it, and they should love and respect 
one another as the most fundamental of human duties."43 What Fukuzawa 
values is not the extended family system represented by the ie, but the 
nuclear family comprising husband and wife. He even proposes that a 
married couple take elements from both their family names to form a 
new surname- Yamahara out of Hatakeyama and Kajihara, for example. 
This would make marriage not a union of two ie, but "a real partnership 
between husband and wife."44 As for parents and children, 

Since parents love their children even more than themselves, the 

instructions and discipline, encouragements and scoldings which 

they give their children will spring from loving affection. The relation 

between parents and children will be very close, and their joy will be 

beyond compare.45 

Fukuzawa gives us a sweet dream of family unity that calls to mind the 
contemporary English worship of hearth and home.46 
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THE NATION 

National Independence through Personal Independence 
What role did politics have vis-a-vis the conceptions of the individual and 
society described above? Of course Fukuzawa believed government could 
no longer revert to domination by military power and glory: in the first 
installment of Gakumon no susume, he castigates the shogunate's "craven 
methods used to swell the prestige and glory of the government, to make 
men cower, and to prevent their freedom." The reforms of the new gov
ernment have brought new possibilities to the people of Japan: 

If ever they harbor any feeling of injustice against the government, they 

will not have to swallow their resentment and hate the government in 

silence. They can seek the office or authorities concerned, quietly lodge 

their complaints, and discuss them openly.47 

Discussion has replaced fear and awe at the majesty of the state. 
Political dominance must be persuasive to the ruled; power ultimately 

rests upon their consent. Accordingly government officials should not be 
arrogant, and the people should not be meekly submissive. Not all persons 
of ability and talent should enter the government and become leaders; some 
should resolutely occupy "the position of private enterprise."48 

Fukuzawa is not advocating indifference to national affairs. He him
self is, in his own way, a passionate nationalist. He always writes, not for 
humanity in general, but for the Japanese. He notes with chagrin that 
"Japan has a government but is not a nation" and that "since ancient times 
Japan has been incapable of forming a nation."49 This, Fukuzawa claims, 
is because wars and disputes in Japan always took place among members 
of the samurai class, while the common people remained uninvolved 
bystanders. He fears that should war now break out between Japan and 
another country, among the common people "there will be many who 
will desert the cause, saying that 'since we are only guests, our lives are 
uncalled for.'" 50 If the people do not regard their lives as being intimately 
connected to the fate of their country, then there is no nation, and Japan 
yet needs to realize this goal. 

Fukuzawa accordingly calls for "national independence through per-
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create a government serving their needs and fund it through their taxes. 
Then, in time of crisis, they would regard the nation's problems as their 
own-and by so doing, maintain their independence. 

The French Revolution proved that egalitarianism and democratiza
tion could stimulate national consciousness and weld the people into a 
powerful nation at arms. Alongside the independence of the individual, 
Fukuzawa preaches nation-building and the creation of a national army 
with the capacity for total war. His is a classic nationalist position. 

The Foundations of the Country 
However, the idea that individuals would willingly sacrifice themselves 
for the sake of the nation is problematic, given the obvious contradiction 
between self-interest and self-sacrifice. Getting drafted and sent off to die 
by a government one has created as an expression of one's own interests 
does not seem a very good bargain. The issue is inevitable to any inter
pretation of society based on the concept of a social contract; Hobbes 
and Rousseau both addressed it. 52 Meanwhile, by January 1873 (Meiji 6) 
Japan had already implemented a system of military conscription. 

The clear-sighted Fukuzawa notes the dilemma and attempts, with 
his own inimitable logic, to secure the self-sacrifice of the Japanese peo
ple. As he observes, it is not difficult to rouse people to fight in a battle 
they seem likely to win. The problem is when the cause seems to be hope
less and rational consideration says that it is time to wave the white flag. 
But such defeatism will not sustain a nation. Something transcending 
rationality is required- something Fukuzawa calls yasegaman, or "fight
ing to the bitter end." According to him, "in confrontations between the 
strong and the weak, the person in the weak position is compelled to fight 
to the bitter end, never giving up." This spirit is necessary in international 
relations in times of peace as well as war. 

The notion to fight to the finish originally derives from human private 

emotions; to attempt an explanation with cold logic would be a child

ish endeavor bound to fail. Nevertheless it is this very idea of a dogged 

endurance that fixes a country's goals and maintains its independence. 

This idea served to cultivate the warrior spirit of Japan's feudal period 

as the various domains competed with each other. But even though the 
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we must still value the idea of fighting to the finish . Looking broadly at 

the world today, a spirit of dogged independence is necessary to main

tain Japan's independence from other civilized countries. Affairs in 

human society, as they exist today, may indeed change on the surface, 

but even one hundred thousand years from now people will continue 

to value the spirit of fighting to the bitter end as the basic foundation 

of their country. This spirit can only grow greater and greater and it is 

important that we assist it in its development. 53 

Yasegaman is an irrational stubbornness grounded in pride. But it is 
equally irrational for the human race to be divided into competing nations 
in the first place; as Fukuzawa writes in the first line of the same essay, 
"To found a nation derives from private rather than public sensibilities."54 

Even so, nations are indispensable to the present stage of civilization. The 
founding of a nation thus requires people to reach beyond reason to match 
the irrationality of the task at hand. 

Fukuzawa finds his model for yasegaman in the famed warriors of 
Mikawa (in present-day Aichi prefecture), the core of the fighting forces 
that unified Japan under Tokugawa rule. The foundation of the coun
try was not emperor worship, not the patriotic fervor associated with 
Yasukuni Shrine, and not loyalty in the form of the "unrequited love" 
for one's master praised in Hagakure. Nor was it simply an extension of 
love of one's native place. What Fukuzawa conceived would support the 
nation in an age of global imperialism was a revival of one aspect of the 
samurai spirit: the warrior's defense, to the bitter end, of his own pride 
and self-respect. 

A Spirit of Resistance 
But a nation cannot maintain itself solely on the spirit of yasegaman 
toward external threats. According to Fukuzawa, a spirit of resistance is 
required domestically as well, because unlimited government all too eas
ily devolves into despotism. 

At the time of the Satsuma Rebellion in 1877 (Meiji 9), Fukuzawa was 
disturbed by the prevailing climate of opinion- a chorus of conformist 
support for the Meiji government that branded the leader of the uprising, 
former Meiji government member Saigo Takamori (1827- 77), a "rebel" 
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he remarked that "the spirit of resistance of the Japanese people must be 
maintained and its heartbeat never stilled." 

Arguing purely from the point of the vigor of the people, the advent of a 

second Saigo would be a cause for celebration for the sake of the nation, 

but alas this is not to be. I cannot help but be saddened by this. 55 

Such was the esteem he felt for the leader of the rebel forces. 
Why? Fukuzawa argues that the purpose of government is to guaran

tee order and advance the welfare and happiness of the people. If it does 
not, then there should be no moral obstacle to its overthrow, since it gov
erns in name only and not in fact. One cannot be labeled a traitor simply 
because one opposes or resists the established government. After all, "the 
high officials of the present government joined with Saigo a decade ago 
to overthrow the former bakufu, the government of Japan at the time." In 
short, Fukuzawa's theory of the nation asserts the right, not only of resis
tance, but of something even approaching revolution. 

Following this line of reasoning, Saigo's first overthrow of a govern
ment (the shogunate) had been legitimate. What then of the Satsuma 
Rebellion? In the essay Fukuzawa gives the following as his criterion: 

Would the officials of the present government, if entrusted with the 

affairs of the country of Japan, unfailingly set society in order, contrib

ute to the gradual progress of virtue and intelligence among the people, 

and develop their spirit of liberty and self-government, leading them to 

strength, prosperity, and happiness? And if Saigo were permitted to attain 

his ends, would conversely disaster result? Whether this would be the 

case given the officials of the present government, or not the case if Saigo 

were to replace them, is something that must be determined by observing 

what is happening today and inferring what might happen in the future. 

At the time, the Meiji government, which had purportedly been 
founded on the concept of "public deliberation," was still neglecting to 
create a national assembly, suppressing criticism, and labeling those who 
rose up against such oppression as traitors. Moreover, it had succeeded in 
getting the majority of the public to follow its lead in crushing the oppo
sition. This should not be, Fukuzawa believed. A spirit of resistance was 
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from its fundamental raison d'etre. For Fukuzawa, a nation in the truest 
sense must possess both the dogged resistance to external threat that he 
called yasegaman and a similarly uncompromising spirit of defiance against 
domestic oppression. 

THE MARCH OF PROGRESS 

In the third chapter of Bunmeiron no gairyaku, Fukuzawa writes, 

What, then, does civilization mean? I say that it refers to the attain

ment of both material well-being and the elevation of the human spirit. 

It means both abundance of daily necessities and esteem for human 

refinement ... 

Therefore, there must be both material and spiritual aspects before 

one can call it civilization. Moreover, there is no limit to the material 

well-being or the spiritual refinement of man. By material well-being 

and spiritual refinement is meant a state in which these two aspects are 

really making progress, and by civilization is meant the progress of both 

man's well-being and his refinement. Since what produces man's well

being and refinement is knowledge and virtue, civilization ultimately 

means the progress of man's knowledge and virtue. 56 

Kasha (elevation, refinement) is, along with kappatsu (vigorous, active), 
one of Fukuzawa's favorite words. The term appears in two of the three 
goals for his remaining years that he sets out at the conclusion of his auto
biography: "elevating (kasha ni michibiite) the moral standards of the men 
and women of my land to make them truly worthy of a civilized nation" 
and having "a large foundation created for the study of higher (kasha naru) 
sciences in both physical and metaphysical fields." 57 In short, Fukuzawa 
believes that the progress of civilization involves the "elevation" of human
ity in both the moral and intellectual realms. 

Accordingly, human beings need to continually strive for the progress 
of civilization and to value things based on the extent to which they con
tribute to this progress: 

We can discuss civilization in terms of its various aspects, such as insti
t11tion _c;: litPr::1t11rP rnmn1PT("P lnrl11c;;:trv ,u':lr onuPrnmPnt ':lnrl l-:1u ,· h11t 
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when taking all of these together and discussing their relative values, 

what criteria are we to use? The only criterion we have is that what 

advances civilization is beneficial and what retards it is harmful. 58 

But what, exactly, is "elevation"? Is there a universal yardstick for mea
suring the progress of civilization? Unlike the majority of intellectuals since 
the middle of the twentieth century, Fukuzawa is not, as he is frequently 
misconceived, a moral relativist. He does not question the existence of a 
yardstick (without such conviction, the very concept of progress is open 
to question). For him, the ideal human would be "in virtue, like Jesus or 
Confucius; in intelligence, like Newton; in strength, like a sumo wrestler; 
in longevity, like Peng Zu." * 59 In the end, with the advance of civilization, 
the world should-and shall-become like this: 

War will cease, and punishment will be abolished. Government will no 

longer be a tool for containing evil in society. It will exist only for the 

purpose of keeping things in order, saving time, and cutting down on 

useless labor. In a world where everyone is true to his word, promissory 

notes for loans will only be recorded as an aid to memory and never used 

as grounds for lawsuits . If there are no robbers in the world, doors will 

only be used to keep out the wind and rain and dogs and cats-locks 

will become obsolete ... Instead of cannons, men will build telescopes; 

schools will replace jails; soldiers and criminals will be seen only in old 

pictures-people will be unable even to imagine them unless they visit a 

theater. If public manners are cultivated within the family, there will no 

longer be any need to listen to preachers' sermons. The whole country 

will be like one family, each household like a temple. The parents will 

be the head priests, and the children, their disciples. People in the world 

will be surrounded by an atmosphere of courtesy and mutual deference; 

they will bathe, as it were, in a sea of morality. This is what I call the 

tranquility of civilization.60 

This would be civilization's apex, the highest state to which humanity 
might attain. In the same way that Fukuzawa earlier referred to the vastness 
of the universe to put humans into perspective, here he employs this vision to 
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set the world of his time against the entire sweep of history. From that view
point, patriotism to Japan seems no more than a narrow "partisanship." 61 

Yet even with this knowledge-or perhaps precisely because of it-Japan 
has no choice but to do whatever it can and must do, at this comparatively 
primitive stage of civilization, to defend itself and its people. One must do 
what is appropriate in the present time, even with the awareness that it is 
not what is ideal: for example, for Japanese to act as cosmopolitans at such 
a juncture would be irresponsible. Throughout his entire life Fukuzawa 
adopted this stance, and from it put forth a steady stream of wide-ranging 
commentary on his times. At times it seemed a cynical pragmatism; at 
others lukewarm compromise; at others an effectively restrained idealism. 

In 1901, Fukuzawa left this world. The posthumous Buddhist name 
inscribed on his grave by his students was Taikan'in Dokuritsu Jison 
Koji-a tribute to the independence (dokuritsu) and self-respect (jison) he 
loved so well. 



