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On the sixth day of the eighth month in the autumn of the fifteenth year [284 CE.] a
Prince from [the Korean state of] Baekje called Araki came before the court and present-
ed two fine horses to the [Japanese] emperor.… This Araki was very good at reading the
[Confucian] classics.… Hearing this, the emperor asked Araki, “Do you possess a fine
Confucian professor [in Baekje]?” Araki replied, “There is one called Wani, he is excel-
lent.” Arata Wake and Kamunaki Wake were dispatched to Baekje to get Wani. In spring
in the second month of the sixteenth year Wani arrived. Prince Uji noWaki Iratsuko took
him as his teacher. He learnt various classics from Wani. There were none of them he
could not master. Wani became the first keeper of the imperial books.1

So began the history of Confucianism in Japan. Confucian professors were fine
gifts for princes who could use them as symbols of status and connection. As a
prince would show his prowess and exhibit his own status by skillfully riding
an especially fine stallion, so too a prince “able to master” all the Confucian
classics, taught by a fine teacher, exhibited not only the status of “having”
that teacher, but also his own accomplishments in being able to “master” the
material.

This passage seems to be the first Japanese historical source narrating
Confucianism’s arrival in Japan. Whether this occurred in 284, as the source
could be literally interpreted, or 402, as Peter Kornicki has suggested, or
whether this story is a work of complete fiction from the late seventh or
early eighth centuries, when Nihon Shoki was compiled, we will never really
know.2 What is evident is that Confucianism—both its personnel and texts—

1 Nihon shoki [720 AD], in Sakamoto Tarō et al., eds., Nihon Shoki, Nihon Koten Bungaku
Taikei 67 (Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 1965), 370–73. “Confucian professors” was transcribed into
the Japanese of the time as “people who can read and write.” A similar passage occurs in the
Kojiki (712 AD), which also mentions that Wani transmitted a ten-volume set of Confucius Ana-
lects; Kurano Kenji and Takeda Yūkichi, eds., Kojiki, Norito, Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei 1
(Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 1958), 248–49.

2 The Nihon Shoki relates a number of instances of Confucian books and teachers being given as
gifts to the Japanese sovereign by the Korean kingdom of Baekje. The events of the first story
quoted above are dated in the Nihon Shoki (using the traditional manner of calculating its dates)
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were initially perceived primarily as part of the status symbolism of East Asian
interstate relations.

The beginnings of Confucianism in Japan were thus closely intertwined
with the beginnings of the Japanese state itself. The formation of a single, dom-
inant state in central Japan occurred concurrently with a newwave of importation
and institutionalization of political and religious culture from mainland Asia,
most notably from states on the peninsula now known as Korea. The impact
of, most importantly, Buddhism, but also Confucianism and other religious
ideas associated with Daoism, accelerated dramatically during the seventh
century, coinciding with the rise of the Tang state (618–907) in China and that
state’s push into Korea. These religious, cultural, educational, and administrative
paradigms provided many of the sociological tools necessary for the construction
of a more complex centralized state capable of projecting and holding power over
a large area.3 Even the core symbols of the Japanese Emperors, the sword and
mirror, arrived as part of this transmission of Confucianism.4 In Japan, the formu-
lation of Confucianism and the formation of the state were concurrent and sym-
biotic processes. Confucianism was part of the processes that formed the early
Japanese state itself, and conversely, these processes of state formation also
helped to shape the particular, early Japanese manifestation of Confucianism.

In this article I argue that the way in which Confucianism was institution-
alized and reimagined in the early Japanese state limited its efficacy as a form
of imperial legitimation. This state, although otherwise modeled on continental
forms, lacked one of the main ritualistic schemes that early Chinese and Korean
imperial and kingly states used to legitimize the rule of sovereigns. Through
most of history, and certainly from China’s Later Han dynasty onward (and
therefore throughout the Common Era), Chinese empires positioned Confucian
ritual as a central part of the symbolic schemes through which the power of the
sovereign was legitimated. The dysfunction of this ritual system in the Japanese
context, which this article argues was a result of the nature of cultural transmis-
sion and reproduction, is one reason Japan, through most of its premodern
history, was not ruled by its emperors and imperial institutions. To put it

as having happened in 284. Peter F. Kornicki suggests this could possibly be recalculated to 405, in
The Book in Japan: A Cultural History from the Beginnings to the Nineteenth Century (Leiden:
Brill, 1998), 278–79. Inoue Mitsusada and Delmer M. Brown instead emphasize a later reference
in the same text that speaks of another gift of Confucian scholarship in 513; “The Century of
Reform,” in Cambridge History of Japan, Volume 1: Ancient Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1993), 170. This reference can be found in Sakamoto Tarō, et al., eds., Nihon Shoki,
Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei 68 (Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 1965), 28–35.

3 On the politics and ideology of this period in general, see Michael I. Como, Shōtoku: Ethnicity,
Ritual, and Violence in the Japanese Buddhist Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press,
2008); Herman Ooms, Imperial Politics and Symbolics in Ancient Japan: The Tenmu Dynasty,
650–800 (Honolulu: University of Hawai`i Press, 2009).

4 Kurano and Takeda, Kojiki, Norito, 248–49.

C O N F U C I A N R I T U A L A N D S A C R E D K I N G S H I P 695

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417516000323 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417516000323


differently, analyzing the nature of the transmission and reproduction of Con-
fucian culture is one way to understand the choice made by the real (non-
emperor) rulers of Japan from the tenth century onward to not bother with
usurping the emperorship, and instead rule through alternative titles and insti-
tutional frameworks of their own making, like kanpaku and shogun.

We also find here a complex historical case for considering the bifurcation of
ritualistic andpolitical influence in sacredkingshipmoregenerally.Thedisengage-
ment of ritual practice from political power in traditionally sacred kingships has
been described in a variety of societies in widely different places and periods.5

The phenomenon is often explained in terms of local cultural imperatives, or the
teleological development of religious or political history. Here I will focus
instead on the mechanics of cultural transmission and reproduction as key.

Scholars have long been interested in the role of Confucian ritual in the
political legitimation of Chinese imperial states. Recently, however, historians
of early China have more lucidly theorized the role of ritual. In rejecting stan-
dard late twentieth-century theories like those of Clifford Geertz and Maurice
Bloch, which portrayed ritual as either a reflection of social reality or as some-
thing outside human experience, Michael Puett has argued that ritual in early
China, rather than a reflection of social relations, was a deliberately constructed
“as if” world “where one [could] act as if a certain situation was the case” in an
attempt to change that reality.6

Puett uses examples from the Confucian Book of Rites to suggest that
rituals for the worship of imperial ancestors in ancient China were used to
imagine or create relationships between members of the ruling family, the
ruling class, and the population at large. These rituals, by emphasizing the dis-
junction between reality and ritual, looked to inculcate appropriate social rela-
tions: “The goal of the ritual is to create a harmonious, hierarchical relationship
between them of ancestor-father-son. Underlying the ritual, of course, is the
clear knowledge that this is not the way the world operates.… The entire
realm is thus organized in such a patriarchal form, with Heaven above, and
the ruler below as son of Heaven and parent to the populace.”7

5 See, for instance, Nicholas Thomas, Islanders: The Pacific in the Age of Empire (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2010), 186; and John Iliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 78; Jeroen Duindam, Dynasties: A Global History of
Power, 1300–1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). Clifford Geertz’s classic char-
acterization of the “king of chess” also referred to this phenomenon; Negara: The Theatre State in
Nineteenth-Century Bali (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 130.

6 Michael Puett, “Critical Approaches to Religion in China,” Critical Research on Religion 1, 1
(2013): 95–101, 98. A similar argument can be found in James Laidlaw, “On Theatre and Theory:
Reflections on Ritual in Imperial Chinese Politics,” in Joseph P. McDermott, ed., State and Court
Ritual in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 399–416.

