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EMPEROR, KOKUTAI AND THE EAST ASIAN ORDER IN THE 

IDEOLOGY OF THE EARLY MITO SCHOOL 
 

WANG XIAOZHUO 
In the 16th and 17th centuries, East Asia was going 
through a period of intense political and ideological 
turmoil. Looking back to the two centuries of 
turbulence, we find that the event with the most far-
reaching influence was the Ming-Qing transition, 
which occurred in the year 1644. Not only did the 
dynastic transition bring about unprecedented 
influence on the political situation within China, but 
it also impacted Japan, which had been greatly 
influenced by the Sino-barbarian ideology. The rise 
and development of kokutai 國體 (national polity) 
theory in the early Mito ⽔⼾ school had an internal, 
logical correlation with the turbulence and 
transition that emerged in East Asia from 1644.1 
 After the Ming-Qing transition, Japanese 
Confucian scholars began to increasingly see the 
Manchu as the barbarian; this perspective boosted 
the Japanese cultural self-confidence. This thought 
created an atmosphere that quickly spread in 
society, and the Japanese Confucian scholars 
provoked a new period of self-analysis and self-
positioning, looking for any cultural connection 
with zhonghua 中華  (J: chūka, central flowering). 
They ideologically disintegrated the traditional 
Chinese Sino-barbarian order centred around 
China, culturally reinterpreted Sino-barbarian 
ideology, and consciously combined it with local 
ideologies of deifying the emperor and country, so 
as to prove Japan was an ancient country and far 
superior to China. The main branches of 
Confucianism in early Edo period were Zhu Xi 
Learning 朱⼦學, Wang Yangming Learning 陽明學 

                                                
1 Generally speaking, most scholars divide the Mito 
school into two periods according to the time of 
compilation of the Dai Nihonshi. The early Mito 
school, the centre of which was Tokugawa 
Mitsukuni 德川光圀 (1628-1701), was mainly 
between 1657 and 1720; and the late Mito school, 

and Ancient Learning 古學   (Paramore, 2016, p. 
43).They all had relevant viewpoints. 

 Hayashi Gahō 林鵞峰  (1618-1688), son of 
Hayashi Razan 林羅⼭  (1583-1657), and Hayashi 
Hōkō 林鳳岡 (1644-1732), son of Hayashi Gahō, two 
Zhu Xi scholars and bakufu official scholars in the 
early Tokugawa period, started to compile Ka’i 
hentai 華夷變態 (The Reversal of Central States and 
the Barbarians) from 1644, according to the huge 
bulk of the transcripts of interviews with Chinese 
merchants who sailed to Nagasaki or other ports for 
trading, as well as other historical books. The name 
of the book directly demonstrated its motivation, 
referring to the exchange of hua 華 (J: ka, civilised) 
and yi 夷 (J: i, barbarian) in the Chinese empire. It 
stated very explicitly in the preface of this book: 
“The barbarians rampaging across the Central Plain 
was the manifestation that hua was turned into yi” 
(Hayashi and Hayashi, 1958, p. 1).This book 
provided a clear message that in the eyes of the 
Japanese, the China occupied by the Manchu Qing 
had turned from hua into yi. Compared with China, 
Japan was a divine country superior to China 
because of its long-standing and unique royal 
lineage. For instance, Hayashi Razan had sayings 
such as: “Since the Emperor Jimmu 神武天皇, there 
has been only one royal lineage which has passed on 
for hundreds of generations. Even in China and 
other foreign lands, there was no such long lineage” 
(Hayashi, 1918, p. 206). 
 The Wang Yangming scholar Kumazawa 
Banzan 熊沢蕃⼭  (1619-1691) thought the Ming 

whose centre was Tokugawa Nariaki 徳川⻫昭 
(1800-1860), was mainly from 1807 to 1906. For 
more details, see Haga, N (1996); Kajiyama, (1999, 
p.14-15); Yoshida (2003, p.1-2). 
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dynasty was invaded by barbarians and lost the 
orthodoxy as the zhonghua (Kumazawa, 1971, p. 17). 
He proposed that universal culture and virtue 
should be taken as the standards to distinguish 
between hua and yi, which was regarded as “realistic 
morality” (Watanabe, 1985, p. 50). He believed that 
Japan was superior to other nations in terms of 
morality and customs (Kumazawa, 1903, pp. 92, 96, 
315, 317, 328). Simultaneously, in his discourse, he 
often used Shinto to emphasise Japan’s precedence. 
In his view, Shinto should be taken as the practicable 
rule in Japan, because the Imperial Regalia of Japan
三種の神器 (J: sanshu no jingi)2 in Shinto made the 
Japanese royal lineage endless, endowing Japan 
with the characteristics of divine lands and 
intelligent people (Kumazawa, 1903, pp. 318-320). 
 The Ancient Learning scholar Yamaga Sokō
⼭⿅素⾏ (1622-1685) also held the similar views. In 
Chūchō jijitsu 中朝事実  (Actual Facts About the 
Central Realm, 1669), he made the point that it was 
possible for zhonghua to become the barbarian if the 
former had no rites, which suggested China had 
become a barbarian country after being controlled 
by the Manchu  (Yamaga, 1940, pp. 305-306). He 
identified five successive points which he believed 
indicated that China was inferior to Japan, the fifth 
point being that China was conquered by the 
Manchu barbarians (Yamaga, 1940, p. 237). At the 
same time, he concluded that the unique bloodline 
of royal reign lasting for thousands of generations 
was a significant mark of superiority: “The royal 
reign has not changed for millions of generations of 
succession since its establishment” (Yamaga, 1940, 
p. 250). 
 In sum, after the Ming-Qing transition, 
great cultural confidence was generated in the 
Confucian scholars ranging from the bakufu 
scholars to the private scholars. They not only 
reinterpreted the Sino–barbarian dichotomy from a 
cultural perspective, but also stressed the unique 
lineage of the Japanese emperor and the greatness of 
Japan. Although the concept of kokutai had not been 
explicitly stated, it had been previously included in 
their discourses. The early Mito school grew up in 
this historical context. 
The Early Mito School’s Deification of the 
Japanese Emperor and Kokutai 

