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THE POLITICS OF CONFUCIANISM IN CONTEMPORARY 
JAPAN 

 
ALEXANDRA MUSTATEA 

In recent years, Shinzo Abe’s policies have come 
under scrutiny following his undeterred efforts 
towards the modification of Article 9 of the 
Constitution and what is viewed as a re-
introduction of a highly controversial curriculum of 
moral education in primary schools starting from 
2018 (‘Opinion: Kawaru Dōtoku Kyōiku’ 2017). In 
liberal circles, his recent policies, accompanied by 
his affinity with the controversial nationalist group 
Japan Conference (Nippon Kaigi) amount to a push 
towards a pre-war-like ultra-nationalistic Japan, 
where civil liberties, gender equality and freedom of 
speech will be heavily curtailed (Yamaguchi 1999, 
Mark 2016, Fujiyu 2017, ‘Japan Should Extol, not 
Negate, 70-year History of Constitution’ 2017).  
 One of the most controversial points about 
the issue of moral education for primary schools 
deals with the current Cabinet’s views on the use of 
the 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education (kyōiku 
chokugo) as teaching material (‘Abe Cabinet Allows 
Schools to Study Banned Imperial Order’ 2017). The 
issue gained public attention after a private primary 
school close to Abe, Moritomo Gakuen, was found 
using the Rescript in a fashion reminiscent of the 
pre-war era, with children memorising it (Sugihara 
and Fujita 2017, Watanabe 2017).   
 When it was initially adopted, in 1890, the 
Rescript was presented as a divine commandment 
from the Emperor to all his subjects and famously 
served as one of the main instruments of nation-
formation during the Meiji period. By combining 
Confucian values such as filial piety, loyalty, 
benevolence, moderation and decency with state 
Shintō elements, the conservative Meiji government 
rolled out the document as a moral compass for the 
people (+Y  kokumin), in a time of perceived 
‘moral decay’ ushered in by the intense imports of 
Western science and values in the first decade of the 
Meiji period. The Rescript was distributed to schools 
all around the country and ordered to be memorized 
and read out loud (Suzuki 1999). Later on, in the 

years leading up to WW2, the content of the Rescript 
was heavily stressed during intensive Moral 
Instruction (shūshin) classes.  
 In the wake of WW2, on June 19, 1948 the 
document was abolished, having been identified as 
one of the main instruments by which the pre-war 
militarist government had pushed its fascist agenda. 
The most problematic elements which led to its 
abolition were the divine origin of the emperor and 
the commandment of sacrifice for the state and the 
emperor, principles which were now seen as 
unconstitutional and denying basic human rights 
(House of Councilors, the National Diet of Japan 
1948).  
 Recently, however, the debate on the 
constitutionality of the Rescript and its controversial 
heritage was rekindled by the statement the prime 
minister made on April 1st 2017 – that, insomuch as 
the document is used in a way that “does not 
contravene the Constitution or the Fundamental 
Law of Education,” he will not prohibit its use as a 
teaching material (Abe, quoted in Mizusawa 2017).  
 The Cabinet’s position on the Rescript is not 
unknown to the public, but it has become more 
nuanced in recent years, following a strong backlash 
from public opinion. In 2006, former Defense 
Minister Tomomi Inada (one of the least popular 
LDP ministers as of 2017 and who was replaced in 
August) seemed to particularly value those 
controversial aspects of the Rescript which asked the 
individual to sacrifice himself for the country in 
times of need. However, she recently decided on a 
more benign public approach to the topic, quoting 
the universality of such values as good relations 
within the family, love for one’s friends and filial 
piety: 

I am of the understanding that elements of the 
Imperial Rescript on Education that touch upon 
filial piety, or having good relations among 
married couples and taking care of one’s friends 
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form the core of the thinking about the moral 
nation that Japan should become in order to be 
respected by the world (Inada, quoted in 
Sugihara 2017). 