Chapter Twenty-Two 

REASON, JUSTICE, AND ROUSSEAU: 

THE THOUGHT OF NAKAE CHOMIN 

LIFE AND WORK 

N akae Chomin was born in 1847 as Nakae Tokusuke in Kochi, the 
castle town of the Tosa domain on the island of Shikoku. 1 His fam

ily were ashigaru, the lowest ranking of the samurai. At the age of sixteen 
he entered the domanial academy, where his studies were principally 
Confucian. He must have been an excellent student, for three years later, 
in 1865, he was sent by his domain to the treaty port of Nagasaki to study 
French. Then under the rule of Napoleon III, France was second only 
to Great Britain in influence over Japanese diplomacy at the time, the 
United States being preoccupied with the Civil War. The following year 
Chomin was sent to Edo to continue his studies, and there witnessed the 
Meiji Revolution. 

Chomin eventually entered the academy established by Mitsukuri 
Rinsho (1846-97), who had recently returned from France (and who later 
became a member of the influential learned society Meirokusha). In 1871 
(Meiji 4), at the age of twenty-five, a direct petition to Okubo Toshimichi 
(1830-78), one of the key figures in the early Meiji government, won 
Chomin an appointment from the Ministry of Justice to study abroad 
in Lyon and Paris, where he spent a total of two years and four months. 
France had just experienced defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71, 
the collapse of Napoleon III's regime, and the revival of the Republic, 
all of which Chomin no doubt observed with interest. He enrolled in a 
French primary school to learn the language anew, studied philosophy, 
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history, and literature, and occupied his spare time translating Mencius 
into French. 2 

In 1874 (Meiji 7), Chomin returned to Japan and opened a private 
school in his home, where, according to a document he submitted on the 
occasion, he planned to teach the French language, the works of French 
historians and Montesquieu, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Discourse on 
the Sciences and the Arts, The Social Contract, and Emile. 3 Meanwhile 
in 1875 (Meiji 8) he was appointed as a lower-ranking secretary of the 
Genroin, a consultative body newly established by the government that 
year, and assigned to its research bureau. The government obviously felt 
someone with a good command of French would be useful in drafting a 
constitution and other legislation. But in 1877 (Meiji 10), on the eve of 
the Satsuma Rebellion and the completion of the Genroin's draft national 
constitution, Chomin resigned his post. He was thirty-one years old. From 
this time onward, save occasional legal translation work for the Ministry of 
Justice, he primarily occupied himself with teaching at his school. 

From around the age of thirty-two, he also gave renewed attention to 
honing his skills in classical Chinese. He believed that insofar as the writ
ten Japanese language was heavily influenced by Chinese classical litera
ture-and the ways devised to translate or transliterate it into Japanese-it 
was impossible to write well without a thorough grounding in the vocab
ulary, grammar, and style of classical Chinese prose. Among his teachers 
in these matters was Okamatsu Okoku (1820-95), a former professor at 
the Shoheiko shogunal Confucian academy. 

In 1881 (Meiji 14), Chomin became editor in chief of the newspaper 
Toyo jiyil shinbun (Oriental Free Press), for which he wrote many editori
als. The paper's publisher was Saionji Kinmochi (1849-1940), scion of 
an old aristocratic family who was a rising political star at the time and a 
friend of Chomin's from their days of foreign study in France. But govern
ment pressure on Saionji led the paper to fold after its thirty-fourth issue, 
and Chomin instead began a self-published magazine called (0-Bei) Seiri 
sodan (Anecdotes of Statecraft and Ethics [in Europe and America]), which 
ran for a total of fifty-five issues over about two years. The Meiji govern
ment had recently promised that it would establish a popularly elected 
national assembly within ten years, and Chomin intended his magazine 
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to provide "translations of the opinions ofleading European and American 
thinkers concerning politics, law, and ethics, along with concise explana
tions of the true principles of liberty and civil and political rights."4 

From the second issue the journal began carrying installments of 
Chomin's Min'yaku yakukai, which was republished in book form in 
October 1882 (Meiji 15). This was a partial translation of Rousseau's 
Social Contract (through book 2, chapter 6) into classical Chinese (kan
bun) with commentary by Chomin, also in classical Chinese. A complete 
translation of the work had already been published in 1877 (Meiji 10) by 
Hattori Toku, but it was a mechanical effort with a poor grasp of the con
tent and little power to persuade the reader; in contrast, Min'yaku yaku
kai is for the most part extremely accurate, and the commentaries display 
a deep familiarity with the text. Although by 1882 a kanbun translation 
was already something of an anachronism, Chomin apparently felt that 
this classic of Western politics, law, and ethics deserved the dignity of 
being cast in the language of the Chinese classics. The choice was also 
probably a conscious effort, as we shall see later, to suggest a fundamental 
commonality between Rousseau's work and the East Asian tradition. 

That same year, 1882, Chomin became an editorial writer for Jiyu 
shinbun, a paper founded the previous year as the official organ of 
the Jiyuto, or Liberal Party. Only fifteen years after the collapse of the 
Tokugawa shogunate, a political party proclaiming "liberty" as its plat
form had emerged, with a translator of Rousseau as part of its brain trust. 
Yet Chomin saw himself as essentially a scholar-a philosophe, an intel
lectuel. His later publications included Rigaku enkakushi (a translation of 
a Western history of philosophy) and Rigaku kogen, his historical survey 
of Western philosophy.5 He also expressed the ambition of constructing 
his own philosophical system. In 1886-87 (Meiji 19-20) he published the 
first French-Japanese dictionary, Futsuwa jirin. 

In 1887, at the age of forty-one, Chomin issued Sansuijin keirin 
mondo (A Discourse by Three Drunkards on Government), in which 
the three principal characters drink far into the night while debating 
such matters as political systems, history, and foreign policy.6 Through 
their exchange, Chomin vividly personifies and critiques, in exaggerated 
form, the various orientations within the Freedom and Popular Rights 
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Movement.* The work might be seen as a kind of philosophical experi
ment: rather than leading readers to any specific conclusion, Chomin 
seeks to induce them to reexamine their fundamental assumptions. 

The same year Chomin also published Heimin no mesamashi, ichimei 
Kokkai no kokoroe (Awakening the Common Man; or, a Primer on the 
National Assembly). With the establishment of the modern constitution 
and representative assembly promised by the government just around the 
corner, Chomin appealed to the common people to understand what poli
tics and representative government were about and to involve themselves 
in the political process. Written in simple, accessible prose, the work was 
the first he signed with the pen name Chomin, meaning "the people" or 
"the multitudes." This name, quite different from those normally adopted 
by Confucian scholars and literati, was a bold declaration that he would 
stand on the side of the people and not on that of a government dominated 
by a clique of former samurai from Satsuma and Choshu (the domains that 
had played a leading role in the overthrow of the shogunate).7 

The government apparently came to see Chomin as a dangerous 
figure. In December 1887, the Peace Preservation Law gave the chief of 
the metropolitan police the power to expel persons deemed potentially 
disruptive of public order to an area no closer than three ri (about 12 
kilometers or 7.5 miles) to the Imperial Palace for three years-in short, 
the power to ban them from the city of Tokyo (as Edo was now called). 
Chomin, one of many popular-rights activists selected for this dubious 
honor, moved to Osaka. On the way there, he was tailed night and day by 
police operatives. 

In 1888 (Meiji 21) Chomin was hired as the editor of the newly estab
lished Osaka newspaper Shinonome shinbun. His editorials were extremely 
popular, and circulation of the paper rose from an average of 23,000 
copies a day that year to 33,000 in 1889.8 Support for him grew, and at 
the age of forty-four, without actively seeking candidacy or conducting a 
formal campaign, he was nominated and elected as a representative from 

* The Freedom and Popular Rights Movement was a loose coalition of groups seeking to 
reform the Meiji government according to Western democratic ideals, including the 
establishment of a constitution and election of a national assembly. Weakened by infight
ing and government suppression, it effectively came to an end with the promulgation of 
the 1889 Meiji Constitution, which was drafted without popular participation. 
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Osaka in the 1890 (Meiji 23) first general election for the lower house of 
the newly created Imperial Diet. In November of that year he returned 
to Tokyo to take his seat. Public attention was upon him as a renowned 
scholar and intellectual, but he quickly became disgusted by the com
promises the "popular parties" were making with the government, and 
in February 1891 (Meiji 24) he resigned. His letter of resignation cited 
his inability to participate in House votes because his chronic alcoholism 
made it difficult for him to walk; his newspaper editorials castigated his 
compromising former colleagues as spineless.9 This would prove a major 
turning point in his life. 

That year, 1891, Chomin traveled to Hokkaido, where he wrote for 
another newspaper but quit after little more than a year. At one point he 
even gave up drinking. A string of involvement in various moneymaking 
schemes followed. His idea seemed to be that economic insecurity would 
prevent him from producing the masterworks he envisioned and tempt 
compromise with the government-so what he needed to do was to make 
enough money to have the time and wherewithal to write while maintain
ing his independent stance. But all of his business ventures failed, and the 
debts he accumulated cost him his precious library. 

In April 1901 (Meiji 34) Chomin was diagnosed with cancer of the 
throat, and told he had at most a year and a half to live. The following 
month he had a tracheotomy and lost the ability to speak. From then on he 
communicated using a slate, but he believed that as long as one was alive, 
there were things to be done and things to enjoy. As one of the last things 
remaining to him on his sickbed, he took up his pen once more, to write a 
collection of essays he titled Ichinen yil han (A Year and a Half). In it, he 
commented on everything from politicians and current affairs to gidayil 
(the oral recitative to shamisen accompaniment that provides the narra
tive for the bunraku puppet theater), which he dearly loved. Published in 
September 1901, the book sold more than 200,000 copies over the next 
year. Then, in an effort to leave to the world at least the basics of the philo
sophical system he had longed to create, he published a second collection 
of essays, Zoku Ichinen yil han, ichimei Mushin mureikon (A Year and a 
Half, Continued; or, Belief in Neither Gods Nor the Soul). With his death 
immediately before him, this last work was a thoroughgoing rejection of 
religion and existence of the soul. 
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Nakae Chomin's final 
,.. .......... ·._ .. resting place. Aoyama 

Cemetery, Minato-ku, 
Tokyo. 

Meanwhile, his illness worsened and his sufferings increased. But 
when a Buddhist monk pushed into the sickroom to offer prayers for his 
relief, an enraged Chomin first threw a pillow at him and then reached 
for the tin spittoon at his bedside. Two weeks later Chomin was dead, 
aged fifty-five. His student Kotoku Shosui (1871-1911) clung to the corpse, 
weeping uncontrollably. 

In accordance with Chomin's will, his body was donated for research 
purposes and dissected. No religious ceremonies were conducted, though 
a memorial service was held (the first nonreligious funeral in Japan was 
the one devised by Chomin's friends according to his wishes). His remains 
were buried in Tokyo's Aoyama Cemetery, but again, as per his instruc
tions, no gravestone was erected. Eventually, friends worried the site 
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might be forgotten, so in 1915 a stone was placed with a simple inscrip
tion that read, "This marks the place where the bones of Master Nakae 
Chomin are buried." Like the graves of Motoori Norinaga and Fukuzawa 
Yukichi, Chomin's final resting place gives silent but eloquent testimony 
to the personal convictions of this thinker. 

As an intellectual returned from what was still the rare experience 
of overseas study, Chomin could have lived a much more pretentious, 
showy, "high collar" (as the contemporary phrase had it) existence. 
Instead, he resolutely chose to position himself at the farthest extreme 
from the domanial cliques and newly manufactured peerage of his day. 
His tacit critique of authoritarianism was reflected not only in his pen 
name, but also in the plain workingman's clothing he wore even to mount 
the stage at a speaking engagement. Family meals at home were taken 
around the same small table with the young housemaid (unthinkable for 
the time), and the children were given unusual names. Chomin's daugh
ter was named Chibi (a homonym for "shorty" or "runt"), and his son, 
born in the year of the Ox, was called Ushikichi ("ox" and "good"); as 
Chomin explained it, "it won't sound odd even if he grows up to be a rick
shaw man or a hostler." He named one of his younger brother's children 
Sarukichi ("monkey" and "good") because the infant's face reminded him 
of a monkey-doubly unfortunate given the child was a girl.10 

Such behavior gave Chomin a reputation as an eccentric. Yet even 
in his vicissitudes and failures, one senses a consistent integrity of pur
pose. On his deathbed, he confessed that he was "truly delighted" when 
a newspaper article wrote of him as "an idealist who had kept the faith." 11 

REASON AND JUSTICE 

One of Chomin's favorite words is majime (serious, sincere, earnest). He 
worries that slovenliness, laziness, meddling, subterfuge, sulkiness, and 
other ills are gradually spreading "throughout every ward, county, city, 
town, and village in the land" to produce a completely insincere soci
ety. Should such cynicism run rampant, serious folk would be treated as 
fools and made mock of, and, because of their difficulty in making a liv
ing, "surreptitiously join the ranks of the insincere, so that even serious 
subjects such as politics, economics, literature, and the arts all become 
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frivolous." 12 "Great statesmen are serious men," Chomin writes. "Look at 
history both East and West. The men who build nations are serious; the 
ones who ruin and destroy nations are frivolous." 13 

At the core of Chomin's love of seriousness is his belief in rigi (reason 
and justice; right) and related concepts such as dori (reason, logic), shinri 
(truth), riron (theory), and simply ri (principle). "There is nothing among 
the myriad things under heaven that does not embrace reason (dori)." 
Flames rise, water flows downward, each according to its own innate 
logic, and "all events and all things are ever thus." 14 For Chomin, the 
purpose of scholarship is to seek the truth of ri (principle).15 This ri serves 
as the foundation for all phenomena; "when divided, ri assumes myriad 
guises, but once unified, will in all likelihood return to one complete and 
immaterial form," so that "none of the phenomena of this world, great or 
small, can fail to be subsumed by this single principle."16 

The idea that everything has a principle that is in essence one is basic 
to Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism. In Chomin's view, people must discover 
principle and then behave in accordance with it; otherwise they would be 
not only wrong, but also unsuccessful. "There is nothing under heaven that 
does not begin with theory and end in practice," and "if one can arrive at 
the ultimate principle of things, it should be applicable in any enterprise."17 

History is the process by which people strive to discover and then 
implement principle and the reason and justice based upon it. From this 
perspective, Chomin thinks that farming should "rely on nineteenth
century science," and that industry should arrange "a marriage of science 
and capital."18 "For quality products at reasonable prices we must rely upon 
science."19 Moreover, history is never in vain-as it progresses principle is 
truly revealed and realized. 