7 Michael Puett, “Ritual Disjunctions: Ghosts, Philosophy, and Anthropology,” in Veena Das,
et al., eds., The Ground Between: Anthropologists Engage Philosophy (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2014), 227–28.
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This vision of ritual’s role in early East Asian polities thus sees it not as
reflecting reality, even for the participants, but rather as “training one’s dispo-
sition to act properly” in an attempt to transform social relations by deliberately
playing in a mode that is not real.8 The acknowledgment of the unreality of
ritual by practitioners and commentators in the ancient Chinese context is a
vitally important point, and is reflected in the Confucian classics themselves.
Confucius Analects is explicit regarding the “as if” nature of rites in the
famous passage: “The Master sacrificed to the dead as if they were present.
He sacrificed to the spirits, as if the spirits were present.”9

This acknowledgment of disjunction from reality was what empowered
these rituals to affect or work on the real world. It gave them their political
utility. Overt reference to the politically utilitarian nature of the rites can also
be found in the classics, for instance in sections from the Rites of Zhou, a
text that provided much of the background of the legitimation rites mentioned
in the Tang Chinese administrative codes that I will examine in this essay’s
second half10: “Sacrificing to [worshipping] the Five Emperors [this rite] is
the taking in hand of the hundred officials [the nobility bureaucracy] and the
utilization of them.”11

As we will see, in Japan, by contrast, the ritual schemes did not facilitate
acknowledgment of their unreality or political utility. This is significant
because such acknowledgment was a large part of what allowed political
culture and government practices to survive through the regular processes of
dynastic transition and lineage slip that characterized premodern kingly
states. The community’s and the ritual scheme’s granting the unreality of the
ritual process in the Chinese imperial context allowed new emperors not
related to the previous emperor to still be portrayed as if they were the son
of Heaven. This was so even when everyone knew they were not biologically
related to the previous progeny of Heaven, and therefore were obviously not
actually the son of Heaven. The disjunction between the heavenly and terres-
trial realms meant they could still be legitimated as emperor through the
ritual of seeing them as the son of Heaven, regardless of whose child they ac-
tually were organically on earth. The Confucian ritual form’s acknowledgment

8 Ibid., 222–28.
9 Confucius Analects 3/12, Legge translation, taken from Ba Yi: http://ctext.org/analects/ba-yi

and http://ctext.org/analects (accessed 8 Mar. 2015).
10 On the significance and politics of the Zhou Li in Chinese history, see Benjamin A. Elman and

Martin Kern, Statecraft and Classical Learning: The Rituals of Zhou in East Asian History (Leiden:
Brill, 2010).

11 Zhou Li, Tian guan zhong zai, 68, from The Rites of Zhou: http://ctext.org/rites-of-zhou (ac-
cessed 8 Mar. 2015). This is an online version of the Zhou Li edited by Lu Deming of the Tang
dynasty, and appears in the Si ku quan shu. The word “sacrifice” is often used in translations
like Legge’s to refer to a form of worship where food is offered to the deity or ancestor.
However, certainly by this period, killing was not part of the ritual, and so many writers prefer
the term “offering,” or simply “worship.”
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of its own unreality, as in the Chinese tradition, thereby enhanced its ability to
play a transformative political role, including in dynastic transition. This meant
that many Chinese dynasties, even new ones, could enjoy a relatively strong
continuity in political culture and governing practice, and in the state’s person-
nel, knowledge, and security apparatuses.

The process through which the imperial statutory (ritsuryō) state was
formed in Japan, on the other hand, excluded these elements of Confucian
ritual and replaced them with non-Confucian Japanese rites (later sometimes
identified as “Shinto”).12 These “indigenous” emperor rites were themselves
new, having probably been formulated in Japan within the context of the for-
mation of the statutory state (after the Jinshin war of the late 600s). Compared
to the Confucian rites of imperial legitimation seen in the Tang and other
Chinese imperial states, however, these Japanese rites were more organic, pos-
iting the emperor as the actual descendant of Heaven.13 This made them harder
for new rulers to coopt, which meant they had less continuous political tradition
at their disposal for legitimating their rule.

This article’s first part looks at the significant influence Confucian ideas
of civilization and rites had on the conceptualization of external relations in
Japanese state-making. It confirms a significant Confucian resonance in state
practices, which justified a dominant and exclusive Japanese state in the archi-
pelago. The second, main part of the article examines the significant lack of in-
fluence Confucian ritual had in the early Japanese state’s internal justification
of emperor rule. I employ an analysis comparing early Japanese state codes
with their parallel Chinese texts to argue that the weak integration of Confu-
cianism into the Japanese statutory state model meant that core elements that
justified the emperor’s rule in continental models were missing from the
basic models of ritual institutionalization that continued throughout premodern
Japanese history.

12 The ritsuryō state, or statutory state, refers in Japanese historiography to the period during
which the Japanese state began to employ formal administrative and legal frameworks derived
from Chinese models of lüling (criminal and administrative regulations). The Japanese reading
of the two characters making up this Chinese word is ritsuryō. In the eighth century, Japan
devised its own, very similar set of lüling (ritsuryō) based on Tang dynasty models. On the ritsuryō
system in general, see Ooms, Imperial Politics; and Joan R. Piggott, The Emergence of Japanese
Kingship (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997). This form of rule is regarded as having been
adopted gradually from the end of the seventh century, formalized in the mid-eighth century, and
displaced from the actual processes of governance by the tenth century.

13 Mark Teeuwen argues that the creation of imperial legitimacy rites based around a vision of
Amaterasu as the sun god progenitor of the Japanese imperial line dates from the Jinshin War
seventh-century period. This view is articulated in John Breen and Mark Teeuwen, “Capital of
the Gods: A Social History of the Ise Shrines” (book MSS forthcoming from Bloomsbury), ch.
1. See also Mark Teeuwen, “Comparative Perspectives on the Emergence of Jindō and Shinto,” Bul-
letin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 70, 2 (2007): 373–402, 377.
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C O N F U C I A N I S M AND T H E S TAT E ’ S E X T E R I O R : C I V I L I Z AT I O N A ND

R I T E S

There is no doubtConfucianism significantly affected not only how the early Jap-
anese state was conceptualized, but also how that conceptualization was ex-
pressed in its first institutionally produced state political texts. An example is
the Kojiki, one of the two core early texts legitimizing the Japanese state.
Though it is the most linguistically un-Chinese of the two, its introductory
section is modeled exactly on the style of the introduction to the Wujing
zhengyi 五經正義, a collection of the Confucian classics from the Tang
period.14 Its introduction thusmimics the form of themost famous Chinese Con-
fucian commentary of the Tang period. The structure of the other core early text,
the Nihon Shoki, is unmistakably based on Chinese dynastic histories, which by
this time were outliers of the Confucian canon. In this sense, the very form of the
Nihon Shoki was highly derivative from Confucian textual tradition.

The content of these texts also reveals how conceptual paradigms at the heart
of Confucianism affected Japanese state formation. The conceptualization of a
state, particularly the logic behind delineations of outer and inner, and the interac-
tion of this logicwith larger questions relating to the place of humans in the natural
world, seems to have been derived primarily from Confucian paradigms. The for-
mation of the early Japanese state occurred through a process of military, political,
cultural, and religious interactionwithKorean kingdoms in the mid-first millenni-
umCE.15 They were related to the emergence of enduring state identities, state vi-
olence (war), and early codification of principles of governance which, while
certainly not “laws” in the modern sense, had enduring effects on the later devel-
opment of state institutions including legal ones. Positive Confucian influence
on this codification needs to be reconciledwith the violence inherent in the consol-
idation of the early state. Thinking about the history of the early Japanese state thus
invites reflection upon the contradictions inherent in the utility of Confucian uni-
versalism to statecraft at a broader level, not just in early Japan, but also in later
periods and in other parts of East Asia and Southeast Asia.