 In the above historical context, the early 
Mito scholars strongly emphasised the deification of 
Japanese emperor and kokutai. They had a very 
pronounced nationalistic tendency. Their 
prioritisation of the deification of Japanese emperor 
was not only to adjust the relationship between the 
court and bakufu within Japan, but more 
importantly, was aimed at discovering value 
principles unique to Japan, guaranteeing the 

                                                
2 In the myth of Japanese history, the Imperial 
Regalia of Japan were used to propagate the 
legitimacy of the emperor because they were 
transmitted by the Sun Goddess Amaterasu 天照 to 
successive generations of her imperial descendants. 

authority of Japan and showing Japan’s national 
dignity. The concept of kokutai developed through 
the deification of the Japanese emperor and the 
discourse of the early Mito school was full of self-
conscious references to and attempts to clarify this 
ideology (Nagoya, 1972, pp. 10-12). 
 The early Mito scholars highlighted the 
single and unbroken royal lineage. It meant that 
there were no dynastic revolutions in the history of 
Japan, and the throne of the Japanese emperor was 
succeeded by members of the same family. This 
concept had been stressed as early as the period of 
Sugawara no Michizane 菅原道真 (845-903; Wang, 
2013, p. 117). From the early Mito scholars’ 
viewpoint, the single and unbroken royal lineage 
came from divinity; as Asaka Tanpaku 安積澹泊 
(1656-1738) said: “The national court consists of the 
splendid divine descendants” (Asaka, 1974, p. 259). 
The early Mito scholars considered the Japanese 
emperor to be superior to the Chinese emperor 
because of this unbroken bloodline. This viewpoint 
was most evident in the early Mito scholar Mori  
Shōken’s 森尚謙  (1653-1721) words: “The royal 
lineage will be passed on and the royal throne 
remains forever. It is safe to say that the merits and 
virtues are superior to those of the Three Sovereigns 
and Five Emperors [of China]”(Mori, 1706b, p. 21).3 
Unlike in China and Korea, where dynastic 
revolutions were not rare because of ekisei kakumei 易
姓⾰命  (dynastic revolution, revolutionary reign 
change), the permanent bloodline of the royal family 
remained unchanged, and the royal reign brought 
about political stability, which was seen as 
demonstrative of Japan’s moral superiority. Based 
on deifying the emperor, Japan had also been 
deified. As Mori Shōken asserted: “Our great Japan 
is the Divine Land” (Mori, 1706c, p. 13). 
 The ideology of the kokutai started to emerge 
in the emperor-deifying discourse of the early Mito 
scholars during this period. This idea was not only 
related to the historical context of the Ming-Qing 
transition, but also in line with the ideological trend 
at that time in Japan. Similar to many scholars in 
other branches of Confucianism, the early Mito 
scholars had derived from the single and unbroken 
royal bloodline that Japan is a country without 
revolution. When comparing Japan with China, 
most of them emphasised Japan’s superiority 
through a contrast between a country without 
revolution and a country with revolution. In their 
view, there had never been any dynastic revolutions 
in Japan, which they viewed as undeniable evidence 
of Japan’s superiority. Below are detailed the 
sayings of five early Mito scholars as examples: 
Kuriyama Senpō 栗⼭潛鋒 (1671-1706), Sassa  Sōjun

3 As to Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors, they 
were the mythological rulers in ancient China, and 
in most cases, they were portrayed as exemplary 
sages because of their great morality.  
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佐 々 宗 淳  (1640-1698), Mori  Shōken, Asaka 
Tanpaku, Miyake Kanran 三宅観瀾 (1674-1718). 

 Kuriyama Senpō was the pioneer of 
examining the concept of the kokutai. His Hōken taiki
保建⼤記 (Illustrious Records of the Hōgen 保元 and 
Kenkyū 建 久  Eras, 1689) had three main 
characteristics. First of all, it emphasised the 
legitimacy of the Imperial Regalia of Japan. Second, 
it proffered the Sino-barbarian viewpoint that hua 
and yi were interchangeable. Third, it emphasised 
the kokutai (Nagoya, 1984, pp. 210-211). The 
discussion of the kokutai was a continuation of the 
Sino-barbarian view that “there is no distinction 
between hua and yi” (Kuriyama, 1974, p. 380). 
According to Kuriyama, from the point of view that 
hua and yi were  interchangeable, Japan should call 
itself “Central States 中國”, “Divine Land 神州”, or 
“Divine State 神國”, instead of calling itself “Eastern 
Barbarian 東夷 ”, which was an action taken to 
dishonour the kokutai (Kuriyama, 1974, pp. 380-381). 
The formation of the discourse in Hōken taiki has 
distinctive epochal features, culturally explaining 
that the Sino–barbarian roles had changed between 
China and Japan, and highlighting Japan’s 
superiority to China by emphasising that Japan was 
a ‘Divine State’.  