Although our nineteenth-century society, as reflected in the pure look

ing glass of philosophy, cannot escape being darkened by a variety of 

evils, in comparison with previous eras it is moving gradually in the 

direction of the victory of reason and the defeat of injustice. 20 

In law and morality and economics and the sciences, and in industrial 

and commercial enterprises, from ancient Greece and Rome to the pres

ent day, learned men have emerged, published their ideas, and passed 

them on incrementally, so that the gains of the predecessors are shared 
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by those who follow, in gradually increasing numbers and volume, until 

the regions of darkness are successively dispelled and the territories 

of light are successively expanded . Such are the fruits of the hope of 

humanity as we seek to understand principle in its totality.21 

The common cumulative labor of humanity to discover principle, and 
the resulting victory of reason-that is the keynote of history. "Progress is 
the great principle of society and runs unceasingly, through all the hours 
of the day."22 The Neo-Confucian concept of principle is here wedded to 
the nineteenth-century gospel of progress. 

In Chomin's thought, meanwhile, religion violates principle. 

The only cure for the poison of religious ideas is a dose of philosophy. 

If the people of the world possessed by religious thinking should sit 

down in their spare time, open a book on philosophy, and occasionally 

take the trouble to meditate and reflect upon what they find therein, it 

would be a wonderful thing.23 

Chomin believes in principle, not religion. And while his conception of 
principle does not include the religious, it is enormously ethical. This 
reflects not only his Neo-Confucian tendencies, but also the belief, com
mon at the time, that progress has a moral as well as intellectual com
ponent. Thus he despises the thought of "suppressing one's conscience" 
in the pursuit of power or wealth , or of "killing one's conscience hour 
by hour and moment to moment . .. as one scuffles about the byways of 
society greedily in search of profit."24 The "conscience" (ryoshin) of which 
Chomin speaks is the liang zhi of Mencius (J. ryochi; literally, "good 
knowledge,'' sometimes translated as "intuitive knowledge" or "innate wis
dom"). "A human being devoid of conscience is scarcely a human being,'' 
Chomin says. "There is no more pathetic being in the world, past or pres
ent, than a man without a conscience."25 The capacity for self-reflection 
that enables everyone to know whether what they do is right or wrong 
"essentially distinguishes humanity from the beasts."26 

In Mengzi jizhu, his commentary on Mencius, Zhu Xi identified 
liang zhi with the "innate goodness" he believed to be the principle of 
human nature. Chomin shares this belief, and so denies those who would 
"make pleasure the purpose of human life."27 Utilitarianism-grounding 
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one's actions in interest-based calculations-is also wrong. "One should 
do good for the sake of good, avoid evil because it is evil, and cast no eye 
upon interests external to oneself; in short, it is when one has nothing 
whatsoever to gain that one may claim goodness and punish evil."28 For 
Chomin, the founding of the Rikken Jiyuto (Constitutional Liberal Party) 
in 1891 (Meiji 24) was an attempt to "open a broad new land of reason 
and justice confronting the very center of the world of vested interests."29 

This distinction between interests and justice was something the Zhu 
Xi school upheld as well. Chomin was a progressive, a staunch advocate 
of liberty and popular rights-and also, essentially, a Neo-Confucian. 

CHOMIN
1
S PHILOSOPHY OF POLITICS 

Chomin declares politics to be "a matter that involves us, the people, as a 
whole."30 Its purpose is to discover reason and justice for the benefit of all 
the people. Politicians should thus be the explorers of reason and justice. 

Why is it that our country's politicians have nothing to say? It is because 

their brains are vacuous caves with nothing in them. It is because they 

do not think. It is because they are so pressed by their desire for power 

and wealth they haven't the time to consider. It is because they are 

shameless and without political conscience. 31 

Conversely, a great statesman is someone "who knows what it is to 
think."32 And a political party is a school of like-minded people with a 
shared understanding of reason and justice in politics. 

As we contend with one another, each asserting the truth as we see it, 

we band together with others who share our views to form a party, or in 

other words, a school. Political parties are essentially the same [as these 

schools of thought]. From the authority vested in emperors and kings 

and presidents and prime ministers and the hundreds of other govern

ment officials to the national, prefectural, county, and local assemblies, 

the armed forces, and the educational system, everything involved in 

any way with the management of the affairs of the nation belongs to the 

realm of politics and has truth to be found in it. Thus, each politician 
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truth, and when he believes he has found it for himself, he expresses his 

opinions and beliefs to persuade others of like mind to join him. This is 

how political parties and factions develop. 33 

The "ultimate truth" that these politicians arrive at through consensus 
with one another is embodied in law.34 Through this process "reason and 
justice are transformed into practical matters, and public opinion into 
public ordinances."35 

If one believes, as British jurist John Austin did, that law is the com
mand of the sovereign, this is a bizarre argument. If one sees law as the 
result of a balanced compromise among the pressures exerted by various 
interest groups, it simply sounds fatuous. Yet in the mainstream of the 
European legal tradition, "rights" are synonymous with "right," and law 
ought to be a systematic expression of right-in other words, the concrete 
embodiment of justice. Thus judicial officials are referred to in English as 
"justices." In this sense, Chomin's argument reflects an orthodox position, 
one moreover that fuses Neo-Confucian thought with elements of the 
Western philosophic tradition. 

Min'yaku yakukai, Chomin's translation of and commentary on 
The Social Contract, gives further evidence of this happy conjunction 
of East and West. For example, Rousseau speaks of "a universal justice 
emanating from reason alone ." But if only the just man observes jus
tice, he will be hurt by those who do not, so conventions and laws are 
needed "to join rights to duties.'136 In translating this passage, Chomin's 
choices are interesting: "reason" is rendered as ryochi (the liang zhi 
of Mencius and Zhu Xi) and "a universal justice" as ichiri (literally, 
"a unitary principle"). Rousseau's "rights" and "duties" are respectively 
translated as ri flj (more commonly used for "interests") and gi R (usually 
translated as "justice" or "righteousness"). Chomin deploys the concep
tual apparatus of Neo-Confucianism to good effect to understand and 
express Rousseau's thought. 

In the same chapter, Rousseau argues that laws are "acts of the 
general will" (volonte generale).37 This general will is the will of the people 
(or at least of adult males) expressed when, meeting in general assembly, 
they give their assent to legislation agreed to be binding and applicable 
to all. As the laws are fair and just, even if one attempts to use them to 
nmmP sPlf-intPrPst thPv will PVPntrnite in the i:renern l i:roocl. Here iustice 
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and interests coincide, and therefore the general will is always in the 
right. In short, the conscience innate to human beings is expressed as the 
general will and becomes law. Chomin translates "general will" as koshi 
or shilshi, explaining these terms as meaning "when the thoughts of the 
masses are in agreement," a phrase clearly based on this passage from 
Mencius: "The sages only apprehended before me that of which my mind 
approves along with other men. Therefore the principles of our nature 
and the determinations of righteousness are agreeable to my mind." 38 As 
we can see, Mencius, too, makes the link between a general agreement 
of will among men and the concepts of principle and righteousness (C. li 
and yi, J. ri and gi). 

Chomin staunchly believes in the fundamental compatibility of 
Rousseau and Mencius, seeing them as different expressions of the same 
universal reason and justice (or principle and righteousness).39 And who 
can say that he was completely mistaken? 

REASON AND JUSTICE IN POLITICS 

What, specifically, constitutes the reason and justice to be made manifest 
through politics? Not benevolent government or the Five Relations: here 
Chomin parts company with mainstream Neo-Confucians. 

Equality is the great Way of heaven and earth. It is the true principle of 

human affairs.40 

Popular rights is the ultimate principle, liberty and equality the great 

moral truth. Anyone who opposes these principles and truths cannot 

in the end escape their retribution; a hundred imperialisms cannot 

in the end destroy them. Reverence is due the sovereign, but it is 

through his honoring these principles and truths that such reverence 

is maintained.41 

People's rights, liberty, equality: these Chomin equates with reason 
and justice. Moreover, in his understanding, "these principles were discov
ered long ago in China by Mencius and Liu Zongyuan; they are not the 
monopoly of the West."42 Liu Zongyuan (773-819) argued, for example, 
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that officials were "employed" by the people and given posts in order to 
serve them.43 Chomin likewise states that "the government is like a hired 
hand, and we the people are like the employer."44 

With regard to the concept of liberty, Chomin writes, 

Liberti moral means a state in which my spirit and thoughts are abso

lutely unfettered and fully developed, with nothing left wanting. This is 

precisely what the ancients meant when they spoke of the vast and flow

ing energy connected with righteousness and the Way.45 

The capacity to unwaveringly do what is right, bound by neither the pas
sions nor any other restriction, is at once the "vast and fl.owing energy" 
alluded to by Mencius and Rousseau's liberte moral.46 

We might well question whether Mencius and Liu Zongyuan really 
had preached the principles of modern democratic government, and 
whether Mencius really had been a lover of liberty. But Chomin believed 
in a universal principle (ri), and therefore, whatever differences might 
exist, he interpreted what he considered the valid portions of their mes
sage as having expressed at least some of the greater truth concerning 
politics, linking them to the European thinkers he also revered. 

From the one principle that is unique within and beyond heaven and 

earth, such men as Locke, Rousseau, and Kant have derived and nur

tured the thinking that expands and grows with each passing year and 

that I love, believe in, depend upon.47 

Chomin's views on the nation are as follows: 

The individual is the maker, the nation what is made. Governments 

are created for the welfare of the individual, armed forces are created to 

protect the individual, railways are laid to transport the individual, and 

public schools are established to educate the individual. The individual 

is the purpose, and the nation the means.48 

Elsewhere, he says that "a country is a large corporation" -in other words 
an association of and for individuals.49 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

As to the constitution, a pressing topic at the time, Chomin believes, 

The constitution is none other than the articles of incorporation of the 

company we call Japan. 50 

What we call a constitution is when the people gather together to form 

a nation and cooperate in establishing rules and regulations in order to 

secure the foundations of their common welfare. 51 

A constitution is an expression of the social contract in which the details 
and conditions for the establishment of the sociopolitical order are spelled 
out. Without a constitution there is neither nation nor citizens. 

What makes a citizen a citizen is precisely that he can personally partici

pate in the creation of the constitution. The creation of a constitution 

is something in which each citizen should be able to involve himself by 

virtue of his sovereign rights to self-government and liberty. What right 

do one or two slavish ministers have to meddle in this?52 

Thus "all that is needed is for us thirty-five million compatriots to 
debate with one another, create a constitution, and use it to involve our
selves in the political process."53 However, with the failure of the Popular 
Rights Movement, the Constitution of the Empire ofJapan was in the end 
written by a handful of government bureaucrats and promulgated in the 
name of the emperor, not the people. This to Chomin was completely con
trary to the reason and justice that should undergird both the nation and 
the constitution. In 1890 (Meiji 23), with the first general election for the 
Imperial Diet impending, he published a newspaper editorial titled "The 
Greatest Duty of a Member of the House of Representatives": 

What is the greatest duty of a member of the House of Representatives? 

It is to declare his opinions with regard to the constitution. The consti

tution is the great trunk of the nation. It is its cornerstone. Only when 

a nation has such a trunk and cornerstone can it properly be called a 

nation, and its people properly be called a people . .. A constitution is 

something that must be established upon consultation and planning 

between the sovereign and the people, or the representatives of the peo

ple. Thus if the Diet is not given the right to subject the constitution to an 
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that might arise, then this national assembly is without foundation ... 