Confucian influence in early Japanese statecraft manifested itself in two
opposing directions. On one hand, Confucian ideas were drawn upon to
create frameworks for mediation and consensus building in Japanese society,
and between Japanese and foreign peoples. On the other, they helped model
a hierarchy of societies that justified Japanese state violence against so-called

14 Aoki Kazuo, ed., Kojiki. Nihon Shisō Taikei 1 (Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 1982), 10–17, 650.
15 The archaeologist historian Gina Barnes suggests the late fifth century for Japanese state for-

mation, while most textual historians outside Japan place it a century or two later. This depends on
how one approaches the rubbery definition of a state (Gina Barnes, State Formation in Japan:
Emergence of a 4th-Century Ruling Elite (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), xiv. On competing
“early” and “late” historiographies of the emergence of an early Japanese state, see Breen and
Teeuwen, “Capital of the Gods,” ch. 1.

C O N F U C I A N R I T U A L A N D S A C R E D K I N G S H I P 699

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417516000323 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417516000323


“barbarians.”16 Scholars of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese intellectual history
often emphasize Confucianism’s message of shared human values and respect
for the other. Scholars in Japan have repeatedly cited Shōtoku’s Seventeen
Article Constitution (also called The Seventeen Injunctions) as a strong
example of this. This is a list of principles of governance that tradition
claims was written in 604 by the imperial regent Prince Shōtoku. In the centu-
ries thereafter, Prince Shōtoku was discursively transformed into a kind of
saint.17 Various Buddhist traditions claimed him as a bodhisattva, and he has
been revered by those of all political colors since. His Constitution has been
one of the most heavily referenced treatises in Japanese political history right
into the twenty-first century.18 This is partly because of its flexible nature: it
is hortatory rather than regulatory, consensus driven, and religiously pluralist.
Shōtoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution is correctly cited both as representa-
tive of the Buddhist nature of the early Japanese state and as one of the most
clearly Confucian-influenced texts in early Japanese history. This is indicative
of the intellectually and religiously pluralist nature of this text, but also of Jap-
anese political culture at this time more generally.

The main claim modern commentators have made about Shōtoku’s Seven-
teen Article Constitution, however, is that it represents a “Japanese” idea of
“harmony.” How exclusivist the “Japaneseness” of this harmony is imagined
to be has usually depended on the political persuasion of the scholar and the
moment in modern Japanese history they worked within. Imperialist and nation-
alist Japanese scholarship in the mid-twentieth century valorized this as an exclu-
sionary “Japanese value.” Post-World War II Japanese scholarship challenged
these readings by emphasizing the comparatively universalist perspective of
the work and clear Confucian influence on it. Intriguingly, this later, more polit-
ically correct scholarship did not actually challenge the valorization of early Jap-
anese state codes apparent in the earlier nationalist readings, but instead simply
relocated the valorized ideas to a transnational Asian discourse rather than an ex-
clusionary national Japanese one. This “Asianizing” of a previously “nationalist”
narrative of early state formation or codification allowed that process to be dis-
cussed within the same positive value judgment as before.19 What is undeniable
is that the Constitution’s references to harmony come from Confucian sources.

16 In addition to the issue of violence against “barbarians,” the process of proto-historic state
formation also brings the members of that state into new systems of domination and subordination,
as discussed by Koji Mizoguchi, An Archaeological History of Japan 30,000 B.C. to A.D. 700
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 29.

17 Como, Shōtoku; Kevin Gray Carr, Plotting the Prince: Shotoku Cults and the Mapping of Me-
dieval Japanese Buddhism (Honolulu, University of Hawai`i Press, 2012); Robert Borgen, “A
Record of Seven Generations,” Nihon kanbun kenkyū 1 (Mar. 2006): 1–16.

18 For instance, the current Prime Minister of Japan, Abe Shinzō, has referred to it as part of his
campaign to promote revision of the current, postwar Japanese Constitution.

19 One of the most famous valorizations of the idea of harmony in Japanese culture came from
Watsuji Tetsurō (1889–1960), an important mid-twentieth-century Japanese philosopher and
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The very first sentence of the first of the seventeen injunctions of this text is a
line from theConfucian classicTheBook of Rites, which also appears inConfucius
Analects: “Harmony is to be valued, and contentiousness avoided.”The injunction
continues, “When those above are harmonious and those below are conciliatory
and there is concord in the discussion of all matters, the disposition of affairs
comes about naturally.”20 This injunction is quintessentially Confucian in the
sense that it advises for a form of rule in which the use of force is unnecessary.
Traditional understandings of Confucianism in both Shōtoku’s time and ours
have been primarily based on conceptions of Confucian values that came into
being in Han dynasty China (206 BCE–220CE).21 Han dynasty China classically
defined Confucian values as humanitarian and conciliatory in opposition to the
rule- and force-based political values of the Chinese Legalist tradition of thinkers
like Han Fei (280–233 BCE), the latter being associated with the brutal and short-
lived Qin dynasty (221–207 BCE) that the Han dynasty replaced. This classical
interpretation of the Confucian tradition sees it as recommending governance
through ritual that conciliates, as opposed to the Legalist tradition that sought to
govern through rules backed upwith coercive violence. This injunction, therefore,
begins Shōtoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution by unambiguously identifying it
with the Confucian rather than the Legalist tradition and style of governance in
East Asia. In other words, the work not only adopts Confucian terminology and
quotes Confucian texts, but also uses these inways that follow standardConfucian
political discourse patterns dating from the Han, which claim to have a relatively
conciliatory, harmonizing character.

This preference for rites as a preferred method of rule is also emphasized
in the fourth injunction. After quoting from another Confucian work, the
Classic of Filial Piety, “Rites must be the basis of governance,” it goes on to
conclude, “If the common people have rites, then the state will govern
itself.”22 The emphasis on the centrality of cultivating mediating relationships
is represented again in injunction nine, which opens with a quote from Confu-
cius Analects, “Trust is the basis of justice,” and concludes with, “If there is
trust between sovereign and vassal then nothing cannot be achieved, if there

ethicist. The revision of approach can be traced generationally through the work of his students,
including Sagara Tōru (1921–2000). For a thought-provoking critical discussion of the idea of
harmony in Japanese history and historiography, see the work of Sagara’s student, Kurozumi,
Makoto, Fukusūsei No Nihon Shisō [Japanese thought as pluralism] (Tōkyō: Perikansha, 2006),
494–96.

20 Saburō Ienaga, ed., Shōtoku Taishi shū, Nihon shisō taikei 2 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1975),
12–13; Wm. Theodore De Bary et al., eds., Sources of Japanese Tradition, vol. 1 (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 2002), 51.

21 Kojima Tsuyoshi, Higashi Ajia no jukyō to rei [East Asian Confucianism and ritual] (Tokyo:
Yamakawa shuppansha, 2013), 25–30; Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

22 Ienaga, Shōtoku Taishi shū, 15.
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is no trust then all will be destroyed.”23 A similar emphasis on conciliatory
human relations, this time between rulers and commoners, is presented in In-
junction Sixteen, which opens with the quote from Confucius Analects, “The
common people should be employed according to the season.” This reference
to the seasons is a warning to rulers not to demand corvée labor from the peas-
ants in times of agricultural labor intensity such as harvest, because to do so
would interfere with the peasant’s livelihood.24

All of these injunctions share a characteristic of warning members of the
ruling elite to emphasize conciliation and harmony in their relationships with
others, including by being aware of others’ needs, even those of peasants.
For the rulers, this implied that they should moderate their use of coercion
and force in exercising power. These injunctions all plainly take Confucian
textual sources as their bases, and make points that could indeed be character-
ized as representing basic Confucian approaches to social governance.25