While the members of the current Cabinet almost 
unanimously focus their argument on the 
universality and desirability of the Confucian values 
described in the Rescript, its detractors view the 
document as an ‘order that denies freedom of 
conscience’ (Mitani Taichirō, quoted in ‘Kyōiku 
Chokugo no Honshitsu’ 2017) and the Cabinet’s 
position as nothing short of an effort to revive pre-
war kokutai elements such as imperial authority, 
thought control, blind loyalty to the state and 
reduced human rights. Some, like the WW2 
historian Masanori Tsujita, view even the commonly 
accepted Confucian virtues advanced by the 
Rescript as mere instruments used for the benefit of 
the imperial system and for the suppression of 
human rights (‘Abe Cabinet Allows Schools to 
Study Banned Imperial Order’ 2017).  
 While opinions situated on either extreme 
of this dichotomy are dominating the debate, there 
are also more moderate voices on the topic. Senzaki 
Akinaka does not focus so much on the Rescript’s 
content and its pre-war misuse but rather on the 
function it serves. Just as in the Meiji period the 
Rescript functioned as a “sign of standardization in 
a time of unrest,” Akinaka believes that it is serving 
a similar purpose in contemporary Japan. He reads 
into the renewed interest in the Rescript a need to 
‘cover up the anxiety that affects both ideology and 
spirituality’ in the post-economic bubble era – now 
that the days when ‘economic abundance was the 
foundation of life’ are long gone, both the Left and 
the Right have started experiencing a deep 
insecurity towards immaterial things and, on the 
other side of the same coin, an excessive sense of 
justice (‘Kyōiku Chokugo no Honshitsu’ 2017).  
 Amidst the seemingly endless political 
controversy on the issue of the Rescript, Confucian 
morality seems to have drawn the short straw in 
contemporary Japan. While the more conservative 
politicians routinely bring the universality and 
desirability of Confucian values to the fore (more 
often than not as a pretext for pushing a more 
nationalistic agenda), many public liberal 
intellectuals denounce them specifically on the basis 
of this association with the conservative agenda. The 
dynamic of this particular political debate has 
remained almost unchanged in the past decades. 
However, the entire thing seems to ring hollow, and 
leaves one with numerous questions about the 
Confucian heritage in contemporary Japan. Is there 
even such a heritage to speak of in today’s society? 
Or has Confucianism been soiled by its pre-war 
association with the government’s militaristic 
agenda to such an extent that it has been rendered 
completely irrelevant? Or is it that we are looking at 
the problem all wrong?  
Is Confucianism taboo in contemporary Japan? 

 According to (Paramore 2016), who 
dedicates a chapter of his book, Japanese 

Confucianism, a Cultural History, to the 
development of Japanese Confucianism after WW2, 
the answer to this question seems to be a 
disheartening one. After several centuries in which 
it had been a “key element in modern and 
premodern history” (Paramore 2016, p. 2), after 
influencing science and advancing concepts of 
liberalism and ultra-individualism during the first 
decades of Japan’s modern history, Paramore 
suggests that its association with the pre-war fascist 
political discourse has dealt a heavy blow to 
Confucianism, incapacitating it and reducing it to 
the status of taboo in post-war Japan. The three main 
arguments he brings in support of this theory are 1) 
a general avoidance on the part of public 
intellectuals and politicians to associate with 
Confucianism, 2) society’s lack of involvement with 
Confucianism and 3) Confucianism’s so-called 
intrinsic incompatibility with democracy, 
modernity and human rights.  
 But is it really so easy for us to dismiss 
Japanese Confucianism as irrelevant – as a taboo – 
in contemporary Japan? Paramore confidently 
concludes so, and a superficial look at the never-
ending public debates on its “paraphernalia” 
(conservatism, moral education, the Imperial 
Rescript etc., without actually uttering the word 
“Confucianism”), seems to suggest so. However, it 
seems highly unlikely that an intellectual tradition 
as lasting and adaptable as Confucianism has 
proved itself to be – throughout Japanese history – 
to have been so swiftly numbed in all aspects of 
contemporary Japanese culture, in just a matter of 
decades. Has its unfortunate pre-war political 
legacy dealt it such an irreversible blow that it has 
been rendered incapable of renegotiating itself in the 
context of modernity and democracy? I will try to 
answer these questions by discussing the three main 
arguments Paramore puts forth.  
Confucianism as taboo in the political and public 
intellectual sphere 