The representatives should together petition for the emperor to allow 

them to examine the constitution in the Diet and, having respectfully 

received his majesty's permission to do so, should set about actually sug

gesting revisions. To adopt such a procedure is not in the slightest sense a 

violation of the constitution, and there can almost certainly be no doubt 

that the utmost sincerity of the members of the Diet would be conveyed 

to his august majesty and receive his kind consideration.54 

In short, Chomin believed that although it was too late to change the 
fact that the constitution had been established in the name of the emperor, 
the first session of the Diet still could subject the document to thorough 
examination and petition the throne for revisions. This was in fact not an 
impossibility, as article 73 of the constitution stated, "When it has become 
necessary in future to amend the provisions of the present Constitution, a 
project to that effect shall be submitted to the Imperial Diet by Imperial 
Order."55 Though the constitution had been "bestowed" by the sovereign 
rather than deliberated by a popularly elected constitutional convention, 
revisions could be passed by the Diet. What Chomin was suggesting the 
Diet do, therefore, was to ask for an imperial order to consider amendments, 
so as to lawfully and effectively arrive at a constitution that carried the 
imprimatur of the representatives of the people. By so doing, he argued, 
they could make the document a de facto social contract of the people, 
and make the nation a true nation-a nation of citizens. 

On 17 February 1891, the officials of the Liberal Party (Jiyuto) met 
to determine the party's platform. Chomin, as one of the participants, 
oversaw the inclusion of an article that called for a Diet petition for a 
constitutional review. But the Tokyo metropolitan police intervened, and 
the article had to be stricken from the platform. Of course no constitu
tional review took place during the first session of the Imperial Diet, and 
Chomin soon tendered his resignation from that body. 

Chomin characterizes a national assembly as "the general meeting 
of the nation's shareholders."56 It is "a meeting place for the will of us, 
the Japanese people," and "a place of safekeeping for the opinions of the 
people." 5 7 With regard to the representatives, the assembly is "an auction 
house of public opinion, where the members of each party bid against one 
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envisions not merely as a contest for popular support, but as a process for 
discovering truth. 

The marvel of constitutional government is that it gathers the overtones 

of self-interest from the people, and finds a way to broadcast the under

tones of public-spiritedness that lie latent and concealed within them. 59 

In any matter there is only a single truth, but it is often difficult to imme

diately discover. This is why truth sometimes seems to gradually raise its 

head and show itself to the people from amidst the competition, rivalry, 

debate, and inquiry among the various parties and factions, from A to Z .60 

The national assembly is the venue for the debate to discover and real
ize the unitary truth of reason and justice. When people obey laws that 
are the concrete expression of this truth, they are freely doing what is right. 

When an announcement of a new law or tax makes the rounds, since it 

is as if the people had established the law or tax themselves, there is no 

reason to become even slightly angered by it-a far different situation 

from being pushed around at the whim of government officials.61 

Moreover, if there is but one truth, then there is no absolute need for mul
tiple political parties representing different schools of thinking. 

Once political ideals, great and small, have been clarified, and every

one is of like mind and has moral and ethical confidence in one 

another, it may still be possible that someday this Japan of ours shall see 

the founding of a magnificent single Great Japan Party.62 

In other words, Chomin was no John Stuart Mill, and no Fukuzawa 
Yukichi. His passionate belief in reason and justice did not necessarily 
entail an affinity for diversity of opinion or perspective. Instead, it some
times prompted him to voice comments idealizing dominance by a single 
faction embodying truth. 

THINKING FOR ONESELF 

Chomin was a repeated failure in the political arena. Moreover, his views 
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likely due to the difficulty of navigating between the demands of reason, 
justice, and ideals on the one hand and of international power politics on 
the other. 

In his newspaper editorials Chomin referred repeatedly to the terror 
and chaos of the French Revolution. Warning the government that forc
ible attempts to halt the march of historical progress could give birth to 
similar turmoil, he pressed its leaders for concessions-to no avail. He did 
not get the constitution he had hoped for, and his argument for exam
ining and revising the document in the newly configured Diet was also 
swept aside. He coined the terms "official parties" (rito) and "popular par
ties" (minto) and patiently called for solidarity among the latter, but did 
not succeed in ending their internecine squabbling. 

Eventually the government (still dominated by cliques of men from 
the domains that had overthrown the shogunate) and the popular parties 
reached an accommodation of sorts, using and being used by one another 
and gradually becoming as one. In 1900 (Meiji 33), three decades after 
the fall of the shogunate, the remnants of the old Liberal Party banded 
together under the leadership of the arch-bureaucrat Ito Hirobumi to 
form the Rikken Seiyukai (Friends of Constitutional Government) and 
make Ito the first Japanese prime minister to head a party-backed cabinet. 
But for Chomin this was not a realization of the dream of party politics. It 
was a clear sign of the degeneration of the political parties resulting from 
their intemperate pursuit of power and petty interests.63 

Despite his many failures, and his confrontation of bitter realities, 
Chomin did not think himself to be mistaken. In the light of reason and 
justice, it was reality itself that was wrong. 

When I say this, today's vulgar politicians will no doubt smugly call it 

stale old popular-rights rhetoric from fifteen years ago. They will say 

that today, when the Western powers are eagerly practicing imperial

ism, to still fly the banner of popular rights is to cling to an outmoded 

theory that no longer has any currency in world affairs. Well, yes, this 

is popular-rights rhetoric. But while it may be stale as theory, in terms 

of practice it remains fresh. This clear and obvious theory has been 

practiced among the Western powers for decades or centuries, so among 

those nations it may have gone completely stale. However, in our coun-
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nipped and crushed by the domanial cliques and elder statesmen and 

self-serving politicians. Since it was snuffed out at the theoretical stage, 

though as rhetoric it may sound very stale, as practice it is fresh. 64 

But it was not only because of cliques and self-serving politicians that 
such a clear and self-evident truth failed to find acceptance in Japan. The 
people themselves, Chomin thought, were not willing to think things 
through rigorously and completely, were too prone to cynically shrugging 
their shoulders, declaring "that's the way of the world," and capitulating 
to the status quo. The responsibility lay squarely with the Japanese peo
ple, with the "apathy of our citizens." 

Our compatriots are bright about their interests and dim regarding 

reason and justice; they are fond of following and dislike thinking. 

Precisely because they so dislike thinking, they abandoned the most 

self-evident truth under heaven without demur, passively accepting the 

feudal system for centuries, acceding to the dominance of the warriors, 

and failing even to protest such tyranny as a samurai killing a com

moner for offending him. The people simply sit there, unreflective; and 

not being fond of thought, they are often superficial in their actions and 

incapable of penetrating to sufficient depths. What we need in future is 

more great men who are not of the heroic variety but instead of a more 

philosophic bent.65 

Hence Chomin continued to pursue philosophy. His final work, 
Zoku Ichinen yu han, was an effort to construct a philosophical system-a 
response to his own lament that "Our Japan, from antiquity down to the 
present, has never had philosophy." 66 Of course, as it is hoped those who 
have read thus far will agree, it is unfair to claim that Japan has never had 
philosophy. Yet Chomin's assertion that in order to achieve just politics 
and a good society it is sometimes essential to think beyond our immedi
ate interests still rings true. 

Nakae Chomin, like Fukuzawa Yukichi, died in 1901, three centuries 
after the 1600 battle of Sekigahara that initiated the Tokugawa regime. 
Did the twentieth century that commenced in that year see the realiza
tion of Chomin's project? Will the twenty-first? It would no doubt take 
nn~~l,=r J...~~], ~~ nrlrlr=cc ~l,=r= ~"=c~;~nc 



Afterword 

I n writing this book, I wanted to provide the interested but nonspecial
ist reader with a survey of Japanese political thought from the seven

teenth through the nineteenth centuries. These three centuries constitute 
a fascinating and well-defined period in which political thought charted 
its own distinctive course in Japan from a core of Confucian principles. 

The book assumes no prior background in Japanese intellectual his
tory. Accordingly it includes chapters on Confucianism and Zhu Xi Neo
Confucianism in China, both of which served as the foundation for the 
unfolding of Japanese thought throughout the Tokugawa and early Meiji 
periods. I have striven to demonstrate that far from being mere reposi
tories of empty abstractions and outdated sermonizing, these Chinese 
teachings are indeed coherent and deeply engaging. 

While I tried my best to keep the book from burgeoning into a thick 
and unwieldy tome, I had no intention of satisfying myself with a text
book-like summary that touches on everything with but tedious superfi
ciality. As a result, I have been forced to omit a number of topics that I 
would have liked to address, including Hirata Atsutane and his followers; 
the Freedom and Popular Rights Movement; the redefinition of gender 
and sexuality in the Meiji period; and perspectives on the international 
order in Meiji Japan. I hope readers will kindly understand that these 
omissions, though not desired, were unavoidable. 

The majority of the material for this book was originally developed in 
the course of my lectures on Japanese political thought for undergradu
ates at the University of Tokyo. My students - outstanding young minds 
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from Japan and the world-were always enthusiastic, asking perceptive 
questions and responding to my own questions in return. They motivated 
me to find materials that would stimulate them to think deeply about 
politics, Japan, and related issues; to have had the opportunity to work 
with such excellent students for so many years has been the joy of my life. 
In short, this book could not have been completed without these bright 
and dedicated students, and I give them my heartfelt thanks. 

Finally, I am most grateful to my editor at University of Tokyo Press, 
Saito Mishio, for her patience during the writing of the book, and for 
her consideration and hard work in seeing the manuscript through the 
publishing process. 

Watanabe Hiroshi 
December 2009 
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CHRONOLOGY 

Chronology JAPAN 

Late 7th century 
Nippon (Japan) becomes established as the name of a kingdom or 
country. 

700 

794 

1007 

1185 

1333 

1336 

1392 

1467 

1543 

1573 

1582 

1598 

1600 

1639 

1853 

1867 

The ritsuryo system of government is established, modeled on the 
institutions of Tang-dynasty China. 

The imperial palace is moved to Kyoto (which will remain the 
imperial capital until 1868). 

Approximate date of completion of Murasaki Shikibu's Genji 
monogatari (Tale of Genji). 

Minamoto no Yoritomo establishes a military government at 
Kamakura, coexisting with the imperial government in Kyoto. 

Collapse of the Kamakura shogunate. 

Ashikaga Takauji establishes a military government in Kyoto. He 
sets up nis own candidate as emperor, initiating a schism in the 
imperial house (Northern and Southern Courts). 

The imperial house is reunified . 

The entire country is plunged into internal warfare (which does 
not reach a final resolution until 1615). 

The Portuguese first reach the Japanese islands, bringing with 
them firearms. 

Collapse of the Ashikaga shogunate. 

Assassination of Oda Nobunaga. 

Death ofToyotomi Hideyoshi. 

Tokugawa Ieyasu achieves hegemony over almost all of Japan. 

The system of "national seclusion" (sakoku) is fully implemented. 

A squadron of United States Navy vessels, including two steam
ships, arrives in Edo Bay. 

Collapse of the Tokugawa shogunate. 