Confucian universalism had another side, however. The moderating and
civilizing aspects of Confucian influence went hand in hand with a Confucian
worldview that demarcated different human societies in a distinct hierarchy. By
establishing a single, universalist, cultural idea of “civilization” upon which
human societies could be comparatively judged, Confucianism recognized
the possibility of grading human societies, with a central civilized state at the
top and barbaric peripheries at the bottom. This allowed the Confucian idea
of “civilization” to be deployed to justify conquests of peripheral “barbarian”
peoples and states. Such justifications can be found all though the classic Con-
fucian texts. In the context of the Japanese archipelago, the Yamato state of
Prince Shōtoku saw itself as the civilizing center. It used the same paradigms
and language as found in the Confucian classics to validate its wars of conquest
against other peoples in the archipelago, and the taking and trading of these
peoples as slaves. Non-Japanese, which at this time meant any peoples on
the archipelago unwilling to submit to the authority of the Yamato sovereign,
were referred to in Nihon Shoki as “barbarians,” using the same phrasing
employed in the Chinese Confucian classic The Book of Rites.26

23 Ibid.: 17–18.
24 Ibid.: 21–22.
25 It is also important to note, however, that these points about relationships and trust, although

presented primarily through Confucian terminology related to the sovereign-vassal relationship, are
also backed up by reference to Buddhist ideas. For instance, in injunction fourteen, Buddhist ideas
of trust are quoted to back up the points made in other injunctions (Ienaga, Shōtoku Taishi shū, 21).
The position of Buddhism in Japanese society is also asserted in the second injunction, which em-
phasizes the place of the Buddhist clergy and the role of Buddhist dharma as the underpinnings of
all states (ibid., 13). This is indeed the section of the Shōtoku’s Seventeen Article Constitution often
quoted to demonstrate that early Japan by this stage was to some degree a “Buddhist state.”

26 A repetition of the phrasing from the Liji [Book of rites] (book 3, section 3, par. 14 in Legge’s
translation; http://ctext.org/liji [accessed 8 Mar. 2015]) occurs in Book 5 of the Nihon Shoki; Saka-
moto, Nihon Shoki, Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei 67, 248–49. Other examples linking military ex-
peditions against emishi “barbarians” and culture can be found throughout Nihon Shoki, including
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Early Japanese state documents also mimic Confucian tradition in narrat-
ing the world in terms of a unipolar imperial order of civilization. They narrate
the conduct of state ceremonies involving subjugated “barbarian” peoples and
surrounding states along the lines of this logic.27 In this sense, Confucian uni-
versalism was used in Japan, as in China, to justify ideas of cultural superiority
and military domination. Importantly, this justification was often achieved, as
in the example just given, by the use of ritual forms lifted from the Confucian
Book of Rites.

The rewriting of Japanese history since World War II, including its highly
critical approach to Japanese nationalism and militarism, has not led to much
soul searching regarding this role of the Confucian tradition. That is because
most of the critique of the earlier modern Japanese nationalist and imperialist
historiography has come from the perspective of the postcolonial nation
states, most notably Korea. Postwar perspectives on early Japanese history
thus emphasize the role of Korean states, the interaction of Japan with
Korea, and Korean influence on Japan, and this is seen as sufficient revision
of the old nationalist historical outlook. But these new historical perspectives
pay little attention to the people who fell between the boundaries of the
modern nation states and their premodern forerunners—“barbarians”—who
did not belong to premodern Korean, Japanese, or any other states. Postcolonial
history has not required much criticism of the Confucian world order in relation
to premodern Korea and Japan, because premodern Japanese texts recognized
and acknowledged Korean kingdoms by name. “Barbarians,” commonly re-
ferred to as emishi in period sources, was a signifier that identified only
someone not part of a recognized kingly state, meaning either Japan or Korea.28

Most historians agree that the words used to identify Japanese and non-
Japanese in the early history of the archipelago, rather than relating to racial
or ethnic identity, were primarily political categories. Emishi or “barbarian”
in its premodern usage cannot be identified as a signifier of non-Japaneseness,
because many non-Japanese, especially subjects of Korean kingdoms, were not
called “barbarians.” Neither did “barbarian” signify non-Japanese in a modern
ethnic sense, because there are many examples in the historical sources where
Japanese, through a change in political affiliation, quickly “became” emishi, or
vice-versa. Those submitting to the authority of a kingly court, be it Yamato,
Silla, Baekje, or another, were civilized; those not subjugated by one of

in Book 26 (Sakamoto 1965, Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei 68, 330–31). This last example is ac-
tually an interesting combination of both use of force and mediation between the state forces and the
“barbarians.”

27 Ooms, Imperial Politics, 168; Kōjirō Naoki, ed., Shoku Nihongi, Tōyō Bunko 489 (Tōkyō:
Heibonsha, 1988), 27.

28 For more discussion of these issues, see Bruce Loyd Batten, To the Ends of Japan: Premodern
Frontiers, Boundaries, and Interactions (Honolulu: University of Hawai`i Press, 2003).
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these courts were barbarians. In the context of the Japanese archipelago, this
meant that anyone not submitting to the Yamato court was characterized as
what would later be interpreted to mean non-Japanese. Culture and civilization
in the Confucian sense, and indeed the idea of harmony, were thus rooted in a
brutal politics of submission that transcended (or did not imagine) ethnicity, but
also institutionalized and legitimized, as never before, set relations of clan,
class, and state power and the violence inherent therein.29

Postwar social history in Japan has shown that many people in premodern
societies in Japan fell between state boundaries or sat outside of them. Histori-
ans like Amino Yoshihiko have provided considerable data and narrative about
such people. The classic example given by Amino is of “people of the sea,”
who made their living primarily on the sea and often moved around.30 But in-
tellectual historians have been slow to think about how the history of these
peoples can be reconciled with the rise of Confucian-inspired state structures
and political discourses apparent throughout Japanese history. As we have
seen, Confucian ritual, and indeed the Book of Rites directly, provided the
early Japanese state with examples of how to justify state violence projected
outward. What then of Confucian ritual’s role in justifying the state itself,
and particularly in granting internal legitimacy to its sovereign rulers?

C O N F U C I A N I S M I N S I D E T H E S TAT E : T H E P O V E RT Y O F O R G A N I C R I T U A L

Confucianism inside the Japanese state was institutionalized in a particularly
passive, peripheral, and ritualistically weak position. This was closely related
to the high level of pluralism of Japanese society and its state institutions at
this time. Japanese state institutionalization of Confucianism was effected
under direct influence from Korea, mainly by drawing on institutional and
legal examples from Sui and Tang dynasty China. The Sui dynasty (589–
616), and particularly the very successful Tang dynasty that followed it, were
especially pluralist Chinese states. Although nearly all periods in Chinese
history saw massive religious pluralism, in most periods from the beginning
of the Common Era onward Confucianism held a preeminent position in the
systems of state ritual practice that constituted the empire’s primary ideological
apparatus. In the Han period, when many Chinese institutions were formed, the
state elevated Confucianism to a position of orthodoxy above other religious
traditions.31 This superior position of Confucianism, though relinquished to

29 On the role of ideas of culture and civilization in official “Japanese” court depictions of their
campaign against the emishi “barbarians,” see Karl Friday. “Pushing Beyond the Pale: The Yamato
Conquest of the Emishi and Northern Japan,” Journal of Japanese Studies 23, 1 (1997): 1–24, 3–4.

30 See, for instance, the series edited by Amino Yoshihiko: Mori Kōichi, Umi to rettō bunka
(Tōkyō: Shōgakkan, 1992). For a general treatment of this problem, see his “Nihon” to Wa Nani
Ka (Tōkyō: Kōdansha, 2000), 25–39.

31 Anthony C. Yu, State and Religion in China: Historical and Textual Perspectives (Chicago:
Open Court, 2005), 21–22.
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some extent during the Sui and Tang dynasties, was further developed in the
Song (960–1276), Yuan (1271–1368), Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–
1911) dynasties. Through most of Chinese history, then, particularly in the
earlier and later dynastic states, Confucianism held a privileged position in
the state. Exceptions were the Sui, which favored Buddhism, and the Tang,
which was unusual in advancing a range of other traditions including
Daoism and Buddhism. These shifts resulted in a comparatively diminished
status for Confucianism during those periods.