 As previously discussed, the current public 
debate on the issue of the Rescript seems to suggest 
that Confucianism has indeed become taboo, at least 
in the political sphere. While Confucian ethical 
values frequently pop up in public discourse, they 
are usually referred to as universal moral values, 
and no mention of the term “Confucian” is ever 
made. It would be thus easy to assume that this 
‘silence’ equals a form of taboo-isation.   
 Paramore explains this phenomenon as 
follows: after “attempts in the post-war to revive the 
conservative practical Confucianism of the 20th 
century, Japan seemed ultimately unable to 
disengage the laudable ideal of Confucian practice 
from the millennial aspects of mid-20th century 
Japanese fascist nationalism” (Paramore 2016, 
p.171), and this further led to a gradual renunciation 
of Confucianism in the public and intellectual 
sphere. His view is that ultimately, Confucianism’s 
failure as a project in post-war – and by extension in 
contemporary – Japan, was decided by the 
commonly held view amongst leading intellectuals 
and liberal politicians that Confucianism had not 
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been just a ‘rhetorical appropriation’ in pre-war 
militarism (Tsuda Sokichi), but a “real facilitator” of 
it (Maruyama Masao). In other words, 
Confucianism had proved to be inherently 
incompatible with modernity, leading to an 
increasingly isolated and almost exclusively 
academic interest in Confucian ideology.  
 As evidence for this taboo-isation he 
identifies in the public intellectual sphere, he quotes 
the sudden disappearance of Confucianism from the 
work of Maruyama Masao in the post-war period, 
presumably as a gesture of disavowment, after 
having played a central role in his earlier research. 
As a result of this shift in Maruyama’s stance, 
Paramore suggests that all post-war scholars of 
Confucianism have started observing the so-called 
“Maruyama rule,” by avoiding the use of the word 
completely, and opting for “alternative Western-
originated culturalist packaging instead” (Paramore 
2016, p. 180). As such, with the exception of 
“restricted cloistered academic activity,” the role of 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan has been 
reduced to a very safe and uncontroversial one, of 
“cultural preservation, heritage, and knowledge” 
(Paramore 2016, p. 181).  
 Paramore is not the only one to suggest a 
dilution of the term ‘Confucianism’ in the post-war 
public sphere (Collcutt 1991, Tucker 2017). 
However, the reasons for this dilution are yet 
unclear, and Paramore’s analysis doesn’t do enough 
to clarify them. As far as his main argument goes – 
the ‘Maruyama rule’ – Tucker points to an important 
overlook on Paramore’s part: a 1980 essay on 
Yamazaki Ansai, “wherein he mentions 
Confucianism seven times in the opening three 
pages” (Tucker 2017, p. 178). As for the overall 
taboo-isation in the public intellectual space, that 
does not seem to be the case either, at least not in 
recent years. Today, a quick search in Kinokuniya’s 
online store will reveal some 640 titles containing 
the keywords Confucianism (6! Jukyō) and Japan 
(JX Nihon), out of which 16 titles were published 
after January 1st 2017. In 2014, Contemporary 
Philosophy (Gendai shisō), a leading journal in the 
field of Japanese philosophy, published a volume 
dedicated entirely to Confucianism’s relevance in 
contemporary Japan (Ima naze jukyō nanoka). In it, 
(Tsuchida 2014) discusses the way in which 
Confucianism has proved relevant to the Japanese 
construct of society, starting from the example of the 
unity (danketsuryoku) shown by people in the 
Tohoku area in the wake of the 2011 Great Kanto 
Earthquake, which was mistakenly interpreted, he 
said, as an “old Japanese social form” which 
survived unchanged until today and which, in fact, 
evolved under the influence of Confucianism 
during the Edo period. He points to the way in 
which Confucianism’s innate mundane quality 
(unlike Buddhism, for example, which strives to 
‘extract’ the self from the material world) has helped 
shape Japanese ideas of society, community, and of 
daily life, and thus provided (and still provides) a 
source of inspiration in times of distress, when 
people needed to “reconstruct their daily lives.”  

 These are only a few examples and by no 
means sufficient to draw a conclusion on the extent 
of involvement with Confucianism in the public 
intellectual sphere. However, I believe we cannot 
really speak of a “taboo-isation.” On the one hand, 
as we have seen previously, Paramore’s own 
argument on the ‘Maruyama rule’ does not seem to 
hold, and on the other hand, interest in approaching 
the Confucian heritage in contemporary Japan 
seems to be increasingly growing, both outside 
(Paramore 2016, Tucker 2015) (Collcutt 1991) and 
inside Japan (Ima naze Jukyō nanoka 2014). 
Although more research on the topic is definitely 
needed, 600 titles on one online bookstore 
containing the word “Confucianism” itself hardly 
seems to suggest “taboo-isation.”  
Society’s lack of involvement 

On the point of society’s lack of 
involvement with Confucianism, Paramore claims 
that starting with the post-war period, ‘there was no 
structural positioning of Confucianism in general 
society in any way which would have people reflect 
on its ethical meaning or history of social and 
religious practice’ (Paramore 2016, p. 167). To 
support this view, he brings forth the argument that 
“in the only field [it] had occupied with influence 
post-Meiji, ethics teaching in schools”, 
Confucianism was replaced in the post-war period 
with “U.S. originated civics education” and the only 
traces remaining were just “a couple of passages 
from Confucius’ Analects [used] as language 
curriculum in high-school.” It is unclear where 
Paramore got this information from, but even a very 
superficial overview on Ethics textbooks for middle- 
and high-school published between the 1940s and 
the 2000s tell a very different story.  
 Analysing a series of Ethics (rinri) textbooks 
published by Yamakawa Shuppansha (8) and 
Shimizu Shoin (23), two of the major social sciences 
textbook publishers for middle- and high-school, 
which have published constantly between 1944 
(1938, respectively) and 2016, there seems to be no 
such ‘uprooting’ of Confucian ethics. A simple 
keyword search in the textbooks’ Table of contents 
reveals not only that Confucianism has never been 
removed, but the structure of the chapters remained 
mostly intact throughout the past decades. Both 
publishing houses largely position Confucianism in 
the same chapters with Shintō and Buddhism, as 
part of the development of Japanese thought. There 
have been some minor changes along the years in 
terms of chapter titles, but hardly pointing to a 
major shift of focus: up until 1955, the Yamakawa 
textbooks have categorized Confucianism under 
‘Ethical Thought and Contemporary Issues - The 
Development of Japanese thought’ (Rinri Shisō to 
Gendai Mondai – Nihon no Rinri Shisō no Hatten) and 
after 1990 under ‘The Japanese and the World – 
Japanese Culture and Thought’ (Sekai no Naka no 
Nihonjin – Nihon no Bunka to Shisō). 