1868 Establishment of new imperial government; Edo is renamed 
Tokyo (Eastern Capital). 

1889 Promulgation of the Constitution of the Empire of Japan (Meiji 
Constitution). 

1890 First popularly elected national assembly is convened. 
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CHINA KOREA 

I 

I Xia dynasty, ca. 2100-1600 I 

I 
Shang (Yin) dynasty, ca. 1600-1050 

I Zhou dynasty, ca. 1046-256 

I 
Western Zhou, 1046-771 

I Eastern Zhou, 771-256 
Warring States, 475-221 

I Qin dynasty, 221-206 I 
Year 

I 
Han dynasty, 206 BCE-220 CE 

BCE Western (Former) Han, 206 BCE- I 
CE 9CE Three Kin\doms (Silla, Ko!tryo, I Eastern (Later) Han, 25-220 CE I Pae The), ca. 50 BC -668 CE 

I I 
500 Six Dynasties, 220-589 

I 
Sui dynasty, 581-618 

I 
Silla Dynasty, 668-936 

700 
I Tang dynasty, 618-906 I 

I Ten Kingdoms and Five Dynasties, 
906-960 I Koryo Dynasty, 918-1392 

1000 I Song dynasty, 960-1279 I 
Northern Song, 960-1127 

' 1200 I 
Southern Song, 1127-1279 I 

I Yuan dynasty (Mongols), 1279-1368 I 
Mongol domination, 1231-1336 

. 1300 

I Ming dynasty, 1368-1644 I 
1500 I Choson (Yi) Dynasty, 1392-1910 

I 
1600 I Qing dynasty (Manchu), 1644-1912 I 

1800 I I 

I I 
Korean Empire, 1897-1910 

1900 I Republic of China, 1912-1949 I Japanese colonial rule, 1910-1945 



Tokugawa Shoguns 

Name Term as shogun 

1. Ieyasu 1603 (Keicho 8)-1605 (Keicho 10)* 

2. Hidetada 1605 (Keicho 10)-1623 (Genna 9)* 

3. Iemitsu 1623 (Genna 9)-1651 (Keian 4) 

4. Ietsuna 1651 (Keian 4)-1680 (Enpo 8) 

5. Tsunayoshi 1689 (Enpo 8)- 1709 (Hoei 6) 

6. Ienobu 1709 (Hoei 6)- 1712 (Shotoku 2) 

7. Ietsugu 1713 (Shotoku 3)- 1716 (Kyoho 1) 

8. Yoshimune 1716 (Kyoho 1)-1745 (Enkyo 2)* 

9. Ieshige 1745 (Enkyo 2)-1760 (Horeki 10)* 

10. Ieharu 1760 (Horeki 10)- 1786 (Tenmei 6) 

11. Ienari 1787 (Tenmei 7)- 1837 (Tenpo 8)* 

12. Ieyoshi 1837 (Tenpo 8)-1853 (Kaei 6) 

13. Iesada 1853 (Kaei 6)-1858 (Ansei 5) 

14. Iemochi 1858 (Ansei 5)- 1866 (Keio 2) 

15. Yoshino bu 1866 (Keio 2)-1867 (Keio 3)* 

• year of abdication; others, year of death 
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Provinces of pre-Meiji f apan 
Provinces 

Aki 48 Ise 33 Owari 31 
Awa 42 Iwaki 6 Rikuchu 2 
Awa (Boshu) 13 Iwami 60 Rikuzen 4 
Awaji 41 Iwashiro 7 Sagami 14 
Bingo 50 Iyo 44 Sanuki 45 
Bitchu 49 Izu 28 Satsuma 68 
Bizen 51 Izumi 37 Settsu (Sesshu) 40 
Bungo 63 Izumo 59 Shima 34 
Buzen 62 Kaga 19 Shimosa 11 
Chikugo 64 Kai 26 Shimotsuke 9 
Chikuzen 61 Kazusa 12 Shinano (Shinshu) 25 
Echigo 16 Kawachi 38 Suo 46 
Echizen 20 Kii (Kishu) 35 Suruga 27 
Etchu 18 Kozuke 10 Tajima 56 
Harima 52 Mikawa 30 Tanba 55 
Hida 24 Mimasaka 53 Tango 54 
Higo 66 Mino 23 Tosa 43 
Hitachi 8 Musashi 15 Totomi 29 
Hizen 65 Mutsu 1 Wakasa 21 
Hoki 58 Nagata 47 Ugo 3 
Hyuga 67 Noto 17 Uzen 5 
Iga 32 Omi 22 Yamashiro 39 
Inaba 57 Osumi 69 Yamato 36 
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Note: In the early Tokugawa period the northeast (Tohoku) was divided into 
only two provinces, rather than the seven shown here, Mutsu included 
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Notes 

In citing works in the notes, short titles have generally been used . For full information 

on each source, see the bibliography. Uncredited translations are by David Noble. 

PREFACE 
AN INVITATION TO THIS BOOK 

1. Lev Il'ich Mechnikov, Bomei Roshiajin no mita Meiji !shin, 16. Mechnikov 
resided in Tokyo from 1874 (Meiji 7) to the following year. 

2. Georges Bousquet, Le Japan de nos jours et les echelles de !'extreme Orient, 
53-54. 

3. The Complete Journal o{Townsend Harris, 435. 
4. The description of ibises may be found in Rutherford Alcock, The Capital 

of the Tycoon, vol. 1: 131; mention of the cranes, in Matsura Seizan, Kasshi 
yawa zokuhen, book 33. 

5. Sekiyama Naotaro, Kinsei Nihon no jink/5 koz/5, 312; Kito Hiroshi, Bunmei to 
shite no Edo shisutemu, 96. 

6. Kodama Kota, Kinsei nomin seikatsushi, 3, 180-82. A traveler in 1788 
reported that in Tsuruoka, the castle town of the Sakata domain, "eight out 
of ten houses had only dirt floors ." Furukawa Koshoken, Toyii zakki, 61. 

7. Kito, Bunmei, 81-95. 
8. For example, Paul Bonnetain, in an essay entitled "Meiji Japon, 1886," 

wrote that the average height of a Japanese male was between 150 and 155 
centimeters (or about five feet). Bonnetain, "Meiji Japon, 1886," 106. 

9. Ranald MacDonald, 250. 
10. For example, a Prussian naval officer who arrived in Japan in 1860 wrote, 

"We are astonished by the fact that in Japan housemaids spend their free 
time writing letters to their dear friends, and even ragged manual laborers 
are able to read and write . From what we have observed of popular edu
cation, only about one percent of the total population is illiterate in the 
sense of being completely unable to read or write. What other country in 
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the world could boast of this?" Reinhold Werner, Erube-go kancho baku
matsuki, 90. By way of comparison, the literacy rate in Europe in 1850, with 
the Industrial Revolution already well underway, was at the most 50 to 55 
percent; in Tsarist Russia it was 5 to 10 percent. Carlo M . Cipolla, Literacy 
and Development in the West. 

11. Alcock, Capital of the Tycoon, vol. 2: 301. 

12. Furukawa Koshoken, Toya zakki, 15, 41, 88. 

13. As Ando Shoeki did in 1753 with his Shizen shin'eido (see chapter 11). 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF THE MIDDLE KINGDOM: CONFUCIANISM 

1. There is some discrepancy, even in contemporary usage, between the charac
ter used "nature" and the Sino-Japanese term shizen. For present purposes, 
however, we shall treat them as more or less equivalent. 

2. Trans. James Legge, Shufing, "The Great Declaration I" 3. The character 
used here for "most highly endowed" (C. ling, J. rei) appears in the Chinese 
and Japanese translations of the zoological term "primates" (C . lingzhang mu, 
J. reichorui) to convey the sense of primacy suggested by the original Latin. 

3. See Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct. 
4. Similarly, article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted 

by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 10 December 1948 
reads, "All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. 
They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one 
another in a spirit of brotherhood." Certainly this cannot be considered 
completely naive or idealistic. 

5. Trans. James Legge, Lifi, "Quli I" 1.21. 

6. Because of this, "to seek a path where there is none" or " to blaze one's 
own trail" are fundamental deviations from humanity, and fundamentally 
wrong. Confucians did not believe there is anything particularly good 
or desirable in the idea of each individual discovering, embracing, and 
enhancing his or her unique individuality. Confucians did not say, "I want 
to find myself." We all know what the results were when Hitler, for instance, 
got in touch with himself. 

7. It is interesting to note that the original etymology of sharia, or Islamic law, 
was a word meaning "path to a water source." Otsuka Kazuo et al., Iwanami 
Isuramu fiten, 466. 

8. This differs, however, from what the Beatles had in mind when they sang 
"All You Need Is Love" in 1967. The model for the love the Beatles sang of 
was the romantic and sexual love between man and woman; the Confucian 
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model for love, as suggested by the Five Relations, was the love between 
parent and child. 

9. Rule is seen as necessary-and not merely a necessary evil. In this sense, 
Confucianism is not liberalism. Wholesale rejection of authority would seem 
to Confucians irresponsible and reckless. Unusually skillful rule may produce 
government that becomes almost effortless in its workings, but civilization in 
the absence of political and governmental authority would be unthinkable. 

10. Trans. Legge, Liji, "Quli II" 1.1. 
11. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Bunmeiron no gairyaku (1875), chapter 12. See trans

lation in David A. Dilworth and G. Cameron Hurst III, An Outline of a 
Theory of Civilization. 

12. There is a distant echo of this concept of virtuous rule in the language that 
Japanese politicians, officials, and corporate leaders use in making formal 
apologies, watakushi no futoku no itasu tokoro (lit., "this is a consequence 
of my lack of virtue"). Which is why the same phrase would sound comic if 
uttered by, for instance, a car thief. 

13. This may sound a rather far-fetched and unpersuasive notion. Yet can we 
deny some type of correlation between music and our psychic states? If we 
steep ourselves in "lewd" music on a daily basis, are we likely to develop 
a refined and elevated character? If resentful, angry songs are popular, 
doesn't this suggest something is wrong with society at large? Confucians, 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
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3. There was, however, a difference in the style of sorobun used by men and 
women. 

4. See Haneda Masashi, Higashi Inda Gaisha to Ajia no umi. 
5. For a partial English translation of the portion of Wei zhi dealing with 

Japan, see Ryusaku Tsunoda and L. Carrington Goodrich, "History of the 
Kingdom of Wei." 

6. Kumazawa Banzan, Yakaiki. 
7. Sato Naokata, Chugoku ronshu. 
8. Amenomori Hoshu, Tawaregusa. 
9. Trans. James Legge, Confucian Analects 8.1. 

10. Motoori Norinaga, Kenkyojin (1785). It might be noted that there was a sim
ilar legend in Korea that the Viscount of Ji (praised by Confucius as one of 
the "three men of virtue" of the Yin dynasty; see Legge, Analects 18.1.2) was 
the founder of the Korean nation . 

11. Yamaga Soko, Chucho jijitsu. 
12. Asami Keisai, Chugoku ben. 



NOTES TO PAGES 281-286 471 

13. Ibid. 

14. Gian monogatari (ca. 1624-44). 
15. Kumazawa Banzan, Shugi washo. 
16. Yamaga Soko, Haisho zanpitsu. 
17. Katsube Seigyo, Senta zuihitsu. 
18. Hattori Taiho, Hodo kojitsu, cited in Nakano Mitsutoshi, "Hattori Busho to 

Shin Tokyo hanjoki," 416. 
19. Hirata Atsutane, Koda taii. 
20. Shionoya Toin, "Shohei-sen o miru no ki," in Toin sonko (1870), book 7. 
21. Nishi Amane, "Yoji o motte kokugo o shosuru no ron." Trans. William 

Reynolds Braisted, "Writing Japanese with the Western Alphabet," in Meiroku 
Zasshi, 6. 

22. Nishikawa Joken, Nihon suidoko. 
23. Kumazawa Banzan, Shugi washo. 
24. Tada Nanrei, Nanrei iko (1757). 
25. Trans. Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, Anti-Foreignism and Western Learning, 

149. 
26. Fujii Ransai, Kansai hikki (1715). 
27. Arai Hakuseki, Oritaku shiba no ki (ca. 1716-25). Trans. Joyce Ackroyd, Told 

Round a Brushwood Fire, 245. 
28. Nishikawa Joken, Chanin bukuro. 
29. Ibid. 

30. Baba Bunko, Seken ohatamoto katagi (1754). 
31. Asukagawa (1652). 
32. Kaiho Seiryo, Keikodan (ca. 1811-17). 
33. Hori Keizan, Fujingen. 
34. Nakamura Mototsune, Shoburon (1843). 
35. National Learning scholar Yashiro Hirokata (1758-1841), quoted in Matsura 

Seizan, Kasshi yawa, book 96. 
36. Trans. Legge, Analects 6.16. 
37. Ogyu Sorai, Benmei (ca. 1720-21), "Nao." 

38. Tominaga Nakamoto, Shutsujo gogo. 
39. Trans. Legge, Analects 8.2.1 and 17.8.3. 
40. Kusakabe lgaku, Kokon kibun (ca. 1822-35). 
41. Yamashita Kanai, "Josho" (1721). 
42. Amenomori Hoshu, Tawaregusa. 



472 NOTES TO PAGES 286-295 

43. Sakuma Taika, Wakan meiben (1778). 

44. Likewise, belief in the supremacy of their substance and martial virtues was 
an important aspect of the self-definition of the Manchu rulers of the Qing 
dynasty as they worked to preserve their dominance over the numerically 
superior Han Chinese population. See Philip A. Kuhn, Soulstealers, and 
Hirano Satoshi, Shin teikoku to Chibetto mondai. 

45. See Sato Hirao, Shinkoku Nippon . 
46. Konchiin Suclen, "Hai Kirishitan no fumi." Trans. J. S. A. Elisonas, "Statement 

on the Expulsion of the Bateren," 172-73. The second sentence is a reference 
to the Yijing, "Xici zhuan." 

47. Fukansai Fabian, Ha Deusu. Trans. Esther Lowell Hibbard, "Refutation of 
Deus," 134. 

48. Okubo Tadataka, Mikawa monogatari (1622). 
49. Tojinsha, Tosei denju guruma (1737). 
50. Sato Naokata, Chugoku ronshu. 
51. Kitabatake Chikafusa, Jinno shotoki. Trans. H. Paul Varley, A Chronicle of 

Gods and Sovereigns, 49. 
52. The term shinshu (C. shenzhou) appears in Sima Qian's Shiji (Records of 

the Historian) as another name for China, but the activists were using it to 
mean "land of the gods" (shinkoku), or Japan. 