 Sassa  Sōjun, another important scholar of 
the early Mito school, used the phrase kokutai in a 
letter, and explicitly expressed the superiority of the 
kokutai. He stressed the importance of respecting 
“the royal court with the same surname passed on 
for thousands of years unchanged”, and that the 
national conditions of the country with dynastic 
revolutions were different from those of “our 
country” (Nagoya, 1985, pp. 117-120).  

 Mori Shōken adopted kunitai 邦體  (state 
polity) in his Nijūshi ron ⼆⼗四論  (Twenty-four 
Discussions). In the preface to his work, he 
reminded Japanese scholars of Japan’s own 
superiority and encouraged them to protect Japan’s 
kunitai: “Following Tang style blindly is harmful to 
our kunitai” (Mori, 1706a, p. 5). In the chapter named 
“Change and Revolution 變 ⾰ ”, Mori Shōken 
pointed out that it was the lack of change and 
revolution which made Japan superior to China, 
which was very similar to the view of Sassa Sōjun 
discussed above:  

Tang is a revolutionary nation, so the system 
and culture of the previous dynasties would 
inevitably be changed every time. Old official 
positional names and geographical names 
would all be changed, and there would be many 
things getting new names. […] In our country, 
prefectures, counties, geography, official 
positions and the system of ancient sage kings 
have remained unchanged for thousands of 
years (Mori, 1706a, p. 2). 

In the “Royal Reign 皇祚” Chapter, Mori Shōken 
expressed the clear kunitai advantage of the long-

lasting royal reign: “Royal descendants have 
succeeded the sacred reign for one hundred and 
fourteen generations. The great fortune and the 
mysterious virtue is broad and mighty, which could 
not be thoroughly expressed by words” (Mori, 
1706a, p. 17). The same thought was revealed in a 
memorial to the Japanese Emperor Jimmu, written 
by him under the order of Tokugawa Mitsukuni 德川
光圀 (1628-1701): “From one hundred and fourteen 
generations ago until the present, in more than two 
thousand three hundred and fifty years, the royal 
lineage was passed on and the royal throne remains 
unchanged” (Mori, 1706b, p. 21).  
 Asaka Tanpaku also endorsed the 
superiority of Japan by forging a connection 
between the unbroken royal bloodline and the 
nonexistence of revolutions. Though he did not use 
phrases such as kokutai or kunitai, the wording of his 
articles implies kokutai, like “the state reign of the 
royal dynasty lasts for thousands of generations, 
with no revolutions at all” (Asaka, 1916, pp. 468-
469). 
 Miyake Kanran commented on kokutai with 
hundreds of emperors in the same family:  

Generally speaking, the national history of our 
state records hundreds of lords in the same 
family, which is different from the history style 
in the Tang State that the following dynasty can 
comment on the previous dynasty.[…] When 
we discuss the deeds of emperors in the 
historical commentary, we should remark on 
the goodness and badness of their virtues as 
well as the gain and loss of their governance 
with tactful expressions.[…] What the records of 
History Of Japan [Dai Nihonshi] are not only the 
affairs thousands of years ago, but also the 
contemporary history, and we should not 
follow the example of the Ming people who do 
not observe the discipline of the Ming dynasty, 
and arbitrarily give our final conclusions 
(Miyake, 1941, pp. 192-193).  

The sayings from Miyake Kanran aimed to expound 
that they should not arbitrarily judge the previous 
emperors in chronicles and biographies. Meanwhile 
he compared Japan with China, emphasising the 
emperor-revering tradition of Japan.  
 In short, the early Mito scholars stressed 
national superiority and the unique Japanese value 
principle through the deification of Japanese 
emperor and kokutai, which gave rise to a strong 
sense of belonging and a superiority complex. By 
contrasting with China where frequent dynastic 
revolutions happened, they started to produce a 
strong identity with their own country. In this 
context, they needed to find a way to establish the 
superiority of Japan. Compiling history was the 
usual way for East Asian countries to establish 
orthodoxy and legitimacy, and Dai Nihonshi⼤⽇本
史  (the Great History of Japan, 1657-1906) played 
precisely this role. In this book, early Mito scholars 
modified the Sino-barbarian relations between 
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China and Japan in order to meet their political 
needs. 
Sino-barbarian Relations in Dai Nihonshi 