That the Tang, despite being considered one of Chinese history’s golden
ages, was an exception to the rule of Confucian supremacy has been attributed
by some scholars to other exceptional qualities of this state. Tang society’s ap-
proach to gender is seen as different from earlier and particularly later periods.
Women were more visible in leadership roles throughout the various strata of
elite Tang society, and representations of noble women in Tang literature and
art often portray a much more robust and active vision of femininity.32 The
Tang state is also generally regarded as having been unusually culturally
open and diverse. The dynasty’s ruling house “had roots in the Turkic
peoples.”33 It looked west and was more economically, socially, and culturally
integrated with Central Asia than previous Chinese states had been. Experts on
Daoism have related this cultural characteristic of the Tang state to the high
level of Daoist influence within it, which to some extent came at the expense
of Confucianism.34

The Tang period is important to Japanese history because of not only the
influences on Japan that emanated directly from Tang China, but also the level
of Tang influence on the Korean peninsula, particularly the Korean state of
Silla, the dominant power in southern Korea during the seventh century.35

From the sixth century, the Silla state identified itself with Buddhism, as did
its northern Korean neighbor Goguryeo. This meant that all the major continen-
tal states in touch with Japan in the seventh and eighth centuries, Sui and Tang
China, Silla, Goguryeo, and Bohai all identified with a non-Confucian tradi-
tion, usually Buddhism.36 Herman Ooms has argued that the influence of

32 Norman Harry Rotschild, Rhetoric, Ritual, and Support Constituencies in the Political Au-
thority of Wu Zhao, Woman Emperor of China (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
2003), 54–56.

33 Livia Kohn, Daoism Handbook (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 339.
34 Ibid.
35 Richard McBride, State and Society in Middle and Late Silla (Cambridge: Korea Institute,

Harvard University, 2010), 3.
36 On the importance of the Bohai state’s relationship with Japan in the development of Japanese

approaches to Chinese civilization, see Robert Borgen, Sugawara No Michizane and the Early
Heian Court (Cambridge: Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1986), 230–31. I
use the Chinese term “Bohai” to identify this state rather than the Korean term “Balhae” simply
because the former is more widely recognized. This does not indicate my taking a position in
the current political debate between China and Korea over how the name of this historical state
should be Romanized. Currently, there is no agreed standard in English.
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continental Daoism was equal to if not greater than that of Buddhism in
eighth-century Japan. Direct references to Daoism in the Japanese historical
texts are, as Ooms puts it, “elusive.” But he argues nonetheless that many ele-
ments in Japanese society often attributed to Shinto or Confucian influence are
actually Daoist “deposits,”which can be shown to have a deep Daoist history.37

He links the strong position of Daoism in Tang dynasty China to the particular
religious plurality of early Japan.

Thus early Japanese state structures formed at a moment in Chinese
history when Confucianism was in many ways at its institutionally weakest.
In Japan at this time, however, the emperor and imperial institutions were
even weaker than during the Tang.38 Because these institutions were the
locus of Confucian activity, this limited the capacity of Confucianism to be de-
veloped or utilized critically in society. As Marian Ury has written, “A bureau-
cratic system carefully modelled after that of the Tang reached its apogee in the
eighth century … by the beginning of the … tenth century, although the con-
ception and rhetoric of Confucian government remained, as did its forms and
usages, many of its functions were being carried out by other means.”39

In what follows, I will examine primary sources from that eighth-century
period of “apogee” that Ury mentions, when Japan formalized administrative
and legal codes based on those of Tang China. These codes suggest that,
even from the beginning of this formalization process, Confucian ritual was se-
questered. Although Confucian ritual was relatively weak in the Tang, it was
still the basis of imperial legitimation articulated in the Tang state codes, and
in the related ritual practices prescribed in those codes and carried out in the
inner sanctum of the imperial palace. But this was not the case in Japan.

Comparison of Ritual in Tang and Japanese Administrative Codes

The most influential legal and administrative codes of early Japan, the Yōrō Rit-
suryō 養老律令 (757), closely followed continental examples from Tang
China. The ritsu (Ch. lü) sections, or criminal codes, of the Yōrō Ritsuryō in
most respects match Tang examples, while the ryō (Ch. ling) sections, or ad-
ministrative codes, sometimes diverge considerably. Experts have judged that
the most likely continental model for the administrative codes was the Tang

37 Ooms, Imperial Politics, xviii. On Daoist influence, see also Tim Barrett, “Shinto and Taoism
in Early Japan,” in John Breen and Mark Teeuwen, eds., Shinto in History (Richmond: Curzon,
2000), 13–31.

38 James McMullen, “The Worship of Confucius in Ancient Japan,” in Peter F. Kornicki and
I. James McMullen, eds., Religion in Japan: Arrows to Heaven and Earth (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 75.

39 Marian Ury, “Chinese Learning and Intellectual Life,” in John Whitney Hall, Donald
H. Shively, and William H. MaCullough, eds., The Cambridge History of Japan, Volume 2:
Heian Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 342.
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dynasty code Yonghui ling 永徽令 (651).40 Though that code is no longer
extant, comparison is possible because there do exist versions of significant el-
ements of other, closely related Tang codes. In the early twentieth century, Jap-
anese Sinologists reconstructed a Tang code that they thought most closely
matched those used in the construction of the Japanese state regulatory docu-
ments.41 In the comparison below, that 1930s reconstruction is my primary ref-
erent for the Tang codes, but I have also cross-referenced it with another
version, the Tang Kaiyuan ling 開元令 (737), which is the code produced
closest in time to the mid-seventh-century dates usually associated with the
completion of the Yōrō Ritsuryō.

My comparison will concentrate on regulations related to the conduct of
central imperial rituals involving the emperor. These regulations appear in par-
allel articles located in the same position in both codes, although they have dif-
ferent titles. In the Tang code, this section is called the “Regulations of
Worship” (Ci Ling 祠令), in the Japanese code the “Regulations of the Heav-
enly and Earthly Gods” (Jingiryō 神祇令). Both regulations describe rituals
performed in the presence of the emperor to sanctify his position, in which
he usually played a personal role. These are therefore the key rites of sacred
kingship in both traditions.

Tang Regulations

The “Regulations of Worship,” or Ci Ling section in the Tang codes clearly
deals with Confucian rituals formulated in line with classic Confucian texts,
most conspicuously the Rites of Zhou (Zhou Li 週禮).42 The text states that
each of these rituals is to be performed at one of two imperial state shrines:
the Ancestral Shrine (miao 廟) or the Heavenly Shrine ( jiao 郊).43 There is
an unequivocal separation of the places of worship based upon the different
objects of worship. Celestial objects of Heaven and Earth, especially the
Lord of Heaven (Tiandi 天帝), were worshipped at the Heavenly Shrine
( jiao), and imperial ancestors (usually ancestors of the current lineage) at the
Ancestral Shrine (miao). This is important because it separated the rites de-
signed for imperial legitimation through associating the emperor with
Heaven from those that legitimated him through association with the ancestors
of the lineage or dynasty. This facilitated new lineages preserving the imperial
institutions because it allowed them to utilize the Heavenly Shrine to legitimate
themselves as children of Heaven regardless of the lineage worship at the

40 Inoue Mitsusada et al., eds., Ritsuryō, Nihon shisō taikei 3 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1976),
764–66.

41 Niida Noboru, Tōrei shūi ho: tsuketari Tō-Nichi ryorei taishō ichiran (Tokyo: Tokyo Univer-
sity Press, 1997).

42 On the translation of “worship,” see note 11.
43 Niida, Tōrei shūi ho, 971–75.
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Ancestral Shrine. It eased dynastic transition and mitigated any problems asso-
ciated with lineage slip.