The Shimizu textbooks have also had a 
similar trend, although a little less consistent in 
terms of titles: in between 1938 and 1956, the 
chapter’s title was kept as ‘The Way of Thinking of 
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the Japanese’ (Nihonjin no Kangaekata), but it was 
changed quite often during the last two decades: in 
1994, Confucianism was approached as a 
subchapter under ‘Internationalization and the 
Japanese Consciousness – the Japanese Cultural 
Climate and the Reception of Foreign Ideas’ 
(Kokusaika to Nihonjin toshite no Jikaku – Nihon no Fūdo 
to Gairai Shisō no Juyō), only to change names a few 
more times and then, in 2016, to return under a 
similarly titled ‘The Consciouness of Being a 
Japanese Living in a Global Society’ (Kokusai Shakai 
ni Ikiru Nihonjin no Shikaku – Nihon no Fūdo to Gairai 
Shisō no Juyō). 
 In terms of minute content, I have chosen 4 
textbooks from each publisher (1944-45, 1955-56, 
1993-94 and 2016-17), to try and identify a change in 
rhetoric and topics discussed in the context of 
Confucianism in Japan. As a general rule, all the 
textbooks focused on topics such as the role 
Confucianism has had in shaping a new moral code 
for the military class in times of peace (Hayashi 
Razan, Yamaga Sokō), the universality of principles 
such as loyalty and love, the innateness of ‘morality’ 
(`D Ryōchi, the innate ability of any individual, 
irrespective of class, to distinguish between good 
and evil) (Nakae Tōju), principles of equality (Nakae 
Tōju, Itō Jinsai), social agency (Itō Jinsai) and a 
morally ideal model of governance (Ogyū Sorai).  

I did identify some differences in rhetoric 
surrounding the topic of Confucianism, with a more 
pronounced ‘patriotic’ tone in the 1944-5 textbooks, 
using expressions such as ‘Confucianism became 
Japanese’ (Rinri 1944, Shimizu Shoin, p. 118) or 
drawing stronger links to concepts such as social 
hierarchy and the state, whereas recent textbooks 
(1993-94 and 2016) focus more on associating 
Confucian values with contemporary, relevant 
concepts such as democratic principles, ideas of 
requital and equality, love and respect in the family 
and society. However, the attitude towards 
Confucianism as an essential part of Japanese ethical 
thought and social fabric was constant throughout. 
To give only a few examples:  

Even today you can see the influence of 
Confucianism in the way the Japanese, as 
members of a group, pay special attention to 
interpersonal relations (Shimizu Shoin 1993, p. 
155). 
 
Japanese Confucianism has formed ties with 
various other schools of thought such as Shintō 
or Buddhism and thus spread out. This is the 
particularity of Japanese thought – not to 
absolutize one single thought, but to combine 
various ideas. Furthermore, the Confucian law 
of nature _  was not some pretentious 
‘principle’; it rather valued the ‘logical sequence 
of things’ and it was often interpreted as a 
practical principle (<practical learning>), in line 
with the familiar daily life (Yamakawa 
Shuppansha 1993, p. 147) 

 

Edo Confucianism protected the social order 
and valued interpersonal relations, and 
influenced the traditional moral outlook of the 
Japanese, who devoted themselves to the world. 
This can also be seen in the way of life of the 
Japanese who worked diligently for their 
families and for society and accomplished 
Japan’s modernization and economic 
development (Yamakawa Shuppansha 2016, p. 
85). 