 The early Mito scholars challenged the 
existing Sino-barbarian system on the premise of 
emphasising the superiority of the emperor and 
kokutai. Two approaches were adopted to do this: 
first of all, the exchanging of hua and yi identities 
between China and Japan; secondly, the new Sino-
barbarian order was codified through the writing of 
Dai Nihonshi. 
 The Sino-barbarian view of the early Mito 
scholars mainly emphasised cultural inheritance. 
Articles written by them frequently discussed the 
cultural transformation between hua and yi during 
this time. Kuriyama Senpō, as the pioneer of this 
school of thought, summarised the concept of the 
Sino-barbarian dichotomy in his Hōken Taiki: “If hua 
applies the rites of barbarians, [it] will become the 
barbarian; [if] barbarians enter into hua, [they] will 
be civilised” (Kuriyama, 1974, p. 380). Asaka 
Tanpaku pointed out that the Song-Yuan transition 
and the Ming-Qing transition both led to 
considerable cultural degeneration (Aoyama, 1976, 
p. 43). Mori Shōken asserted: “Barbarians with rites 
are superior to Central States without benevolence” 
(Mori, 1706d, p. 24). The “Central States” here tends 
to refer to China. He argued that the reason China 
was occupied by barbarians was that its rites and 
rituals had become lost: “Central Plain lost its 
morality, and surrounding barbarians rose from all 
sides. It can be seen that barbarians with rites were 
superior to China with several tyrants” (Mori, 
1706d, p. 25). 
 The transformation of the Sino-barbarian 
identities indicated that by comparing Japan with 
China, the early Mito school gradually developed its 
national identity and its  ethnocentric ideology 
through an oppositional view of China. The 
traditional Chinese Sino-barbarian order not only 
promoted the formation of shared values in East 
Asia, but also planted the seed for ethnocentrism. 
The early Mito scholars, in this international 
structure, were increasingly inclined to subvert the 
China-centred order. They believed only by doing 
this could they achieve ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘legitimacy’ 
and therefore, remove the shackles of cultural 
discrimination. Not only did the Sino-barbarian 
order lead to the establishment of the common value 
system, it also led to mutual hatred between the 
nations. One nation became the scornful and the 
other the scorned, and distinguished by their 
developing cultural difference, a switching of roles 
occurred. This led to a new, but similar Sino-
barbarian order, this time centred around Japan.  
 Establishing a legitimate status through 
historical compilation was a conventional approach 
for East Asian countries. In all three of the most 
sinicised countries (Japan, Korea, and Vietnam), 
Korean and Vietnamese people both viewed 
“history writing” as a tool for subverting Chinese 
                                                
4 Amaterasu is the sun goddess in Japanese myth. 

hegemony. The Samguk sagi 三國史記  (Historical 
Annals of the Three Kingdoms) of Korea and Đại 
Việt sử ký ⼤越史記 (Historical Annals of the Great 
Viet Kingdom) of Vietnam are key examples of this 
(Woodside, 1998, p. 199; Kang, 2010, pp. 605-606). 
Similarly, the early Mito scholars also attempted to 
satisfy their impulse to subvert the original Sino-
barbarian system through historical interpretation. 
Dai Nihonshi was the inevitable product of this 
competition. Below I will examine this process 
further by examining the arrangement and content 
of “basic annals 本紀” (C: benji, J: hongi) and “ranked 
biographies 列傳/列伝” (C: liezhuan, J: retsuden). 

 The early Mito scholars adopted the basic 
annals to record the emperor’s matters, showing 
that Japan was not in the Sino-barbarian system 
centred around China and attempting to sit as 
equals at the same table with China. From Shiji 史記 
(The Records of the Grand Historian), Chinese 
historical compilation started to record the 
emperor’s matters in basic annals. In the Sinocentric 
world order, Korea had regarded China as the 
suzerain in the Ming dynasty, so the term 
“hereditary houses 世家” (C: shijia, J: seika, K: sega) 
was used by the compiler to represent Korean 
emperors, as a way to reflect its vassal identity in the 
historical records; for example, in Koryŏsa ⾼麗史 
(History of Koryŏ, 1392-1451) and Chosŏn wangjo 
sillok 朝鮮王朝實錄 (Veritable Records of the Chosŏn 
Dynasty) (Mcbride, 2007, p. 4). The early Mito 
scholars, however, did not acknowledge that Japan 
was a member of the Sinocentric world order.  
 In order to highlight the superiority of 
Japan, the early Mito scholars deified the emperor’s 
lineage in many texts. In Dai nihonshi jo ⼤⽇本史敘 
(The Preface to the Great History of Japan, 1715), 
which was the very beginning of Dai Nihonshi, the 
early Mito scholars promoted the deification of 
Japanese emperor and kokutai as the following: “Our 
court has passed on for two thousand years, where 
divine descendants come from a successive and 
inherited lineage” (Tokugawa, 1929, p. 3). In basic 
annals, they first described that the emperor’s  
ancestry could date back to Amaterasu 天 照 
4according to records in Kojiki 古事記  (Records of 
Ancient Matters, 712) and Nihon shoki ⽇本書紀 
(Chronicle of Japan, 720). Then they connected the 
Imperial Regalia of Japan representing royal family 
with the advantage of the single and unbroken royal 
bloodline, making the abstract ‘Divine State’ 
consciousness associated with the concrete Imperial 
Regalia of Japan. Just as Asaka Tanpaku claimed, 
“the royal ancestor granted [emperors] with the 
heavenly jewel, mirror and sword to legitimatise the 
authority of the royal throne” (Asaka, 1974, p. 246). 
Thus, Japan had a superior kokutai because of the 
divine nature of the emperor, and had the 
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ideological advantage in East Asia because of the 
superior kokutai. 
 When describing Japan’s international 
relationship with other countries, the early Mito 
scholars portrayed Japan as a suzerain with an 
advanced civilisation and a powerful force. They 
consciously ‘invented’ the history and stressed that 
Japan had been a country with an advanced 
civilisation since ancient times, and had well 
controlled the surrounding countries while those 
surrounding countries were subject to its authority. 