This separation between heavenly and ancestral objects of worship, and
therefore between different and alternate sources of state legitimation, was
already regularized during the Later Han. The separation is clearly indicated
in texts marking the crystallization of imperial ritual in the Later Han, particu-
larly those associated with the editing of Ban Gu (32–92 CE) like the Confucius
House Records (Kongzi jiayu 孔子家語) and the so-called “Old text” ritual
classic the Rites of Zhou.44

The establishment of the parallel shrine system in China was also signifi-
cant because it included institutionalization of these shrines and their practices
in both metropolitan and provincial centers of the empire. The system of An-
cestral Shrines and Heavenly Shrines was supposed to function with matching
shrine institutions at the regional and central levels, with the Principal Ancestral
Shrine (宗廟 zongmiao) in the imperial center, and Provincial Ancestral
Shrines (guomiao 國廟) in the regions.45 Rites carried out in the center were
replicated in the provinces, thereby binding center and periphery, sovereign
and vassal. This element in the Tang codes follows the basic model outlined
in the Confucian ritual classics, particularly the Rites of Zhou. In this way,
the Tang regulation of the ritual schemes of sacred kingship established a
sharp differentiation between ancestral and heavenly objects of worship and le-
gitimation, and a parallel relationship between rituals performed in the imperial
metropole and rituals in the provincial centers.

Before moving on to look at the parallel section of the Japanese code,
I want to touch briefly on how language in the Tang code reinforced the sepa-
ration of heavenly and earthly objects of worship. The opening line of the
“Regulations of Worship” chapter defines worship/sacrifice as follows: ”[Sac-
rifice/worship] for Heaven is called si 在天称祀, for the Earth we use zhai
在地為祭.”46 The words si and zhai both mean sacrifice, but this opening
passage of the Tang code indicates that they refer to different kinds of sacrifice,
with different sacrificial objects represented by Heaven and Earth. This line
resonates with, or can be seen as an indirect lifting from, a section in the
Rites of Zhou, which makes this point more specifically, directing what kinds
of songs and dances should be used for sacrifices to Heaven and to Earth,

44 Rites of Zhou, Xiaguan sima, 101: ctext.org/rites-of-zhou/xia-guan-si-ma (accessed 16 Mar.
2015); Kongzi Jiayu, jiaowen, 1: ctext.org/kongzi-jiayu/jiao-wen (accessed 16 Mar. 2015). Note
that in these references jiao is often marked as separate from miao, particularly through the asso-
ciation of the worship of Tian with jiao, indicated through the term jiaosi 郊祀, a compound
that never occurs in earlier texts like the Book of Rites. This marks this division between the two
as a defining element in the post-Later Han system of Chinese imperial ritual. See also Kojima,
Higashi Ajia no jukyō to rei, 18–21.

45 Niida, Tōrei shūi ho, 971–75.
46 Ibid., 971.
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respectively.47 In other words, the Rites of Zhou, and the Tang codes citing it,
not only distinguish different objects of worship, but also differentiate ritual
practices to be performed for legitimation of celestial or legendary figures of
Heaven from those carried out for the more closely related imperial ancestors.

Japanese Regulations

The parallel section in the Japanese codes, the Jingiryō神祇令 (Regulations of
the Heavenly and Earthly Gods) also regulated the performance of the core
state rituals, establishing a system whereby the emperor’s authority was legit-
imated through his or her mediation between the temporal world and the world
of the gods. The opening sentence of the Japanese codes resonates with that of
the Tang, identifying the Jingi (Ch. Shenqi) (Heavenly and Earthly Gods) of its
chapter title as referring to “Gods of Heaven and Earth” by picking out charac-
ters also employed in the opening section of the Tang code just discussed.48

One immediate difference in the Japanese document, however, is that the dis-
tinction between rites to Heaven and Earth is not indicated with separate verbs
si (for Heaven) and zhai (for Earth) as it is in the Tang codes. In the form of
Japanese glossing seen in the notations on the manuscript texts of the Japanese
codes held today in the Library of the Imperial Household Agency (shoryōbu)
in Tokyo, both si and zhai are glossed with an identical vernacular Japanese
reading—matsuri.49 Perhaps due to this, the most common character for sacri-
fice employed in the Tang codes and in the Rites of Zhou, si, appears very rarely
in the Japanese chapter. Instead, zhai (read in Japanese as matsuri) is used
almost universally. In this way, the significance of the difference between
rituals for Heaven and Earth is underplayed from the first sentence of the Jap-
anese article. In fact, worship to a Heavenly Shrine jiao—that is, worship to
celestial objects of political legitimation (like Heaven) separately from the
worship of imperial ancestors—was carried out only twice in Japanese
history, by Emperor Kanmu in 785 and 787.50

This was simply because the actual objects of reverence identified in the
Japanese code were not the same as those in the Chinese code. The Tang code
articulates, as initial objects of reverence, a hierarchy from the Lord of Heaven
shangdi down through the gods to mythic imperial ancestors—all celestial
objects.51 The Japanese code, instead, ultimately identifies Japanese proto-

47 The Rites of Zhou, Chunguan Zongbo, 101: http://ctext.org/rites-of-zhou (accessed 8 Mar.
2015).

48 Niida, Tōrei shūi ho, 971; Mitsusada, Ritsuryō, 211–24. There is also a Buddhist clergy
chapter in the Japanese code that parallels the chapter on the officers of the Gods. This is not
present in the Tang codes, and is actually taken from a Chinese monastic code of rules (Mitsusada,
Ritsuryō, 541, 529).

49 Ibid., 721.
50 Teeuwen, “Comparative Perspectives,” 379.
51 Niida, Tōrei shūi ho, 971.
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Shinto shrine deities as its objects of worship. Initially the Japanese code fudges
this by using pseudo-Confucian nomenclature from the Rites of Zhou to iden-
tify the worship objects as “Heavenly Gods and Earthly Gods,” a term also used
in the Tang code article: “The Office of Heavenly and Earthly Gods sacrifices
to the Heavenly Gods and Earthly Gods in line with the standard regulations
(凡天神地祇者.神祇官皆依常典祭之).”52

But these “Heavenly and Earthly Gods” are not the gods referred to in the
Chinese text. This is clear firstly from the gloss annotations on the manuscript
version of the text in the Library of the Imperial Household Agency. There, the
readings of “Heavenly Gods” and “Earthly Gods” are respectively given as
amatsu yashiro and kunitsu yashiro.53 Amatsu yashiro kunitsu yashiro are nor-
mally written not with the Chinese characters 天神地祇 as in this text, but
rather with the characters, 天社・国社. For a Japanese reader, these words
in this rendering clearly refer, not to the Confucian Heaven and Earth Gods,
but rather to two different kinds of Japanese kami (later labelled Shinto)
shrine.54 If the text had meant “Heavenly Gods and Earthly Gods” to refer to
the generic gods of the Confucian tradition, or East Asian religion in
general, then it would have glossed these characters in different Japanese, as
amatsu kami kunitsu kami or tenshin chishin.

Later in the text, the rites relating to these kami shrine objects of reverence
are specifically named, which provides a second layer of evidence that the Jap-
anese codes are not referring to Confucian rites. The first rite mentioned, Tosh-
igoi no matsuri祈年祭, also known as Kinensai, is a specific kami shrine ritual.
It is the only one of the rites contained in this section of the Japanese codes that
was intended to occur at multiple shrines throughout the country at the same

52 Mitsusada, Ritsuryō, 211–13. “The Office of Heavenly and Earthly Gods” is here my trans-
lation of jingikan, the officers who carry out the rituals articulated in this chapter. John Breen and
Mark Teeuwen translate this as “The Council of the Heavenly and Earthly Kami” or “The Council
of Kami Affairs,” in A New History of Shinto (Chichester: Wiley and Blackwell, 2010), 32. Ross
Bender has explained the jingikan as a “Council of Divinities, charged with oversight of native
(Shintō) institutions and clergy.” He continues, “Theoretically an equal counterpart to the
Council of State, this institution had no parallel in the Chinese bureaucratic structure”;
“Emperor, Aristocracy, and the Ritsuryō State: Court Politics in Nara,” in Karl F. Friday, Japan
Emerging: Premodern History to 1850 (Boulder: Westview Press, 2012), 113. This chapter in
the ritsuryō code, however, did have a parallel chapter in the Tang code.