If anything, more recent textbooks (like Rinri, 
Yamakawa 2016) have treated the subject more 
extensively, either by including column articles such 
as “The Japanese People and Confucianism” 
(Nihonjin to Jukyō) or short, meaningful quotes from 
the authors studied or by including more topics 
addressed by Confucian thinkers, such as nature 
and environment (Ando Shōeki, Ninomiya 
Sontoku), pointing to new ways in which 
Confucianism can prove relevant to contemporary 
Japanese life. The more easily observable differences 
in rhetoric and content could be seen in the 
treatment of topics adjacent to Confucianism (in 
terms of chapter structure), such as Shintō  and 
Kokugaku  – Shintō and the commentaries on the 
individual and the state were discarded as separate 
subchapters, and Kokugaku was dealt with in terms 
of literary scholarship rather than ethical ones 
(Shimizu Shoin 1944, Shimizu Shoin 1993).     
 Furthermore, there is a 1997 qualitative 
analysis of two Moral education (Dōtoku) textbooks 
for primary school (Khan 1997) which brings further 
proof that an ‘uprooting’ of Confucian values from 
society was far from what befell Confucianism in 
post-war (or contemporary) Japan. Khan analysed 
volume I and volume II of Moral education (Dōtoku), 
published by Shoseki Co, formulating a claim quite 
opposite to Paramore’s – not only that Confucian 
values still make up the core of moral education in 
Japan, but that in fact, the content of current moral 
education closely resembles the “moral-political 
foundations enshrined in the first ‘modern’ 
educational mandate, the Imperial Rescript on 
Education of 1890” (Khan 1997, p. 15). Khan’s 
analysis is relevant insomuch as it focuses on 
minutely describing the content of all the lessons 
(including descriptions of the images or translations 
of the texts) and on the mapping and comparing of 
contemporary moral values with their pre-
surrender instances (either referring to elements 
found in the Rescript or to the pre-war Shūshin 
textbooks. His interpretation aside, his analysis does 
enough to prove that Paramore’s claim of 
Confucianism being eliminated from formal 
education is an exaggeration, at best. Khan goes 
even further, saying that contemporary moral 
education itself is nothing more than an extension of 
pre-war moral instruction, still focusing on values 
such as moderation and modesty, good behaviour, 
thoughtfulness, honesty, benevolence, love for the 
family (filial piety) and school, perseverance, 
respect for rules, cooperation in the group (advance 
public good) etc., but his is hardly a positive 
appraisal: “While dramatically different in 
appearance and rhetoric, the content of current 
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moral education closely resembles, and can even be 
seen as an extension of, the moral-political 
foundations enshrined in the first ‘modern’ 
educational mandate, the Imperial Rescript on 
Education of 1890.” (Khan 1997, p. 15).  
 Khan (1997) sees in this perpetuation of 
Confucian values at the core of moral education a 
sign of cultural stagnation, a mere repackaging of 
essentially Shūshin content into the form of Moral 
education. He further claims that the goal of the 
Japanese school today is “not to produce democratic 
moral individuals in pursuit of universal human 
rights,” but rather to perpetuate a morality imbued 
with “aspects that suppress individual rights.” 
Although he identifies in his analysis values such as 
democracy, freedom, cultivating individual 
character and respect for life, he claims that these 
values are “nebulous” and “unemphasized,” and 
that the core moral education curriculum “makes 
illegitimate the notion of individual human wishes 
and rights” and represents “the interest of the 
government as society’s intent.” (Khan 1997, p. 210). 
Essentially, he adheres to the same stance that 
Paramore quotes as the reason for Confucianism’s 
failure in post-war Japan – its inherent 
incompatibility with democracy.  
 While further proof as to the extent of social 
involvement with Confucianism in contemporary 
Japan is needed, I believe that Khan’s analysis of 
Moral education textbooks (although problematic in 
itself in terms of data interpretation) and my 
overview of the 1944-2016 Ethics textbooks are 
enough evidence that we cannot, in any case, speak 
of an “eradication” of Confucianism from “ethics 
teaching in schools” and from general society, as 
Paramore suggested.  
Confucianism’s overall incompatibility with 
modernity and democracy 

 As Paramore also states, at the heart of the 
controversy surrounding the Confucian heritage in 
the post-war period is its perceived role in the pre-
war militaristic propaganda. While some, like Tsuda 
Sokichi, viewed Confucianism – alongside the 
emperor system – as a collateral victim of fascist 
propaganda (Paramore 2016, p. 173) (and probably 
historically and culturally salvageable), others saw 
it as a ‘real facilitator’ of fascism, like Maruyama. 
Paramore himself seems to fall on the same side of 
the argument as Maruyama, deeming Confucianism 
a failed project in the context of modernity, reduced 
to the status of a taboo constantly shoved under a 
cultural rug, an awkward symbol ‘of the old’. 
 What seems to lie at the heart of this 
controversy is Confucianism’s intrinsic adaptive 
potential in the contemporary context. Its more 
negative appraisals quote an innate incompatibility 
with modernity and its values, and focus mainly on 
the pre-war fascist blunder as undeniable proof of 
this (Khan 1997, Maruyama as quoted by Paramore 
2016), while the more positive ones seem to focus on 
Confucianism as a highly adaptable and versatile 
system of thought (Tucker 2015). The former group 
deems Confucianism to be an old and stagnant 