Jingū Kōgō 神功皇后 [Empress Jingū] attacked 
Silla 新羅. […] Koguryŏ ⾼句麗 and Paekche 百
濟 beside [Silla] were once subject to her, taking 
themselves as the western vassal nations. […] 
[She] set Japanese Prefecture in Mimana 任那 to 
control the Three Kingdoms of Korea. After that, 
Sushen 粛慎 [Mishi-hase] and Balhae 渤海 also 
admired Japan’s civilisation and were subject to 
it. Among countries which sent ambassadors to 
Japan, to those paying tribute and showing 
sincerity, [Japan] would appease and conciliate 
them; to those being rude in letters, Dazaifu 太
宰府 5   would ask them to go back; to those 
having a communication with treacherous 
persons, [Japan] would refuse them based on 
good faith. It was the way of refusing the rebels 
and accepting the loyalists (Dai Nihonshi, 1929b, 
p. 244). 

 In accordance with this text, in Dai Nihonshi, 
it was clear to see in the description of “Koryŏ kings 
sending envoys to Japan to pay tribute”, “Paekche 
sending envoys and coming to present tribute”, 
“Silla and Paekche’s paying tribute” and even the 
record of the Wu State 吳國  (one state in Three 
Kingdom 三國 period of China) sending envoys and 
giving tribute to Japan (Dai Nihonshi, 1929a, pp. 40, 
57, 77-78, 104-105). The above records were full of 
Japanocentrism. This Japanocentrism could be seen 
as a kind of counterattack against the Sinocentrism 
that traditionally played a central role in East Asia. 
They borrowed Chinese-style discourse to show 
their central status, very similar to arguments of 
Chinese emperors that usually took themselves as 
hua and others as yi. For example, Emperor Yongle 
永樂帝 (1360-1424) said the following: 

Emperors live in the middle, stabilising and 
controlling thousands of places. They should 
cover and accommodate everyone like the huge 
sky and earth do. If people from far away come 
to join, you should stabilise and care for them 
all, so that each gets what he needs (Ming 
Taizong shilu, 1965, p. 435). 

In order to reverse the core position of China in the 
traditional East Asian political system, the early 
Mito scholars denied that small kingdoms in the 
Japanese Archipelago had paid tribute to China 
                                                
5 Dazaifu, established in the late 7th century, was 
served as the administrative centre of the entire 

before the Sui 隋 and Tang 唐 dynasties. China’s 
official history recorded a lot of events involving 
Japanese regimes paying tribute to China. For 
example, Hou Hanshu 後漢書  (Book of the Later 
Han) recorded that Na state of Wa 倭奴國 paid 
tribute to China and was rewarded with silk ribbon 
and the gold seal from Emperor Guangwu of Han 漢
光 武 帝  (5 BC-AD 57) (Fan, 2004, p. 1707). 
Worenzhuan 倭⼈傳 (Account of the Wa People) in 
Sanguo Zhi三國志 (Records of the Three Kingdoms) 
recorded that the Queen Himiko 卑彌呼 (170–248 
AD) paid tribute to China (Chen, 2004, p. 548). The 
early Mito scholars, however, said: “The records of 
our customs in that history [China’s history] 
consisted of half true facts and half fake facts. The 
records that Japan once paid tribute [to China] and  
accepted titles [granted by the Chinese] had never 
happened from ancient times”(Dai Nihonshi, 1929b, 
p. 383). Most early Mito scholars were very 
proficient in Chinese, well read in Chinese history 
books and often referred to Chinese allusions when 
compiling history, so it is impossible to believe that 
they had never read official accounts of Chinese 
history like Hou Hanshu and Sanguo zhi. For 
example, as recorded, Aono Shukugen ⻘野叔元 
(1653-1707), who was in charge of Gaikokuden 外國
伝 (Biography of Foreign States) for traditional Sino-
Japanese international relations, had a broad 
knowledge of Chinese history, and even “read 
history [compiled by] Sushui 涑⽔ [Sima Guang 司
⾺光, 1019-1086] eighteen times” (Aoyama, 1976, p. 
50). Therefore, the early Mito scholars’ denial of 
paying tribute to China in history was to a large 
extent intentional, because they wanted to reverse 
the disadvantageous position of Japan in the 
traditional Sino–barbarian system. They said that 
formal exchanges between China and Japan started 
from the Sui Dynasty 隋(581-619), because at that 
time, China and Japan were on an equal footing (Dai 
Nihonshi, 1929b, p. 384). 
 The establishment of Gaikokuden in Dai 
Nihonshi more explicitly suggested the aim of setting 
up a Japanese-style Sino-barbarian system which 
regarded Japan as zhonghua and China as a 
peripheral country. According to the version of Dai 
Nihonshi submitted to the court in Kyōhō 享保
period (1716-1735), Gaikokuden was composed of 
twelve volumes. “Foreign States One” and “Foreign 
States Two” represented “the dynasties of Sui and 
Tang 唐” and “the dynasties of Song 宋, Yuan 元, 
Liao 遼, Jin ⾦ and Ming 明” respectively (Kajiyama, 
2013, pp. 180-181). The following Volumes Three to 
Seven, recorded countries in the Korean Peninsula, 
such as Silla,  Koryŏ and  Paekche. The last volume, 
Volume Twelve, described countries that were 
uncivilised in the eyes of the Japanese such as 