53 Mitsusada, Ritsuryō, 721–22.
54 The alternate gloss referring specifically to categories of Shinto Shrine thus demonstrates that

these terms, although plucked out of the Tang code and arranged to resemble it, refer not to the Con-
fucian rites and deities of the Book of Rites and Rites of Zhou referred to in the Tang code, and un-
derlying Confucian imperial ritual, but rather to Shinto Shrines, graded into these two categories in
the Kojiki. Even these Confucian terms from the Rites of Zhou seem not to have been derived on the
Japanese codes directly from the Rites of Zhou, but rather were likely extracted from their original
place of Japanese appropriation in the Kojiki, a work predating the Japanese Yōrō Codes by about
half a century (Aoki, Kojiki, 150). So the Yōrō Codes’ use of this terminology could in this case be
read not as a bungled attempt to quote from the Tang Codes, but instead as a direct quote from the
Kojiki, which only happens to match the Tang Codes because both texts were lifting from the Rites
of Zhou.
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time, twice annually. In this sense it was the only ritual mentioned that had some-
thing like the geographic reach across the country of the Confucian rituals referred
to earlier. But this rite was already defunct by the late ninth century. The other rites
the Japanese regulationsnamearealldesignedfor specific, individualkami shrines.
Different rituals were performed at different shrines: the Hanashizume nomatsuri
鎮花祭, also known as Chinkasai, occurred at the Ōkami Shrine in Yamato; the
Kamumiso no matsuri 神衣祭 was a ritual of the Ise Shrine; the Ōimi no
matsuri 大忌祭 is a ritual specific to the Hirose Shrine.55 The other rituals men-
tioned all similarly focus on a single festival or rite restricted to one or two kami
shrines. The Tang chapter mentions many rites by name, most intended to be per-
formed across the country through duplication in the central and regional state
system of Ancestral Shrines miao and Heavenly Shrines jiao. None of the rites
mentioned in the Japanese regulations, however, match any of those Tang Confu-
cian rituals. We can see that all the particular rites mentioned in this chapter of the
Japanese code are from traditions now commonly labeled “Shinto.”

One of the most significant differences in the ritual systems articulated in
the Tang and Japanese codes was that the Japanese code did not establish a
scheme for parallel performance of imperial ritual practices at both the imperial
and regional levels. The exclusive positioning of imperial ritual in individual
Shinto shrines, and the restriction of Confucian practice to the central imperial
academy, meant that the rituals described in the system never reached across the
expansive provincial geography of the political realm. The Japanese ritual
scheme lacked the tool of political integration afforded by the Chinese
scheme’s replication of ritual practice in imperial and regional state centers.
Joan Piggot has argued that, as an administrative system, the Ritsuryō statutory
state system did penetrate the countryside and was effective in linking center
and periphery.56 It is interesting to note that, by contrast, the ritual aspects of
the statutory state system seem not to have performed that function.

This is crucial for considering both the motivations and consequences of
the replacement of Confucian rituals with Shinto Shrine rituals in this code. A
long-standing Japanese nationalist argument explaining the lack of penetration
of Confucian ritual in early Japan has been that Shinto ritual already occupied
the space and carried out the political functions of Confucianism in China. Con-
fucianism was thus not only foreign, but superfluous, and also late on the scene.
But we can see here that Shinto shrine practices associated with the imperial
state do not seem to have been widely disseminated. In fact, their geographic
reach was much more constrained than that of the administrative procedures
of the early Japanese state. That is, it seems the ritual space was not already
occupied. Furthermore, as Mark Teeuwen has recently argued, the imperial
cult—as it is currently generally understood, with the emperor descended

55 Mitsusada, Ritsuryō, 211, 532.
56 Piggot, Emergence of Japanese Kingship, 168.
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from Amaterasu, and the centrality of the Ise Shrine—was itself probably
devised as part of the same political changes that crystallized in the statutory
state system. “Shinto,” far from being the original underlying tradition, was
probably constructed during the same late seventh-century period during
which the imperial state institutions and Confucian influenced forms crystal-
lized.57 And its geographic reach never in any way mirrored that of the political
realm. So the argument about “indigenous Japanese religious culture” resisting
“Chinese Confucianism” stands on shaky ground.

Missing completely from the Japanese codes are the core Confucian rites,
the shidian, (called sekiten or shakuten in Japanese).58 These are mentioned in
the first lines of the “Regulations of Worship” chapter of the Tang code, but are
nowhere to be found in the Japanese code’s parallel “Regulations of the Heav-
enly and Earthly Gods” article.59 So, while in the Chinese codes the shidian
ritual is part of the practices in which the emperor participates, and through
which the emperor is legitimated, this is not the case in the Japanese code.
In the latter, Confucian ritual in the form of the shidian was instead limited
to a separate chapter on the state Confucian academy (Ch. Daxue; Jp.
Daigaku). This section also exists in the Chinese codes as a separate chapter,
but in the Japanese code the Confucian religious practices are only mentioned
in the section on the academy: “At the imperial academy and each of the pro-
vincial state academies every year on two occasions, in Spring and Autumn, the
shidian ritual will be performed for Confucius and the ancient sages.”60

This tells us that it was usually only the academy staff who led these
rituals.61 Confucian ritual practice within the state was thus institutionally
limited to spheres of government education in which lower aristocrats who
served in lower to middle levels of the imperial bureaucracy were trained.
Unlike in China, in Japan the shidian rite was completely disengaged from
the emperor or empress and the direct legitimation of their rule.

Even in this limited setting of the academy, however, Confucianism was
positioned relatively weakly in Japan. The ideal Confucian state academy
system, comprising a central academy in the capital and regional academies
throughout the provinces, had never been realized in early Japan. The
college in Dazaifu, the imperial outpost in Kyushu in charge of continental re-
lations, was the only regional academy established, and by 1097 it had ceased
to function.62 The Confucian academy in the capital, lacking sufficient funds to

57 Breen and Teeuwen, “Capital of the Gods,” ch. 1. Teeuwen has also related this to earlier ar-
guments by Mori Mizue (“Comparative Perspectives,” 377).

58 This aspect of difference is also discussed in McMullen, “Worship of Confucius,” 39–77.
59 Niida, Tōrei shūi ho, 971.
60 Mitsusada, Ritsuryō, 262.
61 McMullen gives examples of several important exceptions; “Worship of Confucius,” 71–73.
62 Ivo Smits, The Pursuit of Loneliness: Chinese and Japanese Nature Poetry in Medieval

Japan, ca. 1050–1150 (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1995), 103.
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sustain itself, also sold positions. Eventually, the leadership of the Confucian
academy became hereditary, thereby diminishing the real-world value of Con-
fucian scholarship in matters of appointment even within the academy itself.
The central academy became increasingly irrelevant. Its decline can be dis-
cerned in the dearth of teachers and funding. Interestingly, vegetables replaced
meat as the sacrificial offering from 1163 onward, although it is unclear if this
was due to a shortage of funds, Buddhist sensibilities, or both. The lack of state
support for and general malaise of Confucianism were demonstrated when a
fire in 1177 destroyed the Confucian academy buildings and no one bothered
to reconstruct them.63

C O N C L U S I O N

In comparison with both imperial ritual practice in contemporaneous China and
the development of other elements of the statutory state administrative system
in Japan itself, the early Japanese state seems to have had a remarkably limited
array of ritual schemes available to it to legitimate its sacred kingship. Confu-
cian rites were not the prime vehicle for worship of the imperial ancestor gods
in the imperial state, and they never permeated the space of the imperial
palace’s inner sanctum. Confucianism did not occupy a structurally preeminent
position in the state rituals that legitimated the imperial line. The so-called
Shinto rites inserted in their place were obviously incapable of effectively legit-
imating imperial rule within the kind of complex administrative imperial state
envisioned in the statutory state system. These rites lacked a number of the le-
gitimating aspects of the Confucian rites, specifically the suspension of belief in
reality, the linkage of the central and regional state apparatuses, and the division
between real ancestors and the legitimating but mythological realm of the leg-
endary emperors and Heaven. The rites also did not possess the reach into pro-
vincial centers offered by the Confucian model.