system of thought, essentially incapable of co-
existing with democratic principles, individualism, 
human rights and globalization. But rather than 
making a point for democracy and liberalism, these 
views often seem to operate with very stiff and 
stagnant concepts themselves, and prove to be 
counter-productive. If anything, the insinuation that 
Confucianism proves incapable to adapt to 
democratic concepts (Paramore 2016, Khan 1997, 
Collcutt 1991) assumes a very narrow, Western-
centric definition of democracy itself. On the other 
hand, the latter group approaches Confucianism’s 
dynamic within the contemporary zeitgeist in a 
much larger context, drawing examples from its 
long history and offering a much more nuanced 
perspective on its mechanisms, as well as offering 
new directions for the interpretation and 
renegotiation of Western concepts such as 
democratic practices. For example, by reiterating 
Susan Pharr’s line of thought – that the legacy of 
grass-roots protests predated the influx of Western 
notions of democracy in Japan – and by establishing 
‘conflict’ and ‘opposition’ as two essential aspects of 
mature democratic practice, Tucker finds that 
“predating the import of Western democratic 
concepts, Confucianism has shaped the sense of 
reciprocity in the social ‘contract’ between the lord 
and his subjects, creating expectations of a 
benevolent government or righteous lords, and 
entitlement to protest in case of its failure to provide 
such benevolence” (Tucker 2015, p. 30).  
 Confucianism has always been a 
philosophy deeply rooted in the public sphere, that 
has never really separated from its social and 
political function, and signs of it can be easily 
observed to this day (Shimizu Shoin 1993, 
Yamakawa Shuppansha 2016, Collcutt 1991,Tucker 
2015); always dedicated to an ideal model of 
governance, it has constantly provided an 
instrument of political and social criticism, but more 
importantly it is a philosophy that advocates life 
among other people, a philosophy that ‘refuses to be 
alienated from daily life and requires effectiveness 
in that space itself’:  

When the Great Kantō Earthquake happened, 
the unity (danketsuryoku) of the people in the 
Tōhoku region came into the spotlight. In it, 
people saw the survival of the old Japanese 
social forms. However, […] the ancient 
[Japanese] society did not simply survive as it 
was up until this day. The community (村 mura, 
lit. ‘village’) has been regenerated by 
overcoming migration and immigration. […] 
There have been a lot of Confucian thinkers who 
have tried to build a system of thought that 
addressed not only emergencies such as fires, 
but also the ordinary daily life. And those were 
the very ideas that would have influenced 
people’s minds when they were trying to 
rebuild their everyday life. […] That is where 
lies the key to the fundamental question of 
Japanese daily life (Nihon no nichijō). 
Confucianism is a philosophy that is 
characterized by its very function within social 
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life (shakai seikatsu). […] It is a philosophy that 
refuses to be alienated from everyday life and it 
is, furthermore, a philosophy that requires 
effectiveness in that very space (Tsuchida 2014, 
p. 53). 

 While surely enough Confucianism was 
used by the Meiji government to forge a strong sense 
of national identity and later shrewdly misused by 
Taishō ideologues to advance their fascist agenda, 
Confucianism still pervades all aspects of Japanese 
life, ranging from family life and school education to 
public life and corporate ethics, standing for 
universality and harmonious social interaction 
rather than a fascist and feudal social order. Values 
such as respect for parents and seniors, loyalty to 
one’s employer, a sense of civic duty, focus on 
education, diligence and hard work are by no means 
incompatible with contemporary society. As 
Collcutt (1991, p. 153) argues: 

Probably very few Japanese would attribute 
their recent economic success to Confucianism; 
but […] such qualities as stability and order in 
family relationships, harmony and hierarchy in 
the workplace, loyalty to employers and 
superiors, and the importance of education, 
diligence and self-cultivation, many would be 
willing to concede that these qualities have 
played some role. [...] Some of the values that 
were encouraged and spread as part of the 
diffusion of Confucianism proved surprisingly 
durable and found acceptance within the ethical 
fabric of modern Japan. 

If anything, it gives a more humane, considerate tint 
to human interaction, business practice and overall 
life. It has survived, more than anything, as a 
philosophy of the everyday, as Tsuchida (2014) calls 
it. Denying its relevance and versatility would only 
impoverish the conversation on contemporary 
Japanese morality, social space and political and 
intellectual thought.  

It is surprising that Paramore himself 
seemed to favour the somewhat reductionist view 
he is assuming in his chapter Confucianism as 
Taboo. Especially since just a few chapters before, 
discussing the development of Confucianism in 
Meiji, his position seemed to be a lot more nuanced: 
“Confucianism mediated Japanese assessments of 
Western governance – like democracy, liberalism, 
egalitarianism, capitalism etc.” while at the same 
time functioning like a “Tokugawa shogunate 
memory,” which allowed it a “critical engagement 
with modernity” (Paramore 2015, p. 119). It thus 
seems hard to believe that a philosophical (and also 
political, ethical and social) tradition as versatile as 
Confucianism can be so easily discarded as 
irrelevant in the recent context, as Paramore’s 
chapter seems to suggest.  
 Khan (1997) and Paramore (2016) hold two 
radically opposing views on the issue of Confucian 
ethics teaching in post-war Japan, and yet are 
unexpectedly similar in a larger context. While 
Paramore claims that Confucianism had become 
taboo in post-war Japan, partly due to a so-called 

