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[Abstract])

Rituals of the Tokugawa Shogunate and Confucianism

WATANABE Hiroshi
The University of Tokyo

According to Confucianists, “Li” means proper patterns of behaviour of civilized people, such as
manners, rites, rituals, ceremonies and institutions. They were enacted by the sage kings of the
ancient dynasties of China and were revised by later emperors and distinguished scholars in accor-
dance with social changes. They are not arbitrary creations. They are supposed to be concretized
forms of “Dao” (the natural Way) or “Li” (the heavenly principle), which any human being
should comply with as long as he or she wants to live in a civilized way. Therefore, if one trans-
gresses them, that means that he or she is uncivilized or barbarous rather than wicked, and that
such acts are one’s own shame rather than one’s sin. The people are expected to follow their
rulers, and be unobstrusively influenced by the rulers’ exemplary implementations of “Li.” Thus
Confucianists believed that it was especially important for the rulers to conduct courtly rituals
correctly and elegantly.

The Shogun of Tokugawa military government in Japan conducted many rituals carefully.
Their majestic rituals and ceremonies worked to confirm and strengthen their military and political
prestige. But unlike Confucian rituals, the meanings of their rituals were often vague. There were
no explantions of the precise meanings of rituals and ceremonies. To use the words of cultural
anthropologists, their orthopraxy was clear and well-established, but their orthodoxy was unclear.
Rituals and ceremonies were the “constitution” of Tokugawa Japan as it were, written not in
letters but in concrete behaviour.

Arai Hakuseki(1657-1725), a Zhu-Xi Neo-Confucianist, who was politically influential
during the reign of the 6th and the 7th Shogun radically reformed that “constitution.” His reforms
have been regarded as formalistic and pointless by many of his contemporaries and later historians.
But if we take the Confucian concept of “Li” into full consideration, Hakuseki’s reforms will
appear to be significant and important. They were nothing but systematic efforts to establish correct
and beautiful Confucian rituals and ceremonies in accordance with Hakusekis clear interpretations
of the structure of the government. Hakuseki tried to transform the messy military government into
a civilized one.

However, the powerful 8th Shogun rejected Hakuseki’s reforms and revived former
traditions one by one. He had some understanding of Confucianism, but it seems that he did not

>

understand the profound meaning of “Li.” As a result, Hakuseki’s reforms have been often
regarded as “empty luxuries” and sometimes even interpreted as a political conspiracy to over-

whelm the prestige of the imperial court of Kyoto by emulating its rituals.
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