Scholars of Japanese history interested in Confucianism often dismiss its
weakness in the early Japanese state as simply one symptom of the overall
weakness of the statutory state system.64 I suggest that we can turn this
around to argue that the removal of Confucian ritual from the imperial struc-
tures, from the very beginning of the organized Japanese imperial state, may
have contributed to that state’s weakness over the long term. Nationalist histo-
riography has traditionally praised the longevity of the Japanese imperial house
as a sign of the strength of Japanese “native” (“Shinto”) culture in comparison

63 All the state buildings that burnt down in this fire were reconstructed with the exception of the
Confucian Academy. Many of the objects necessary for conducting the shidian (Jp. sekiten) cere-
mony had already been stolen in the tenth century. Minamoto Ryōen, Shisō (Tōkyō: Taishūkan
Shoten, 1995), 77.

64 McMullen, “Worship of Confucius,” 70.
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with China. The present study suggests an alternative: rather than focusing
upon the alleged longevity of the imperial house, we can reflect on the imperial
system’s remarkably short reign on power. In comparison to other elements in
the statutory state system researched by scholars like Piggott, state ritual
practice, including both the remnant Confucian and dominant pre-Shinto ele-
ments, appears to have been particularly weak in terms of social and geographic
penetration, even when compared with the rest of the early Japanese imperial
state system. Teeuwen’s argument that the imperial cult was itself probably
devised as part of the same political changes crystallized in the statutory
state system, and constructed during the same late seventh-century period, sug-
gests that both the statutory state system and the Japanese imperial kami cult
represent, in realpolitik terms, short-lived and ultimately unsuccessful experi-
ments in governance, which were politically effective for a couple of centuries
at most.65

Chinese imperial rituals articulated in Confucian terms were of course also
a political invention, predominantly of the Later Han. They claimed a history
much deeper than the actual time of their invention. They were, however, suc-
cessfully utilized in governance for a very long period after that. Chinese dy-
nasties were governed by imperial institutions for most of the last two
thousand years, but states in Japan for less than two hundred years. In
China, when a lineage was surpassed, the imperial institutions, systems, and
culture carried on through a new lineage. This was the cultural power of the
Chinese imperial system: it could adapt to any family or lineage that occupied
it, and this is one reason Chinese imperial institutions endured. The ritual
system acknowledged that the emperor was not really the son of Heaven, but
was a system for acting “as if” he was. Puett has explained this:

The goal [of imperial rituals examined in the Book of Rites] was not to instill a belief that
Heaven had in fact given birth to the ruler. The goal was to create a ritually constructed
relationship of lineage between Heaven, the ruler, and the populace—a relationship
which would be seen along the same “as if” lines: the participants should act as if
Heaven was the father of the ruler and the ruler the father and mother of the people, rit-
ually developing the proper dispositions that such a constructed lineage relationship
would require.66

In the Japanese Yōrō Ritsuryō Regulations, and in particular throughout the
“Regulations of the Heavenly and Earthly Gods” ( jingiryō) section, Confucian
ritual was replaced by the also relatively new imperial kami rituals that later
came to be associated with “Shinto.” The “Shinto” manifestation of imperial
rituals changed the identity and nature of the “Heaven” being worshipped in
the Confucian system, and also its relationship to the imperial ancestors. In

65 Breen and Teeuwen. “Capital of the Gods,” ch. 1.
66 Puett, “Critical Approaches,” 99.
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the Japanese version, Heaven was no longer an abstracted entity linked to a
similarly abstract ancient world of the founding emperors, whose mythological
status was confirmed in practice through ritual positioning with Heaven in the
Heavenly Shrine jiao, separated from and thereby separable from the venera-
tion of the closer imperial ancestors in the Ancestral Shrine miao. Instead,
Heaven was held as the organic ancestor of the emperor, and was worshipped
with no disjunction between the Heavenly and the recent imperial line. There
was less discontinuity between the ancient legitimation of the celestial mytho-
logical and the modern reality of the imperial family. This was what made
dynastic change relatively difficult. This, in turn, meant new rulers in Japan
seldom enjoyed what many new Chinese dynasties did: continuity in political
culture and governing practice, and the state’s personnel, knowledge, and
security apparatuses. This may be one reason why physical force was resorted
to so often in premodern Japanese history, and why sociological functions of
stable governance, like broad expansion of markets and popular literacy,
only began to emerge in Japan in the seventeenth century, nearly half a millen-
nium after their emergence in China.

This case is remarkable when compared with other instances of ritual and
political bifurcation in sacred kingships globally, in that the Japanese emperor
system was constructed in such a way as to encourage this bifurcation despite
the availability of a more politically robust Chinese Confucian model. Indeed,
the Confucian ritual scheme for legitimatizing the sovereign was one of the few
elements of Chinese statecraft rejected in the process of Japanese cultural repro-
duction through which the early imperial state structures were constructed. This
Japanese example of what Alan Strathern calls “the ritualization trap”—the loss
(or giving-up) of real political power of a sacred sovereign—was thus born not
simply of the complex local cultural, political, and religious factors at work in
that space.67 Rather, the formulation of ritualistic schemes later identified as
“indigenous” or “Shinto,” such as those discussed by Teeuwen in relation to
Amaterasu, and those Confucian rituals I have discussed here (later in
history labeled “foreign” or “Chinese”), can both be understood through the
same long durée, yet historically grounded and limited (and thereby research-
able), processes of cultural reformulation and transmission. Study of these pro-
cesses of cultural reformulation and transmission, rather than only the cultural
history of each player in these interactions, provides a potentially powerful tool
for analyzing various formulations of sacred kingship both in the particular

67 Alan Strathern has recently labeled this kind of bifurcation of ritual and politics in sacred
kingship as “the ritualization trap” (personal communication, 12 Apr. 2015). In my view, this
idea goes further than Geertz’s concept of a “king of chess” in that it explains the process of
how so-called icon kings were brought into being. See also Strathern’s “Transcendentalist Intransi-
gence: Why Rulers Rejected Monotheism in Early Modern Southeast Asia and Beyond,” Compar-
ative Studies in Society and History 49, 2: 358–83.
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polities of East Asia and in the comparative realm offered up by the region’s
shared and textually interrelated political and religious traditions.

Abstract: This article examines the political role of Confucian ritual in early Jap-
anese history. New research on early Chinese ritual has recast it as a deliberately
transformative social tool, a manufactured “as if” realm in which ideal relations
are played out in full knowledge of their disjunction with the real world, in an
attempt to order it. This article uses this understanding of ritual to analyze Con-
fucianism in the practice of sacred kingship in early Japan, and by contrast in
Tang China. I reexamine a number of well-known primary sources of early Jap-
anese history in comparison with parallel Chinese sources of the Tang dynasty.
Placing that comparison within the context of new developments in the historiog-
raphy of China, Korea, and Japan, I argue that Confucianism’s comparatively
weak ritual positioning in Japan disabled its capacity to legitimate imperial rule
there. The early Japanese state thus lacked one of the primary ritual tools em-
ployed in other parts of premodern East Asia to legitimate the power of new em-
perors and kings. I thus unpack one component in a wider process of East Asian
cultural reproduction, which in the case of Japan contributed to the emergence of
a state ultimately not ruled through imperial institutions or the emperor for most
of its premodern history. The bifurcation of ritual and political power in sacred
kingship, a seemingly geographically and temporally widespread phenomenon
currently studied in various global histories, is explained in this article in terms
of complex processes of cultural reproduction and transmission.
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