incompatibility with democracy and partly from a 
sense of shame over its pre-war fascist associations 
(and the consequent WW2 atrocities), further 
leading to a completely sterilized version of it in 
contemporary Japan (as a mere ‘cultural heritage’), 
Khan states quite the opposite – that ‘Confucian 
tradition is still operating and serving Japanese 
society’ (Khan 1997, p. 210), perpetuating an 
anachronistic moral core which hinders Japan’s 
evolution into a democratic society. Both their 
positions, however, stem from a very similar, 
Western-centric line of thought which holds 
democracy as the locus of ideal and infallible 
political organisation and which seems to imagine 
Japan as a sort of unruly disciple who stubbornly 
refuses to evolve and to renounce what Western (or 
Western-educated) intellectuals identified as the 
source of all evil (the fascist pre-war government 
and the WW2 behaviour) and of Japan’s 
‘backwardness’. Take, for example, the following 
quote from (Khan 1997): “Possibly because of 
Japan’s closed and isolated history, and certainly 
because of the nationalism spawned by the Rescript, 
Kokutai and Shūshin, Japan became an aggressor-
nation. History is witness to the inhumanity 
committed by the Japanese Army in China and 
Korea in the name of the Rising Sun” (Khan 1997, p. 
208). And now, Khan suggests, the Japanese 
government’s control over public schools’ moral 
education curriculum keeps Japanese society from 
evolving. “What is taught as moral education in 
Japanese school is not adequate to the solution of 
internal societal problems” (Khan 1997, p. 208). 
 In their search for a clear-cut answer to their 
inquiries, both Khan and Paramore seem to fall into 
the trap of exaggeration, which is understandable to 
some extent, but certainly not desirable; especially 
when approaching a topic as complex as 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan. Research on 
the topic is still scarce, and both Paramore’s and 
Khan’s analysis provide unique insights into its 
social, political and cultural aspects. However, proof 
that such clear-cut conclusions cannot be supported 
is abundant (Collcutt 1991, Tucker 2015, 2017, 
Tsuchida 2014). On the one hand, Confucianism – 
even with its somewhat controversial heritage – 
could never really be brushed off as a socially 
irrelevant actor, as Khan’s analysis and my 
overview of Ethics textbooks showed. If anything, as 
previously discussed, the lack of its public mention 
would rather suggest a complete assimilation within 
the core Japanese moral fabric. Furthermore, taking 
into consideration Confucianism’s centuries-old 
history in Japan, its thorough pervasion through all 
strata of society, its intellectual effervescence and 
multi-polarity throughout the Tokugawa and Meiji 
eras, its constant engagement with social and 
political spheres, and, in Paramore’s own words, its 
potential for ‘critical engagement with modernity 
and capitalism’ in the Meiji period, it seems 
reductionistic to assume that such a vibrant 
component of Japanese morality/political and 
intellectual thought/philosophy can be simply 
silenced and quietly pushed under the rug.  
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 As far as the larger issue of Confucianism’s 
incompatibility with democracy goes, I would agree 
with Tucker (2015) when he says that Confucianism 
– rather than being incompatible with democratic 
practices – has in fact helped shape a sort of proto-
democratic principle in Japan as early as the 
Tokugawa period, with its long-standing focus on 
benevolent governance (jinsei). By imbuing the lord-
vassal relationship with a sense of reciprocity that 
required the ruler to govern with benevolence (仁 
jin) and his subject to be loyal ( F  chu), 
Confucianism has provided, in Tucker’s words, the 
“indigenous roots” to democratic practices such as 
post-war activism, nurturing expectations of fair 
ruling and “entitlement to protest in case of its 
failure to provide such benevolence” (Tucker 2015, 
p. 30). My analysis of the Ethics textbook suggests 
the same – in speaking of the people’s “potential to 
perform social reform” (Sorai, quoted in Yamakawa 
1993) and “equality” (Tōju and Baigan, quoted in 
Yamakawa 1993), Japanese Ethics textbook authors 
seem to identify similar proto-democratic 
principles. Due to its unfortunate association with 
the pre-war National Polity (Kokutai no hongi) and 
the Rescript on Education, there is no doubt that 
Confucianism still has a mixed heritage to tackle 
with, but it is simplistic and counter-productive to 
reduce its philosophical, moral, social and political 
influence in contemporary Japan to the status of 
taboo. Short-sighted by the necessity to find a culprit 
for Japan’s pre-war fascist past and WW2 sins, many 
studies (not just Paramore’s chapter or Khan’s 
analysis), as well as (mainly the liberal) public 
opinion have chosen Confucianism as a sort of a 
historical scape-goat, citing its innate 
incompatibility with democratic principles, its so-
called authoritarian tendencies and opposition to 
essential concepts of human rights. But can we, as 
researchers, accept such a reductionist view and 
honestly claim understanding? 
 There has definitely been a certain taboo-
isation of the term Confucianism in the political and 
public sphere after WW2, together with other 
‘buzzwords of shame’ such as Kokutai, Shūshin, 
Rescript on Education, emperor worship and any 
terms reminiscent of pre-war fascism. But the 
domain of politics cannot and should not give the 
measure of an entire culture’s involvement with a 
complex philosophical tradition.  
 Furthermore, as noted earlier, the reasons 
for the dilution of the term Confucianism itself can 
be manifold and need to be further analysed, ideally 
using cross-disciplinary research methods. As far as 
society’s apparent lack of engagement with it goes, 
again, the reasons for it might be very different than 
an ashamed ‘taboo-isation’. Although Paramore 
speaks of a so-called purging of Confucian elements 
from the post-surrender Ethics textbooks, that is 
hardly the case, as we saw earlier. The fact that only 
a few people would identify an explicitly Confucian 
component in their moral, ethical or intellectual 
fabric is not enough proof of society’s ‘lack of 
engagement’ with it; especially when it can also be 
argued that Confucianism has by now become 

