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Studies) School”

First published Thu Apr 19, 2007

The term “Kokugaku,” literally “the study of our country,” refers to

an intellectual movement that emerged in late eighteenth century
Japan in explicit opposition to “Kangaku” or “Chinese Studies,” the
study of Confucian works. Those associated with the Kokugaku
movement criticized the study of the Confucian classics, the primary
object of intellectual endeavor in early modern Japan, and made the
earliest Japanese works, which they asserted had escaped Chinese
influence, the object of philological and exegetical examination.
Ironically, even these works, the mytho-histories Kojiki (“Record of
Ancient Matters,” 712 and Nihon shoki (“Chronicles of Japan,” 720),
and the poetic anthology, Man'yésh( (“The Ten Thousand Leaves,”
(late 8t century), were written in Chinese characters and to a large
degree in what is recognizable as the syntax of classical Chinese, since
they predate the formation of the Japanese syllabaries. However,
Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801), arguably the most influential of the
nativist scholars, asserted that when rigorously read with a correct
understanding of the ancient Japanese language, these texts reveal
that Japan had in ancient times been a natural community in which
subject and ruler lived in perfect harmony with each other and the
deities, with no need for the flawed ethical principles or coercive forms
of governance authorized by Confucianism. Norinaga's work establish-
ed the issues of language and textuality as central methodological
concerns within Kokugaku discourse and made the exposition of
cultural and social difference (first in relation to China and later with
the West) a central theme.



1. The Origins of Kokugaku

2. Motoori Norinaga's Kgjikiden

3. Responses to the Kagjikiden

4. The Significance of Kokugaku for Modern Japan
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4. The Significance of Kokugaku for Modern Japan”

There is an important and ongoing national narrative in which
Kokugaku is valorized as the intellectual movement that marked the
emergence of a Japanese national consciousness in the late eighteenth
century, with the result that the early modern discourse in the modern
Japanese discussions of social, political, and cultural identity. This
understanding began to take form in the late nineteenth century after
the overthrow of the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1868 and the founding
of the modern Japanese state. For figures such as Haga Yaichi (1867-
1927) and Muraoka Tsunetsugu (1884-1946) Norinaga's work marked
the point of beginning for the modern humanistic study of the nation,
a study in which they were involved as professors of “National
Literature” and “Intellectual History.” They praised the “objectivity” of
his analysis and embraced the points of inquiry he defined. The result
was the embrace of the problematic notion that there existed a unique
and enduring set of intrinsically “Japanese” cultural values that
shared nothing with the ethos of individualism that characterized



Western societies. In the 1930s and the war years, the Nifion Roman-
ha (“Japan Romantic School”), which argued for an intellectual and
cultural “revolt against the West” identified the achievements of
Motoori Norinaga and other nativist scholars as a point of origin for
their own endeavor.

In the aftermath of World War 11, the centrality of Kokugaku in
intellectual discourse on Japanese national identity continued, but
now it was widely associated with (indeed, blamed for) the rise of
Japanese fascism in the 1930s. The most influential of these critics
was Maruyama Masao, who traced the ideology of the modern
Japanese state back to eighteenth-century Kokugaku and argued
that the anti-rational impulses he perceived as ordering it forestalled
the development of the modern subjectivity necessary for a democratic
political system. A similar point was made by Saigb Nobutsuna who
asserted that Kokugaku was characterized by a set of methodological
and historical fallacies, the widespread acceptance of which led to

the production of a “passive,” “antiprogressive,” and “conservative”
political subject in Japan. In the 1970s, however, scholarly opinion on
Kokugaku shifted again. Social historian Haga Noboru, for one,
argued that Kokugaku had to be separated from the politics of the
1930s and viewed in terms of its own historical context. He linked
Kokugaku with other indigenous movements against Western
imperialism in East Asia and recast it as a “modern” and “humanistic”

popular movement for ethnic self-determination (Burns, 5-8).
“ Kogaku” “ Other Internet Resources”
(Kokugaku)

Louis Frédéric(translated by Kathe Roth) . Japan Encyclopedia
(2002) William M. Tsutsui, editor. A Companion to Japanese History



(2009)
Le Japon. Dictionnaire et

Civilisation (2002) “ Kokuaku”

“ Kokugaku Learning” (or national education, ancient studies), a
literary and historical movement for the study of classical Japanese
literature, with the goal of promoting Japanese culture, as opposed
to Chinese culture. Developed in the seventeenth century, this move-
ment was exemplified by the works of Kada no Azummaro (1669-
1736), Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769), Motoori Noringa (1730-1801),
and Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843) . In the modern era, Kokuaku also
included works intended to glorify the origins o fthe Japanese nation
and the role of the emperor (kokutai).