island of Kyushu and hosted foreign embassies 
from China and Korea. 
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Emishi 蝦夷 , Sushen 粛真 /粛慎  (Mishi-hase), 
Jurchen ⼥真/⼥直, Ryūkyū 琉球, Tochari 吐⽕羅
and Korum 昆侖 (Kajiyama, 2013, p. 181; Seita, 2016, 
p. 259). In Fujita Yūkoku’s 藤⽥幽⾕  (1774-1826) 
opinion, one of aims of Mitsukuni’s historical 
compilation was that presenting the “Celestial Court
天朝 ” as interior and vassal states as exterior 
(Miyata, 2014, p. 64). The early Mito scholars 
borrowed Confucian discourse to transform the 
roles of Japan and China, the former becoming 
central (Celestial Court) and the latter becoming a 
peripheral vassal. Fujita Yūkoku spoke highly of 
such an arrangement by the early Mito scholars: 
“When I read this book now, I find that it is strictly 
compiled. The narrative is decent, and people who 
cannot distinguish between interior and exterior are 
incapable of compiling it” (Fujita, 1929, p. 26). 
 In the second half of the 18th century and 
the first half of the 19th century, the late Mito 
scholars in more writings clarified Japan as the 
‘ Celestial Court’ or ‘Divine State’, the ideological 
core of East Asia. In their discourse, the Japanese 
emperor and kokutai were further deified. 
Fujita Yūkoku wrote Seimeiron 正名論  (On the 
Rectification of Names, 1791), where he emphasised 
reinforcing the authority of the Japanese emperor 
and Japan through “names of rectification 正名”: 

My country possesses long royal reign and 
permanent imperial throne. All the remote 
areas, where ships and carriages reach and 
where men with their power attain, cannot 
match my country, is not that great? […] Since 
the beginning of the Celestial Court, there has 
been only one surname in the royal lineage, 
which will be passed on without end. With 
sacred regalia and holy map in the hands [of 
Japanese emperors], original rites, music and 
regulations are followed without change. The 
honourable Japanese emperor, who are unique 
in the universe, are respectfully worshipped 
and served. (Fujita, 1973b, pp. 370-371). 

From my perspective, in the above sayings of Fujita, 
it seemed that emphasis on Japan’s authority as the 
East Asian leader was more important. Japan was 
superior to ‘barbarians’ for its unique kokutai, while 
other so-called peripheral countries degenerating 
into ‘barbarians’ should obey Japan. Fujita Tōko 藤
⽥東湖 (1806-1855), Fujita Yūkoku’s son, inherited 
Yūkoku’s viewpoint and further said that  “kokutai 
is dignified, so peripheral and barbarian countries 
all obey”(Fujita, 1973a, p. 427). 
 As Mito scholars’ remarks became more and 
more nationalist, their historical compilation 
became increasingly Japanocentric. The most 
significant proof of this is that from the early to late 
stages of the Mito school, China’s status within such 
a Japanese-style Sino-barbarian system increasingly 
deteriorated. In the Meiji period, the late Mito 
scholars changed Gaikokuden to Shohanden 諸蕃伝 
(Biography of Vassal States), and moved the 
dynasties of China from Volume One and Volume 

Two to Volume Eleven and Volume Twelve, the last 
two volumes, where Tochari and Korum were 
located. The position of China was even lower than 
those of Emishi, Sushen, Jurchen, Ryukyus, etc. In 
this Japan-centred system, countries such as Silla,  
Koryŏ and  Paekche, which usually paid tribute to 
Japan and were influenced by Japan, were placed 
inside the system, closest to Japan at the centre, 
while China, which was far from Japan and could 
not be influenced, was put outside the system 
(Kajiyama, 2013, p. 182). 
 The name of Shohanden clearly was made 
manifest in the relationship between Japan and its 
surrounding countries, as the late Mito scholars 
considered Japan to be the suzerain and others 
including Chinese dynasties to be vassals. The 
meaning of ‘vassal’was explained in Hōken taiki: 
“Countries which are outside [the Sino-barbarian 
system] and barbarian are called vassal states” 
(Kuriyama, 1974, p. 380). According to the 
framework within Dai Nihonshi’s genre and 
Kuriyama Senpō’s explanation of the “vassal”, it 
could be said that Mito scholars, from the 
perspective of Japanocentrism, despised China. The 
variation in the name of the biography and the 
internal ranking indicated that the status of China 
was constantly decaying in the eyes of the late Mito 
scholars, and that the ethnocentrism of Japan was 
becoming more and more prominent. This variation 
was linked to the political change within the 
international community at that time. The Meiji 
period was a period when the ethnocentrism of 
Japan inflated, and that inflation was distinctly 
reflected in the compilation of the Dai Nihonshi 
(Kajiyama, 2013, pp. 183-188). Japanocentrism was 
prominent within the Dai Nihonshi and the Mito 
school. This was in keeping with the sayings of the 
Mito scholars, which increasingly prioritised 
nationalism.   
Conclusion 