internalized to such an extent that it has become an 
unconscious moral operator, which can/will no 
longer be singled out as a foreign element. Of 
course, for the sake of simplicity, we can brush it 
away as a failed moral and intellectual project in the 
context of modernity, but it would be a lot more 
logical to assume that it has rather become part of 
what Maruyama Masao called the basso ostinato 
(Maruyama 1984) - a part of the core Japanese moral 
fabric, that continues to evolve and renegotiate itself 
within the ever-changing zeitgeist, adapting to 
contemporary concepts of democracy, globalization, 
human rights or even social media. Whichever it is, 
more thorough and complex research is still needed 
before we can offer a definitive answer. 
Concluding remarks 

 The (still) commonly held perception of 
Confucianism as an essentially undemocratic and 
backward social code or philosophy – which also 
often claims that post-war ethical education was 
purged of Confucian values due to some pervasive 
sense of shame on the part of the Japanese for the 
country’s (pre-)war sins – is, more often than not, a 
measure of the critic/researcher’s own cultural 
biases, rather than of the subject of study. After 
WW2 – to this day – there are a few pervasive 
underlying assumptions in many Western (or 
Western-influenced) studies of Japanese culture –  a 
subtle yet ever present assumption of  ‘Japanese 
guilt’ following WW2, a very clear-cut view of 
specific cultural culprits to blame for the Japanese 
army’s behaviour in WW2 (essentially all the 
elements of the 1890 Rescript – state Shintō, 
Confucian values, the loyalty to the emperor and the 
state etc.), to be purged so as to clear the way for a 
clean democratic state (and state of mind) to take 
roots in Japan. But this often sounds more like yet 
another Western-centric, orientalising discourse 
which builds on the idea of Western democracy as 
an infallible, immutable and the only desirable form 
of governance, and which aims at finding culturally 
embedded explanations for some perceived 
historical fault. And if so, what solutions are 
available to us, if we are to make our research on 
Confucianism more relevant?  
 For certain, there is no easy solution to this 
pervasive Western-centrism and incessant search 
for clear-cut (even if exaggerated) answers in 
research. Understandably, the researcher is by 
default embedded and to a certain extent defined by 
their own cultural context, and it might seem 
foolishly idealistic to call for pure objectivity in the 
research of such a complex philosophical system as 
Confucianism is. So, can we have somewhat of a 
trade-off?  
 Although the ‘objective truth’ might be 
realistically unattainable, maybe we would stand a 
better chance at understanding our subject of 
research if we choose to break away from the type of 
calcified approaches that still tend to view 
Confucianism as a monolithic system of thought, 
incapable of adapting to new cultural forms and 
mechanisms, and move towards a more open-ended 
model of research. Extending on Ghilardi’s concept 
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of intercultural thought and Walzer’s (1984) 
conceptualisation of morality, we can say that 
cultural identity, moral culture, philosophy – 
culture in general – are concepts and processes that 
“continuously mingle and intertwine with each 
other” (Ghilardi 2015, p. 11), fluid and often 
contradictory, constantly negotiating and 
metamorphosing into new forms. As such, there are 
no definitive answers to be found. In the context of 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan, there is no 
need to either brush it off as a taboo and denounce 
its lack of adaptability, or to deny its troubled legacy 
in the wake of WW2. The best we can search for is 
opening up the conversation and laying down all 
the cards.  
 But to be able to do so in an honest and 
relevant manner for our respective fields, we need 
to constantly address our own limitations, to 
become more aware of our own (ideological) biases 
and strive to find criteria of evaluation that are 
internal and directly relevant to our subject, rather 
than try to fit it into the mould of Western 
conceptualisations. We need to learn how to break 
away from the stiff conceptual definitions we are 
equipped with and try to position ourselves inside 
our subject, understand its processes, mechanisms 
and internal dynamic. As Walzer puts it ‘the 
outsider can become a social critic only if he 
manages to get himself inside, enters imaginatively 
into local practices and arrangements’ (Walzer 1984, 
p. 37). Only from there, research and criticism 
(social, political, moral or cultural) can hope to 
become relevant both to its subject and to the larger 
field of Japanese studies.  
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