53. Nishikawa Joken, Nihon suidoko. 
54. Honda Toshiaki, Keisei hisaku. 
55. Letter from Tokugawa Nariaki to Abe Masahiro, Koka 3.7.13 (1846), in 

Tokugawa Nariaki, Shin Ise monogatari. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

SEXUALI1Y AND THE SOCIAL ORDER 

1. Trans. James Legge, Liji, "Jiao tesheng" 3.9. 
2. Governing, classic "exterior" work, was thus a masculine preserve. Women, 

if they were virtuous, remained "inside." The idea of a woman ever becom
ing an emperor, or minister was seen as self-contradictory, as those positions 
were supposed to be exemplars of virtue for the entire human race. 

3. The situation in the court of the Qing emperors, where the palace women 
were essentially young ladies-in-waiting, was considerably different. 

4. Onna jingi monogatari (1736). 

5. Yamagata Banta, Yume no shiro. 
6. Hai{u yanae.idaru. book 88 

• 



NOTES TO PAGES 295-301 473 

7. Mizuno Tamenaga, Yoshino sasshi. 
8. Carl Peter Thunberg, Japan Extolled and Decried, 100. 
9. Onna kuku no koe (1787). 

10. According to Moriya Takeshi in Genroku bunka: Yugei, akusho, shibai, 
83-86, the terms akusho, iro (eros), and ukiyo (floating world) were fre
quently used more or less interchangeably to form compounds with other 
words, and there was considerable mutual overlap in connotation among 
them. 

11. Heinrich Schliemann, La Chine et le Japan au temps present, 169. 
12. Nakai Chikuzan, Sabo kigen (1789). 
13. Timon Screech, Sex and the Floating World. 

14. Buyo lnshi, Seii kenmonroku (1816). 
15. Matsura Seizan, Kasshi yawa, book 47. 
16. Matsura Seizan, Kasshi yawa zokuhen, book 88. 
17. According to Buyo lnshi in Seii kenmonroku, cases of adultery "were rarely 

brought to trial, for if they were, both the plaintiff and the defendant stood 
to be humiliated in court in various ways, and since the judgment was 
unlikely to be clearly black and white, a man was unlikely to press charges 
even if his reputation might be at stake." See also Mega Atsuko, Hankacho 
no naka no onnatachi; Ujiie Mikito, Fugi mittsil. 

18. "Light banishment" (keitsuiho) meant being forbidden from coming within 
ten ri (approximately twenty-five miles) of the city of Edo and other loca
tions including the offender's place of residence, the scene of the crime, 
Kyoto, Osaka, the Tokaido highway, and Nikko. See Meiji Daigaku Keiji 
Hakubutsukan, "Keiji hakubutsu kenkyu 2." 

19. Matthew H. Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society in Late Imperial China, 69. 
20. Mizuno Takusai, Yoioben (1841), cited in Tatsukawa Shoji, Eda oi no bunka, 

72. 

21. Takagi Tadashi, Mikudarihan: Eda no rikon to ioseitachi, 102; Takagi 
Tadashi, Mikudarihan to enkiridera, 109. 

22. Takagi, Mikudarihan: Eda no rikon, 29. A chart on page 36 of Heisei 21-nen 
Wagakuni no iinko dotai compiled by the Ministry of Health, Labour and 
Welfare Statistics and Information Department gives the following divorce 
rates for each country per 1,000 people in 2006 or 2007: United States, 3.6; 
France, 2.3; Germany, 2.3; Japan, 2.02. 

23. Wakita Osamu, "Bakuhan taisei to josei," 23-28; Asakura Yuko, "Buke josei 
no kon'in ni kansuru tokeiteki kenkyu, shiron," 49-74. 

24. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, "Women and the Family," 292. 
,C: C'--•--n J,; Unnh;,;; C'Z..,.onn ~n ;o/,;~,.n /1Q44\ 



474 NOTES TO PAGES 301-309 

26. Samukawa Masachika, Shison kagami (1673); Tada Nanrei, Kyokun waga-
mama sodachi (1750). 

27. Onna jingi monogatari. 
28. Ominaeshi monogatari (1661). 
29. Asai Ryoi, Honcho jokan (1661). 
30. Soken-5, Bungen tama no ishizue (1771). 
31. Ibid. 

32. Da Qing luli, "Household Law: Marriage," article 394. 
33. The same sentence appears in Onna jitsugokyo misao kagami (1850). 
34. Teisetsu kyokun onna shikimoku. 
35. Buyo Inshi, Seji kenmonroku. 
36. Asai Ryoi, Edo meishoki (1663). 
37. As any reader of the novels of Jane Austen (1775-1817) knows, at the begin

ning of the nineteenth century in England as well, the ability to play the 
piano, sing, paint pictures, and so forth was considered to be an important 
aspect of the attractiveness of an upper-class woman. But the "arts" demanded 
of women in Tokugawa Japan were considerably broader and less determined 
by social class. 

38. Matsura Seizan, Kasshi yawa sanpen, book 57. 
39. Wu Cuncun, Homoerotic Sensibilities in Late Imperial China, chapter 4; 

Bret Hinsch, Passions of the Cut Sleeve; Sommer, Sex, Law, and Society. 
40. Ujiie Mikito, Edo no seifii.zoku, 142-43, also touches on this point. 

41. This forms an exact counterpart to the ideal of love between women that 
is shaped, not in "the image of mannishness," but as "the gentle, nurturing 
epitome of femaleness." Lillian Faderman, Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers, 57. 

42. Nanshoku yamaji no tsuyu (after 1735). Similarly, in Ejima Kiseki's Seken 
musuko katagi (1715), a townsman who is a great fan of sumo wrestling and 
proud of his own physical strength announces, "Sleeping with women saps the 
power of your virility and you can't wrestle well. By the deities of Atago and 
Hakusan, I'll have nothing to do with women, even if my body should burn." 

43. Details of these courtship procedures may be found in the illustrated popu
lar literature of the period, such as Saiseiki (1657). 

44. See, for example, Gary P. Leupp, Male Colors, 49, 203; Ujiie Mikito, 
Bushido to erosu; Ujiie Mikito, Eda no seifii.zoku, 138-41. 

45. "Even if one studies waka poetry and attains some skill at it, there is no 
way one may surpass the members of the court nobility." Dazai Shundai, 
Dokugo (n.d.) "The world seems to think that as far as poetry is concerned, 
no one can compose it as well as members of the imperial court." Motoori 
Norinai;ra. Ashiwakt:i nh11nP. (r::i l7SQ) 

... 



NOTES TO PAGES 310-317 475 

46. Tada Nanrei, Seken hahaoya katagi; Shikitei Sanba, Ryuhatsu shinwa ukiyo
doko shohen. 

47. Mitamura Engyo, Eda no kagai, 266; Nakano Setsuko, Kangaeru onnatachi, 
99-100. 

48. Ejima Kiseki, Fi1ryi1 kyoku;amisen (1706). 
49. Asai Ryoi, Eda meislwki. 

50. Ominaeshi monogatari. 
51. Asai Ryoi, Honcho iokan. 
52. Ota Kinjo, Gosa manpitsu (1823). 
53. "From the old days of the founding of the country onwards, there was not 

a daimyo in the land who did not have five or ten fancy-boys, and many 
hatamoto had such companions as well, but at some point this ceased to be 
the thing to do, no doubt because sex with women became so rampant." 
Matsuzaki Kaman, Mada no susami (1724). See also Leupp, Male Colors, 
77, 167; Ujiie, Bushido to erosu, 166-79. 

54. "In Yoshiwara I The way of the warrior I Does not win the field," runs one 
contemporary satirical verse. Haifi1 yanagidaru, book 11. 

55. Inoue Kinga, Byokan chogo (ca. 1781-89). 
56. Buyo lnshi, Seii kenmonroku. 
57. In 1788, Matsudaira Sadanobu, serving as senior councillor to shogun 

lenari, declared to his young lord that "Your majesty has been entrusted 
with the more than sixty provinces of this country by the imperial court." 
Matsudaira Sadanobu, "Okokoroe no kajo." See also Fujita Satoru, Kinsei 
seiiishi to tenno. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

PERCEPTIONS OF THE WESTERN WORLD: A RADICAL SHIFT 

1. Ikeda Sadatsune, Omoidegusa (ca. 1832), "Tojin to shosuru koto." 

2. Kawamura Hirotada, Kinsei Nihon no sekaizo, 213. 

3. Aizawa Seishisai, Shinron. Trans. Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, Antiforeignism 
and Western Learning, 200-1. 

4. Motoori Norinaga, Tomonroku (1777). 

5. Tokugawa Nariaki, daimyo ofMito, once wrote, "While in Japan [Christianity] 
is a heretical creed, in their countries it seems to be a boundless and deep 
source of teachings on morality and government." Letter to Anegakoji, elder 
of the Great Interior (the women's quarters in Edo Castle), Koka 3.8.1 (1846), 
in Tokugawa Nariaki, Shin Ise monogatari. 

6. Nakajima Hirotari, Doii mondo. 



7. Otsuki Gentaku, Rangaku kaitei (1788). 
8. Sugita Genpaku, Rangaku kotoha;irne. 
9. Of course, not everyone was impressed: during the Bunsei era (1818-30), 

the recently retired shogunal senior councillor Matsudaira Sadanobu wrote, 
"Looked at Japanese translations of some barbarian books, but they go into 
great detail about things that seem useless, while being spotty about things 
that are crucial. In general, they appear to be full of quite useless stuff." 
Matsudaira Sadanobu, Kagetsu si5shi. 

10. This view continued into the Meiji period, as evidenced by the first volume 
(1871) of Kanagaki Robun's satirical novel Aguranabe (Sitting around the 
Sukiyaki Pot), which says, "Those countries over there tend to do everything 
according to scientific principles, which is how they've come up with all 
these amazing things like steamships and steam locomotives and so forth." 

11. As noted previously, the ri in kyuri is the root of many of the words used in 
present-day Japanese to refer to the sciences: rika and rigaku (both meaning 
"science"), butsurigaku (physics), seirigaku (physiology), shinrigaku (psychol
ogy), and so on. 

12. Maeno Ryotaku, Kanrei higen; Otsuki Gentaku, Rangaku kaitei. It is worth 
noting, however, that in Sairan igen (ca. 1715), his introduction to world 
geography from the perspective of the Western world, Arai Hakuseki antici
pated this usage by half a century or more. 

13. Sakuma Shozan, "Haruma shuppan ni kansuru hanshu ate josho." 

14. Choei's source was a Dutch translation of Grundzuge der Taktik der drei 
Waffen (1833) by the Prussian Heinrich von Brandt. Sanpei refers to infantry, 
cavalry, and artillery, and takuchiki is a Japanese transl iteration of the word 
taktiek. 

15. Takasugi Shinsaku, Yu Shin goroku. 
16. Ikeda Sadatsune, Ornoidegusa. 
17. Watanabe Kazan, Seiyo ;i;osho (first draft). 

18. Watanabe Kazan, Seiy/5 ;i;osho (second draft). 

19. Ibid. 

20. Shionoya Toin, "Rikugeiron V," in Toin sonko, suppl. book. 

21. Murata Ujihisa and Sasaki Chihiro, Zoku Sairnu ki;i, entry for Bunkyo 3.11 
(1863). 

22 . Watanabe Kazan, "Taiyaku negaigaki no ko." 

23. Watanabe Kazan, Gekizetsu wakurnon. 
24. Because Aleni had authored his work under his Chinese name, however, 

Choryo made the mistaken assumption that the Jesuit had been a Ming 
Chinese. 



477 

25. The other five conditions are (1) freedom of the people, (2) freedom of religion, 
(3) encouragement of technology and invention, (4) education, and (5) stable 
and trustworthy laws. 

26. Letter from Niijima Jo to Niijima Tamiji, 29 March 1867, in Niijima Jo no 
tegami. 

27. Trans. William Theodore de Bary, Waiting for the Dawn, 104. 
28. Xu's words of praise for George Washington were inscribed on a stone stele 

dated 1853 and sent to the United States, where it was incorporated into the 
Washington Monument. Fang Wen, "Youhuashengdun jinianta zhongwen 
shibei shuoqi," 321; Xiong Yuezhi, Xixue dongjian yu wan-Qing shehui, 252. 

29. Hashimoto Sanai, Seiyo jijosho. 
30. Tamamushi Sadayo., Ko Bei nichiroku. 
31. Trans. D. Y. Miyauchi, "Kokuze Sanron: Three Major Problems of State 

Policy," 168-69. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

THE OPENING OF JAPAN AS A PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION 

1. "Ikokujin ni gokokuho o satosareru sho" (Kansei 5.6.21 [1793]), in Hayashi 
Fukusai, Tsiiko ichiran, book 274. 

2. Matsudaira Sadanobu, Uge no hitokoto. 
3. Hayashi Fukusai, Tsiiko ichiran, book 282. 
4. See James Legge, Liji, "Quli I" 1.23. 