(Keichu)

Buddhist monk (Shimokawa Kiishin, Keichu, 1640-1701) , born in
Amagasaki, of the Shingon-shi sect, appointed g/ari of the Koya-san
monastery. A scholar and poet, he wrote commentaries on the
Manyoshii (Manyo daisho, the Genyi monogatari, and other classics,
and study of kana (W&ji shoran-sho, 1693).

(Kogaku-ha)
A Companion to Japanese History (2009) Peter Nosco® Chapter
Six Intellectual Change in Tokugawa Japan” “ Kokugaku”
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This emergence of a new form of Japanese studies is perhaps best



underdstood as a gradual narrowing of Japanese studies in the
broadest sense—including the study of Japanese literature, history,
customs, language, and religious(particularly Shintoy—to a more
ideological and navisit form of Japanese studies that sought to
articulate the essence of Japanese culture by looking at its earliest
pre-Confucian and pre-Buddhist manifestions in poetry and myth.

This movement came to be known as kokugaku (national learning
or national studies), and like the Confucians, the kokugakusha or
nativists were organized by schools, each of which centered on a single
leading teacher. Some kokugakusha located the genesis of their
movement in the writings of the Shingon monk Keicht (1640-1701)
whose commentarial work on the Manyoshi, Japan’s oldest extant
poetry anthology, raised scholarship on the anthology to a new level.
Others traced their intellectual roots to the efforts of the Shinto
theologian Kada no Azumamaro (1669-1736) who sought to
establish his own academy in Fushimi wherein Japanese studies
were offered as a viable alternative to Chinese studies.
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Japanology Studies on Japan Japanese Studies

The Oxtford English Dictionary (1989)
“ Japanology”

That branch of ethnology which relates to Japan, its people, history,
art, etc. Hence Japanologist, a student of Japanology.

ethnology”
1881

(Ruth Benedict, 1887-1948)  The Chrysanthemum and
the Sword (1946)
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(Edwin O.
Reischauer Institute of Japanese Studies) —

1988

Edwin Oldfather Reischauer (October 1910 - Septermber 1990) was
born and raised in Tokyo, the son of Presbyterian educational
missionaries. At sixteen, he left Japan for Oberlin College, later taking
up graduate work at Harvard where he studied East Asian history,
including a five-year world study tour to Paris, Tokyo, Kyoto, and
Beijing. He returned to Harvard in 1938 with his new wife, Adrienne,
received his Ph.D. in 1939, and taught in the Department of Far
Eastern Languages until 1941, when the State Department and the
Army recruited him to serve variously as research analyst, organizer
of Japanese language programs for the military, and translator of
intercepted military intelligence. Returning to Harvard in 1946,
Reischauer guided the development of a new curriculum in East Asian
studies and began his career as a prolific writer. It was during this
“golden age” of teaching (to use his phrase) that he began his
collaboration with John K. Fairbank to teach a course on East Asian
Civilizations, nicknamed “Rice Paddies,” which is still taught today as
part of the Core/General Education curriculum.
An article Reischauer wrote in 1960 analyzing current tensions
between the U.S. and Japan caught the attention of U.S. President
John Kennedy, who appointed Reischauer ambassador to Japan
(1961-1966). Key to Reischauer's ambassadorial outlook was the
notion of “equal partnership” between Japan and America. He and
his second wife, Haru Matsukata, a journalist from Tokyo whom he

17



married after Adrienne’s death in 1955, gave priority to their ties
with ordinary Japanese citizens and were enthusiastically received.
Both professionally and personally, Haru was a supportive and
capable companion to her husband throughout his life and a strong
partner to him as ambassador and scholar.

Returning to Harvard in 1966 as a University Professor, Reischauer
continued to teach “Rice Paddies” and, reflecting his growing interest
in contemporary issues, developed a course on Japanese Government
and Politics in the Government Department and participated in a
History Department course on The United States and East Asia.

1973 1985

The Edwin O. Reischauer Institute of Japanese Studies at Harvard
University supports research on Japan and provides a forum for
related academic activities and the exchange of ideas. It seeks to
stimulate scholarly and public interest in Japan and Japanese studies
at Harvard and around the world.

First established in 1973 as the Japan Institute, the Reischauer
Institute has a university-wide mandate to develop and coordinate
activities concerning Japan among the various faculties at Harvard
through the advancement of instruction and research in the social
sciences and humanities. Moreover, the Reischauer Institute seeks to
expand and coordinate Japan-related connections with other Harvard
departments, centers and research institutes, and to respond to
scholarly and public interest in Japan from outside Harvard through
outreach activities such as lectures, conferences, symposia, exhibitions
and films.
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The United States and Japan. Viking Press, 1961.

The Japanese. Belknap Press, 1977.

Japan: The Story of a Nation. C.E. Tuttle, 1978.

My L ife Between Japan and America. Harper & Row, 1986.
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