 After the Ming-Qing transition, Ka’i hentai, 
compiled by the Hayashis fully reflected Japanese 
Confucian scholars’ views on China at that time: 
China had turned into the barbarian. This kind of 
perspective greatly enhanced Japanese scholars’ 
nativism and cultural identity. In this historical 
context, the early Mito scholars were inspired to 
subvert the traditional Sino-barbarian system. In 
order to occupy a dominant position in the 
international community, in comparison with 
China, they emphasised the superiority and 
authority of country and nation through the 
deification of the Japanese emperor and kokutai, 
which ran through the compilation of Dai Nihonshi. 
They partially ‘invented’ or deliberately altered 
Japan’s history in the context of native discourse, 
with the purpose of avoiding being the ideological 
subordinate of China and of establishing a new 
international order centred around Japan. This 
seemed to prove that Mito scholars were anxious 
about the self-identity in the face of China’s power, 
so they had to try their best to gain national 
confidence from history and culture. In the late Mito 
period, affected by ethnocentrism in bakumatsu and 
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the Meiji era, the Japan-centred international order  
described in Dai Nihonshi was further revised, where 
China became more marginalised and Japan’s 
nationalism and Japanocentrism increased 
markedly. 
References 

Primary Sources 

 Aoyama, N ⻘⼭延于., 1976. Bunʼen idan ⽂
苑遺談. In: Seki, G 関儀⼀郎., ed., Kinsei Juka shiryō 
近世儒家史料. Vol. 2, Tōkyō: Iizuka Shobō. 

 Asaka, T 安 積 澹 泊 ., 1916. Dainihonshi 
ronsanshū : Kanwa ryōbun⼤⽇本史論賛集: 漢和両⽂, 
Tōkyō: Taishō Shoin. 

 Asaka, T 安積澹泊., 1974. Dainihonshi sansō  
⼤⽇本史賛藪. In: Matsumoto, S 松本三之介. and 
Yoshihiko, O ⼩倉芳彥., eds., Kinsei Shironshū. 近世
史論集, Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten. pp.246-319. 

 Chen, S 陳壽 ., 2004. Sanguozhi 三國志 , 
Shanghai: Hanyu dacidian chubanshe. 

 Dai nihonshi⼤⽇本史. 1929a. Vol 1. Tōkyō: 
Dai Nihon Yūbenkai. 

 Dai nihonshi⼤⽇本史. 1929b. Vol 5. Tōkyō: 
Dai Nihon Yūbenkai. 

 Fan, Y 範曄 ., 2004. Hou Hanshu 後漢書 , 
Shanghai: Hanyu dacidian chubanshe. 

 Fujita, T 藤 ⽥ 東 湖 ., 1973a. Kōdōkan 
Kijutsugi 弘道館記述義 . In: Imai, U 今井宇三郎 , 
Seya,Y 瀬⾕義彥, and Masahide, B 尾藤正英., eds., 
Mitogaku ⽔戶學, Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten. pp.422-
448. 

 Fujita, Y 藤⽥幽⾕., 1929. Shūshi shimatsu
修史始末. In: Dainihonshi. atozukekyūsakuin⼤⽇本史. 
後付及索引, Tōkyō: Dai Nihon Yūbenkai. pp.1-51. 

 Fujita, Y藤⽥幽⾕., 1973b.Seimeiron正名論. 
In: Imai, U 今井宇三郎 , Seya,Y 瀬⾕義彥 , and 
Masahide, B 尾藤正英 ., eds., Mitogaku ⽔戶學, 
Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten. pp.370-371. 

 Hayashi, R 林羅⼭ ., 1918. Razan hayashi 
sensei bunshū 羅⼭林先⽣⽂集.Vol.2, Kyōto : Heian 
Kōko Gakkai. 

 Hayashi, S 林春齋. and Hayashi, H 林鳳岡., 
1958. Ka’i Hentai 華夷變態. Vol.1, Tōkyō: Tōkyō 
Bunko. 

 Kumazawa, B 熊沢蕃⼭., 1903. Shūgi gaisho
集義外書. In: Inoue, T 井上哲次郎. and Kanie, Y 蟹
江義丸., eds., Nihon rinri ihen ⽇本倫理彙編, Tōkyō: 
Ikuseikai. pp.9-332. 

 Kumazawa, B 熊沢蕃⼭., 1971. Shūgi washo
集義和書. In: Gotō, Y 後藤陽⼀. and Tomoeda, R 友
枝⿓太郎., eds., Kumazawa Banzan熊沢蕃⼭, Tōkyō: 
Iwanami Shoten. pp.7-356. 

 Kuriyama, S栗⼭潛鋒., 1974. Hōken taiki保
建 ⼤ 記 . In: Matsumoto, S 松 本 三 之 介 . and 
Yoshihiko, O ⼩倉芳彥., eds., Kinsei Shironshū. 近世
史論集, Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten. pp.372-384. 

 Ming Taizong shilu明太宗實錄. 1962. Taibei: 
Zhongyang yanjiuyuan lishi yuyan yanjiusuo. 

 Miyake, K 三宅観瀾., 1941. Ronsan bakugo
論讚駁語. In: Yoshijirō, T ⾼須芳次郎., ed., Miyake 
Kanran Kuriyama Senpō shū 三宅観瀾・栗⼭潛鋒集, 
Tōkyō : Mitogaku Taikei Kankōkai. pp.163-229. 