5. Today this seems a rather bizarre argument. However, it was used again at 
the time of Perry's expedition by Aizawa Seishisai in "Gassho.koku daitoryo 
ni kotauru sho," a letter to the U.S. president he drafted under orders from 
Tokugawa Nariaki, influential daimyo of the Mito branch family of the sho
gunate. The document rejects Perry's demands with these words: 

To conduct exchange is in itself quite a happy thing. Yet to receive 
a visit and then fail to reciprocate it runs counter to propriety. Our 
country does not value ocean travel and gives no thought to cross
ing the seas. Rather than being visited without visiting in return, we 
would prefer to neither visit nor be visited at all, for that would excite 
neither anger nor resentment. Is it not better for each to safeguard 
the place allotted by heaven and to follow heaven's will? 

6. Shiba Kokan, Shunparo hikki. 
7. Sugita Genpaku, Yaso dokugo. 
8. Watanabe Kazan, Shinkiron. 
9. Takano Choei, Bojutsu yumemonogatari. 



NOTES TO PAGES 338-345 

10. Matsura Seizan, Kasshi yawa sanpen, book 71. 
11. Koga Toan, Kaib6 okusoku. Hayashi Jussai (1768-1841), rector of the sho

gunal academy, was another voice that opposed a hostile response to ships 
attempting to return castaways to Japan, citing "humanity," "princely vir
tue," and "the protocol for receiving foreigners." Fujita Satoru, Kinsei koki 
seijishi to taigai kankei, 302-5. 

12. Tsurumine Shigenobu, Naimitsu mondoroku. 
13. This change in shogunal policy was not actually conveyed by the Dutch to 

the other Western nations until 1851. Matsukata Fuyuko, Oranda fii.setsugaki 
to kinsei Nihon. Tokugawa Nariaki commented sarcastically on the edict in a 
letter to shogunal senior councillor Abe Masahiro dated Koka 3.2.18 (1846), 
saying that "with all its talk about benevolent government and whatnot, it was 
quite the sanctimonious order." Tokugawa Nariaki, Shin ise monogatari. 

14. Shiota Jun'an, Kaibo igi furoku. 
15. Trans. D. C. Greene, "Correspondence between William II of Holland and 

the Shogun ofJapan," 112. 
16. Letter from Millard Fillmore, President of the United States of America, 

to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Japan, 13 November 1852, in W. 
G. Beasley, Select Documents on Japanese Foreign Policy, 99- 101. Although 
both Fillmore's and Perry's letters were addressed to the "emperor," they 
were intended for-and delivered to-the shogun in Edo. 

17. Letter from Commodore M. C. Perry to His Imperial Majesty the Emperor 
ofJapan, 7 July 1853, in Beasley, Select Documents, 101- 2. 

18. Bakumatsu gaikoku kankei monjo, vol. 2. 

19. Francis L. Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to 
the China Seas and Japan, vol. 1: 235. 

20. Ibid., 244. 
21. Maeda Nariyasu of Kaga (1811- 84). This and the following three quotes are 

from Bakumatsu gaikoku kankei monjo, vol. 2. 

22. Uesugi Narinori ofYonezawa (1820-89). 
23. Matsudaira Yoshinaga of Fukui ( 1828- 90). 
24. This is a reference to the 1842 relaxation of the standing order to fire on 

foreign ships mentioned above. 

25. Mizoguchi Naoaki of Shibata (1799- 1858). 
26. Saito Setsudo, Seiryo jigi. 
27. Bakumatsu gaikoku kankei monjo, vol. 2. 

28. Nakane Morotada, Sakumu kiji. 
29. The following account is based on records by the Japanese negotiators in 

Bakumatsu Paiknk11 krtnhii mnnin vnl lR Hc,rri<'< mun <11 mm-:,ru nt J,;e 



NOTES TO PAGE 345 479 

remarks in his journal, 485-86, which dates the meeting as taking place on 
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Kunpei (1768- 1813), were devoted readers of Taiheiki. The Dai-Nihon shi, 
composed of 397 books, was begun in 1657 and completed in 1906. 

11. Dai-Nihon shi, book 179, "Shogun retsuden." 

12. Ibid., book 184. 

13. Matsudaira Yoshinaga, Itsuji shiho. 
14. In 1789 the Confucian scholar Nakai Chikuzan (1730-1804) wrote in Sabo 

kigen, a memorial addressed to senior councillor Matsudaira Sadanobu, that 
"the enlightened rule of the Kanta [i.e., the Tokugawa shogunate] fulfilled 
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writing, Chikuzan had made a manuscript copy of the Dai-Nihon shi. Nakai 
Chikuzan, Ten'inshil, book 7, "Dai-Nihon shi fu gi." Chikuzan's chronicle 
of the life of Tokugawa Ieyasu, Isshi ( 1799), also fundamentally adhered to 
the Mito school's interpretation of Japanese history. He was clearly uncon
cious of the dangers inherent in this position, and seems to have naively 
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15. Fujita Yukoku, Seimeiron . 
16. Letter from Tokugawa Nariaki to Abe Masahiro, Koka 3.2.28 (1846), in Shin 

ise monogatari. 
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18. Yamagata Taika, Ko Mo sakki hyogo (1856). 
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Arai Hakuseki 's interpretation of history, which argued that the true impe
rial line of antiquity had in fact died out with the extinction of the Southern 
Court and that the Tokugawa house had directly received the mandate of 
heaven to rule the land, while the descendants of the Northern Court were 
conceived as kyoshu (common overlords). See chapter 8. 

20. One modem-day scholar notes, "I suggested that the early modem era was 
an age of pedigree, but it might be more accurate to say that Japan entered 
such an age between the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, for 
this was when a diversity of other social groups [besides villages] began to 
discover their own pedigrees, and to speak volubly of them." Kurushima 
Hiroshi, "Mura ga 'yuisho' o kataru toki," 32. 

21. Kusumoto Sekisui (1832-1916), a Confucian scholar who was a follower of 
Yamazaki Ansai and advisor to the Matsura daimyo house of Hirado, com
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22. Bakumatsu gaikoku kankei monjo, vol. 18. Trans. Beasley, Select Documents, 
165. 

23. Bakumatsu gaikoku kankei monjo, vol. 19. 
24. Ibid., vol. 21. 

25. See James Legge, Shijing, "Greater Odes of the Kingdom" 2.10. 
26. Nakane Mototada, Sakumu kiji. 
27. Ibid. 

28. Trans. Marius B. Jansen, Sakamoto Ryoma and the Meiji Restoration, 295. 
29. "Taisei hokan no josho." 
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31. Trans. David A. Dilworth and G. Cameron Hurst III, An Outline of a 
Theory of Civilization, 65. 
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popularly believed to be there because they were hoping to take advantage 
of the outbreak of warfare in order to get ahead in the world. Baba Bun'ei, 
Genii yumemonogatari (1864). 

36. By contrast, it was no coincidence that Tominaga Nakamoto (1715-46), 
who preached a Way that was uncompromisingly affirmative of the existing 
order, should have been an affluent Osaka townsman: 

In any event, Buddhism is the Way of India, Confucianism is the 
Way of China, and since they are of other countries, they are not the 
Way of Japan. Shintoism is the Way of Japan, but since it is of other 
times it cannot be the Way of the present-day world. The Way must 
be in principle the Way in whatever time in whatever country, but it 
is essential for the Way of all Ways to be practised. The impracticable 
Ways cannot be considered as the Way of Truth. 

What is the Way which should be followed as the Way of Truth in 
present-day Japan? We should simply strive in all matters for what is 
ordinary; should be of upright heart and right conduct in our every
day activities. 

Tominaga Nakamoto, Okina no fumi. Trans. Kato Shuichi, "Okina no 
Fumi: The Writings of an Old Man," 195, 198. 
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THE MEIJI PUSH FOR "CIVILIZATION" 
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time and place, then one could not speak of the progress of the human 
race. 

13. Fukuzawa's oeuvre owed much to the long tradition of Rangaku (Dutch 
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ciples of things, refining the arts, and creating and employing useful 
products. Thus their kaiser bestows virtuous teachings, the nobility 
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38. Trans. Miyoji Ito, Commentaries on the Constitution of the Empire oflapan, 
2. 

39. Shinbun zasshi 84 (March 1873). 
40. Mori Arinori, Education in Japan (1873). 
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42. In 1873, Maejima Hisoka (1835-1919) launched the Mainichi hirakana shin
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translation by Braisted, "Hiragana," in Meiroku Zasshi, 96-99. And 1883 saw 
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Meiroku Zasshi, 117. 
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CHAPTER 'IWENIT-ONE 

THE AMBITIONS OF FUKUZAWA YUKICHI 

1. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Fuku-o jiden. Trans. Eiichi Kiyooka, The Autobiography 
of Yukichi Fukuzawa, 18. 

2. Not long after his arrival in the United States Fukuzawa bought a copy of 
Webster's English dictionary. There were no English-Japanese dictionaries 
at the time, so Fukuzawa, unlike Japanese today, learned his English and 
the concepts embodied in the language directly from English-language 
sources, and not through the filter of the Japanese words later used to trans
late them. 

3. Fukuzawa Yukichi, "Fukuzawa zenshu shogen." 

4. Ibid. 

5. Naito Meisetsu, Meisetsu jijoden. 

6. Trans. Kiyooka, Autobiography, 333-35. 
7. Trans. David A. Dilworth and Umeyo Hirano, An Encouragement of 

Leaming, section 5: 30. 
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9. William Chambers and Robert Chambers, Political Economy, 3-5 . 

Emphasis in the original. 

10. Letter from Fukuzawa Yukichi to Hattori Gorobei, Meiji 2.8.24 (1869), in 
Fukuzawa Yukichi shokanshil, vol. 1. 

11. See Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 16: 101. 
12. Chapter 8 of Bunmeiron no gairyaku is largely a summary of Guizot's 1828 

Histoire de la civilisation en Europe. For Fukuzawa's treatment of Guizot's 
arguments cited in this paragraph, see Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 125. 

13. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 155. 
14. Trans. ibid., 137. 

15. Trans. ibid., 152-53. Dilworth and Hurst translate "mental slaves" as "men-
tal thralls." 

16. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 15: 93. 
17. Trans. ibid., section 9: 58. 
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in the end, none was generally adopted. The eventual victor was shakai, the 
term that continues to be used today. 

19. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 7: 46. 
20. Trans. ibid., section 11: 70. 
21. Trans. ibid., 70-71. 
22. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 121. 
23. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 2: 10. 

24. Trans. ibid., section 1: 1. 
25. Chambers and Chambers, Political Economy, 11-12. 
26. Fukuzawa Yukichi, "Watakushi no ri o itonamu beki koto." 

27. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Kokkairon. 
28 . See Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 12, "An Encouragement 

of Public Speaking," 75; Fukuzawa Yukichi et al. , Kaigiben. 

29. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 75. 
30. Trans. ibid., 21. 
31. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 17: 109-10. 
32. Citations in this paragraph from ibid. , 110-12. 
33. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 2, book 3, chapter 2: 697-98. 
34. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 13: 82. 
35. J. S. Mill, Considerations on Representative Government, 408. It is interest

ing to note that envy is also one of the seven deadly sins of Christianity. See 
Joseph Epstein, Envy: The Seven Deadly Sins. 

36. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 13: 85. 
37. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Tokuiku ikan. 
38. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Nihon danshiron. I am indebted to Anzai Toshimitsu for 

this observation. 

39. Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals (1797). 
40. Shiba Kokan, Mugen dojin hikki (ca. 1814). 
41. Uemura Masahisa, "Fukuzawa sensei no shogyo mujo." 

42. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 116. 
43. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Nihon fujinron kohen . 
44. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Nihon fujinron. 
45. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 11: 69. 
46. Fukuzawa, however, placed an even higher premium on the love of par

ents for children than did the "home sweet home" advocates of England. 
Apparently Fukuzawa drew his own psychological balance from this "nat
ural" and "pure, uncomplicated, and deepest of emotions." Fukuzawa 
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Yukichi, "Chokoron," in Shugyo risshihen . See also Oka Yoshitake, 
"Fukuzawa Yukichi: Sono ningenteki ichi sokumen ni tsuite." 

47. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section l: 4. 
48. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 4: 26. 

49. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Bunmeiron 110 gairyaku. 

50. Trans. Dilworth and Hirano, Encouragement, section 3: 17. 

51. Trans. ibid. , 16. 

52. In Leviathan , chapter 21, and The Social Contract, book 2, chapter 5, 
respectively. 

53. Fukuzawa Yukichi, "Yasegaman no setsu." Trans. M . William Steele, 
"Yasegaman 110 setsu: On Fighting to the Bitter End," 142-43. 

54. Trans. Steele, "Yasegaman,'' 141. 

55. Fukuzawa Yukichi, Meiji jilnen teichu koron. 

56. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 37. 
57. Trans. Kiyooka, Autobiography, 336. 

58. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 35. 