 Mori, S 森尚謙., 1706a. Genjukushū 儼塾集. 
Vol 1.[e-book] Kyōto: ryūshiken. Available through: 
Waseda University Kotenseki Sogo Database 
website 
<http://www.wul.waseda.ac.jp/kotenseki/html/
he16/he16_01184/index.html> [Accessed 24 Jan 
2018] 

 Mori, S 森尚謙., 1706b. Genjukushū 儼塾集. 
Vol 3.[e-book] Kyōto: ryūshiken.Available through: 
Waseda University Kotenseki Sogo Database 
website 
<http://www.wul.waseda.ac.jp/kotenseki/html/
he16/he16_01184/index.html> [Accessed 24 Jan 
2018] 

 Mori, S 森尚謙., 1706c. Genjukushū 儼塾集. 
Vol 4.[e-book] Kyōto: ryūshiken.Available through: 
Waseda University Kotenseki Sogo Database 
website 
<http://www.wul.waseda.ac.jp/kotenseki/html/
he16/he16_01184/index.html> [Accessed 24 Jan 
2018] 

 Mori, S 森尚謙., 1706d. Genjukushū 儼塾集. 
Vol 9.[e-book] Kyōto: ryūshiken.Available through: 
Waseda University Kotenseki Sogo Database 
website 
<http://www.wul.waseda.ac.jp/kotenseki/html/
he16/he16_01184/index.html> [Accessed 24 Jan 
2018] 

 Tokugawa, T 徳川綱條., 1929. Dai nihonshi 
jo ⼤⽇本史敘 . In: Dai nihonshi ⼤⽇本史. Vol.1, 
Tōkyō : Dai Nihon Yūbenkai. pp.1-12. 

 Yamaga, S ⼭⿅素⾏., 1940. Chūchō jijitsu 中
朝事実 . In: Mukasa, S 廣瀨豊 ., ed., Yamaga Sokō 
zenshū : shisō hen ⼭⿅素⾏全集  : 思想篇. Vol.13, 
Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten.pp. 225-375. 
 
 



New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2018 (1)  8 

Secondary Sources  

 Haga, N 芳賀登 ., 1996. Kindai Mitogaku 
kenkyūshi 近 代 ⽔ 戶 學 研 究 史, Tōkyō: Kyōiku 
Shuppan Sentā. 
 Hobsbawm, E., 2012. Introduction: 
Inventing Traditions. In: Hobsbawm, E. and Ranger, 
T., eds., The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 1–14. 

 Kajiyama, T 梶 ⼭ 孝 夫 ., 1999. Mitoha 
kokugaku no kenkyū ⽔戶派國學の研究, Kyōto: Shintō 
Shigakkai. 

 Kajiyama, T 梶⼭孝夫., 2013. Dainihonshi no 
shigan : sono kōsei to jujutsu.⼤⽇本史の史眼 : その構
成と敘述, Tōkyō: Kinseisha. 

 Kang, D.C., 2010. Hierarchy and Legitimacy 
in International Systems: The Tribute System in 
Early Modern East Asia, Security Studies, 19(4), 
pp.591-622. 
 Mcbride, R., 2007. Preserving the Lore of 
Korean Antiquity: An Introduction to Native and 
Local Sources in Iryŏn’s Samguk yusa, Acta Korean,. 
10(2), pp.1-38. 

 Miyata, M 宮⽥正彥 ., 2014. Mitogaku no 
fukko : Yukoku toko soshite rekko⽔⼾學の復興 : 幽⾕・
東湖そして烈公, Tōkyō: Kinseisha. 

 Nagoya, T 名越時正., 1972. Mitogaku no dōtō 
⽔戶學の道統, Mito: Tsuruya Shoten. 

 Nagoya, T 名越時正 ., eds., 1984. Mito 
shigaku senkenden⽔戶史學先賢伝, Tōkyō: Kinseisha. 

 Nagoya, T 名越時正., 1985. Mito Mitsukuni 
to sono yokō ⽔戶光圀とその餘光, Tōkyō: Kinseisha. 

 Paramore, K., 2016. Japanese Confucianism: a 
cultural history, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

 Seita, M 勢⽥道⽣ ., 2016. ‘Dai Nihon shi 
sansō’ shoshū Gaikokuden no taigaishi ninshiki『⼤
⽇本史賛藪』所収外國伝賛の対外史認識. In: Inoue, 
Y 井上泰⾄., ed., Kinsei Nihon no rekishi jojutsu to 
taigai ishiki近世⽇本の歴史敘述と対外意識, Tōkyō : 
Bensei Shuppan, pp.257-280. 

 Wang, X 王⼩林 ., 2013. Cong Hancai dao 
Hehun : Riben guoxue sixiang de xingcheng yu fazhan從
漢才到和魂 : ⽇本國學思想的形成與發展 , Taibei: 
Lianjing chuban shiye gufen youxian gongsi. 

 Watanabe, H 渡辺浩 ., 1985. Kinsei Nihon 
shakai to Sōgaku 近世⽇本社會と宋學, Tōkyō: Tōkyō 
Daigaku Shuppankai. 
 Woodside, A., 1998. Territorial Order and 
Collective-Identity Tensions in Confucian Asia: 

China, Vietnam, Korea. Early Modernities,127(3), 
pp.191-220. 

 Yoshida, T吉⽥俊純., 2003. Mitogaku to Meiji 
Ishin ⽔ 戶 学 と 明 治 維 新, Tōkyō: Yoshikawa 
Kōbunkan 
 
 
  