59. Fukuzawa Yukichi, "Kyoikuron." 

60. Trans. Dilworth and Hurst, Outline, 115. 

61. Trans. ibid., 179. 

CHAPTER 1WEN1Y-1WO 

REASON, JUSTICE, AND ROUSSEAU: THE THOUGHT OF NAKAE CHOMIN 

I. The following account is drawn from the historical materials and chro
nology in the supplementary volume to Nakae Chomin zenshu; from 
Matsunaga Shozo, Nakae Chomin hyoden; and from Asukai Masamichi, 
Nakae Chomin. 

2. Kotoku Shosui, Chomin sensei (1902). 

3. Nakae Chomin, "Kajuku kaigyo negai," in vol. 17 of Nakae Chomin zenshu. 

4. Advertising copy for the magazine printed on the inside front cover. 

5. Rigaku, currently used in Japanese to mean "science" or "the sciences," was 
Chomin's choice for translating the French philosophie. 

6. For an English translation see Nobuko Tsutsui , A Discourse by Three 
Drunkards on Government. 

7. The simple style of Heimin no mesamashi makes it something of an excep
tion among Chomin's works, raising the question of why, if he stood on the 
side of the common man, Chomin generally chose to write a difficult prose 
studded with obscure characters and phrases drawn from literary Chinese, 
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rather than adopt a plainer and more demotic style like that of Fukuzawa. 
The answer would appear to be that Chomin disliked the condescend
ing attitude that writing had to be dumbed down in order to reach and be 
understood by ordinary people. Thinking perhaps of France, he wanted his 
own work to embody the coexistence of democratic and populist ideals with 
a kind of Parnassian cultural refinement. 

8. Matsunaga, Nakae Chomin hyoden. 

9. Nakae Chomin, "Muketsuchu no chinretsujo." 

10. Chomin's eccentricities are recounted by his daughter in Takeuchi Chibi, 
"Chichi Chomin no omoide" (1965). 

11. Kotoku Shusui, Chomin sensei. 

12. Nakae Chomin, "Kyusekai o idete shinsekai ni iru no toki." 

13. Nakae Chomin, Ichinen yii han. 

14. Nakae Chomin, "Jiyii shinbun hakko no shii." 

15. Nakae Chomin, "Seito no ron." 
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18. Nakae Chomin, "Nozoku shokun ni tsugu"; Nakae Chomin, "Kozoku 
shokun ni tsugu." 

19. Nakae Chomin, Ichinen yii han. 

20. Nakae Chomin, "Mata Doshisha Shiritsu Daigaku no moke." 

21. Nakae Chomin, "Riron wa hoka ni hitsuyo nari ." 

22. Nakae Chomin, "Zokuron." 

23. Nakae Chomin, "Ansatsu senmonka ni tsugu." 

24. Nakae Chomin, "Warera ga Eitoku no yo naru Okyo no yo naru"; Nakae 
Chomin, "Tokyo no yoron shinshi wa konkai." 

25. Nakae Chomin, "Ryoshin no ron." 

26. Nakae Chomin, Zoku Ichinen yii han. 

27. Nakae Chomin, "Inoue sangi no enzetsu wa ichiji no byuden ni sugizu." 

28. Nakae Chomin, Zoku Ichinen yii han. 

29. Nakae Chomin, "Fude nao ari shita nao ari ." 

30. Nakae Chomin, Heimin no mesamashi. 

31. Nakae Chomin, "Waga kuni no seijika." 

32. Nakae Chomin, Ichinen yii han. 

33. Nakae Chomin, "Seito no ron." 

34. Nakae Chomin, "Mata Chigai hoken no tekkyo." 



35. Nakae Chomin, "Dochakuhei ran." 

36. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, book 2, chapter 6, "Law," 32. 
37. Ibid., 33. 
38. Trans. James Legge, The Works of Mencius, "Gaozi I" 7.8. 

39. Modern-day French philosopher Regis Debray likewise argues republican 
government to be founded on "the universal": 

A citizen is someone who does not regard his own desires as para
mount, and rather than asking himself whether or not he likes paying 
his taxes, asks instead whether it would be fair if he did not. Someone 
who, in the end, thinks it is all right if the cops make him blow into a 
balloon, like other people. It is a real struggle to subject one's instincts 
to reason, because each of us has two personalities inside us, a little 
egotistical animal and a reasonable human being ... The republican 
gamble consists in believing that there is a bit of the universal in the 
heart of each particular individual (whether he be a Breton, black, a 
postman, a Muslim, a colonel, a street sweeper, a wine conoisseur, a 
lawyer, an atheist, a practicing Catholic, etc.). 

Debray, La Republique expliquee a ma fille, 34-35. Specialists in Chinese 
thought have also pointed out the similarities between volonte generale and 
concepts of the Zhu Xi school concerning innate human qualities such as 
tianli zhi gong (unselfishness as heavenly principle) or ren (humanity). See, 
for example, Mizoguchi Yo.zo, Chugoku zenkindai shiso no kussetsu to ten
kai, 355, 361. 

40. Nakae Chomin, "Shinmin sekai." 

41. Nakae Chomin, Ichinen yu han. 
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43. Liu Zongyuan, "Song Xue Cunyi zhi ren xu." 

44. Nakae Chomin, Heimin no mesamashi. 
45. Nakae Chomin, "Gosei no kono shinbunshi o hatsuda suru ya." 

46. Trans. Legge, Mencius, "Gongsun Chou I" 2; Rousseau, The Social Contract, 
book 1, chapter 8, "The Civil State." The modern Chinese Neo-Confucian 
philosopher Xu Fuguan also argues that Mencius proposed an "ultimate 
expression of the free spirit" that was, in Mencius's own words, "exceed
ingly great and exceedingly strong." Xu Fuguan, Rujia zhengzhi sixiang yu 
minzhu, ziyou, renquan, 293. 
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Rezanov, Nikolai Petrovich, 335-36, 339, 

355 
ri Jlll, see principle 



540 INDEX 

rice tax, 98, 205, 215-18, 220-21, 223, Satow, Ernest, 484nl6 
225-27, 267, 370 Sazen Sekkei ftc~ 'i!-ii!Jl, 90 

righteousness~' 15, 117 
risshin shusse :l'.z:!lt:±llli: (getting ahead in 

the world), 6, 73-76, 112 
rites~' 12-13, 15, 19, 333-40, 361-62; 

and Arai Hakuseki, 146-49; and Ogyo 
Sorai, 176-79 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 168-69, 411, 
418-419, 427-29, 454nl4, 455nl5 (ch. 
6), 459n28 

Russia, 317, 327, 331, 333-36 
sage rulers of ancient China, 21-24, 100, 

118, 133-34, 146, 151, 162-64, 167-172, 
183, 187- 88, 191 , 208-11, 245, 329, 331, 

453n45; and the Japanese emperor, 
279-80 

s 
Saigo Takamori gljj!ll!(i@, 412-13 

Saionji Kinmochi glj~'SJ'i}m, 124, 418 
Saito Setsudo :z;iiiJiltl! '.lll: , 343 
Sakamoto Ryoma :JBt,f,:ffliY.!¥,, 367 

Sakatani Shiroshi ll'ii~~' 380-81 
sakoku jj:!00, see national seclusion 

Sakuma Shozan ftcMdl~ L.lJ , 322, 345-46 
samurai, 27-42, 36 (illus.), 353, 355; atti-

tude toward women, 30, 308-9, 312; 
and Confucianism, 38, 77-82, 87-95, 
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343, 347; and opening of Japan, 291, 
333-51; political system, 43-60, 215-27 

Tokugawa Tsunatoyo W,JI IM:!*, see 
Tokugawa Ienobu 

Tokugawa Tsunayoshi W.Jl lMa, 80-82, 97, 
137-43, 146, 159-60, 453n43, 456n5; 

Edicts on Compassion for Living 
Things, 97, 137 

Tokugawa Yoshimune ~Jlla'iis, 97, 140, 
143, 148-49, 160-61, 171, 181, 183 



542 INDEX 

Tokugawa Yoshinobu t!Jllm!~, 359, 367; 
see also Hitotsubashi Yoshinobu 

Tokutomi Soho ffiMJfil'.~, 218 
Tominaga Nakamoto '/i\?]({tj,'/i!;, 285-86, 

4831136 
Torio Koyata i,b~1M/fi:*, 373-74 
Tashima Hoshil :\\ll:tHlt//t!, 186 
Toshogil shrine, 50, 179, 287, 449nll, 

4491116 
Toyotomi Hideyori :!!l!l'23H'f.i, 53 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi :!lltl'2~s, 34, 46, 49, 

151; invasion of Korea, 56, 84-85 
treaties with the United States, 344, 347, 

357,363,365, 392,480n6 
Tsuda Mamichi m!EEINJJ\i, 380, 382-83 
Tsugaru Kodo W'1\*#iM, 96 
Tsurumine Shigenobu tH'6rx;$, 339 

u 
Ueda Akinari J:EElf'Jc~, 249, 276 
Ueki Emori illi*tlilllE, 57 
Uemura Masahisa 1t1itiiE~, 408 
Uesugi Harunori J:~fclf.l.(, 98 
United States, 3, 25, 61, 153, 329-30, 337, 

339, 340-49, 355, 384- 85, 388-89,403, 
417, 458n41 

uprisings, Boshin Civil War, 373; Kama 
uprising, 464n9; of Oshio, 99-101, 
453n45; of the peasantry, 222-27, 353; 
Satsuma Revellion, 412-13; Shimabara 
Rebellion, 155, 225; of Yamagata Daini, 
189-95; see also Ikko ikki uprisings 

Usami Shinsui *iti:~~71<, 182, 253 

V 
Valignano, Alessandro, 32 
vassal-lord relationship, 18, 31-34, 38-42, 

51- 52, 70-71; and Confucianism, 
91-95, 361-62; and forced abdication, 
40-42; and homosexuality, 307-9, 312, 
4751153; and Kaiho Seiryo, 266 

villages, and political protest, 220-27; and 
taxation, 215-18, 220-21, 226-27; and 
village sanctions, 218-20 

virtue lit, in rulers, 88 

w 
Wan Zhang Effi., 22 
Warring States period )jl.£001"1~, 27-34 
Washington, George, 153, 329, 344, 

4771128 
Watanabe Kazan i!lOZH1hlJ, 323-26, 337-38 
Way ll\i, the, 13-14, 18, 20-21, 24, 89-90, 

109, 317, 323, 328, 331, 4831136; and 
Ando Shoeki, 201; and the encounter 
with the West, 336-44, 380-83; and Ito 
Jinsai, 124-28, 134; and Ogyil Sarai, 
162-71; and Zhu Xi, 116-17 

way of the warrior Jil:±llli, see bushido 
Wayland, Francis, 4841117 
Wei Yuan ~imt, 289, 329, 367 
Western Learning, 114, 155-56, 275-76, 

318-23, 319 (illus.), 379, 381, 484nl3 
westernization, 358 (illus.), 359, 376, 378, 

381 
Willem II (Netherlands), 340 
wisdom 1i!/, 15 

X 
xing, see "human nature" 
xiushen iJ'i!it, see self-cultivation 
Xu Fuguan M'if!lllll., 4901146 
Xu Jiyu M'i*l!HII, 329-30 

y 

Yamaga Sako i.l.JlflijHr, 90, 280, 289 
Yamagata Banta i.l.JJH'll#6, 240, 295 
Yamagata Daini i.l.JWt*:~, 99, 189-95, 208, 

248,250 
Yamamoto Hirofumi i.1.J*!WX, 448nl8 
Yamamoto Tsunetomo i.1.J*'iil'ilvl, 39, 266, 

456nl2; see also Hagakure 



INDEX 543 

Yamamura Saisuke wtt::tHJJ, 156 
Yamatotakeru, Prince B:$:JE\:\"J, 189, 191 , 

250 
Yamazaki Ansai Llr *"'ii rlllm, 92, 122, 189 
Yanada Zeigan mEEl~ill/i, 85 
Yanagisawa Kien #JliRilt!illl, 311 
Yanagisawa Yoshiyasu l!iPiRai!il (a lso Yasu-

akira f!illlJ1), 159-60 
Yashiro Hirokata ~ft'lb'a:, 4711135 
Yaso no miya Yoshiko J\+'sai'·, 153-54 
Yasui Sokken '9:#,\liltT, 153 
Yokohama, 5 
Yokoi Shanan .Ji.\'i#1J,:f!ii, 330-31, 349-50 

yilgei iffi~, see artistic amusements 
Yuri Kimimasa El3tlJ~:iE, 331 

z 
Zengzi ~-=f, 211 
Zhu Xi*~ [*-=f], 9, 18-19, 24, 103-119, 

163, 167, 208, 321, 325, 328, 366, 381, 
401,425,427, 454n7, 4551115 (ch. 6) 

Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism *-=feji:, 9, 
79, 84, 103-119, 138, 182, 258; and Ito 
Jinsai, 121-25, 127, 129, 135; and Nakae 
Chomin, 424-29, 4901139 

Zhuang Zi Jlf-=f, 10 



:&ffl~~'717"'7 1J-m~ FSBN 978-4-92497 1-32-5 

L TCB International Library Selection No. 30 

ihj@i-house.or.jp 




