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A s  eras go the T o k u g a w a  has often seem ed  a neat p ack age , ready­

m a d e  for m useum s and  textbooks: som ething  of a set-piece that 

c o m m e n c e d  in 1 6 0 0  with  Sekigahara  as the battle to end the 

battling a n d  then given shape by subsequent decisions to close 

J a p a n  off from the rest of the world a nd  adopt Neo-Confucianism  

as a made-to-order basis for social and  intellectual life. T h e  tale 

of the T o k u g a w a  can  be m ade  to continue w ith  fascinating details 

such as the four-class system , sankin k5ta i, the bush-beating to 

find Christians, Deshim a as the sole w in do w  on the world, internal 

stresses during the bakum atsu  phase, external provocation by an 

A m e r ic a n  com m odore, and  then the restoration and  the end of the 

era. D epend in g  on the perspective of the narrator, the T o k u g a w a  

as a w ho le  can  either be cited as a classic exam ple  of feudalism 

or else som ething  often called "early  m o dern .11 W h e n  it com es to 

final sum m ations, one can  either stress the ep o ch 's  controls and 

controlledness so as to give it the label of the w orld 's  first totali­

tarian state or else its artistic gem s— kabuki, G en ro k u  culture, 

S a ikak u , R y o k a n , etc ,— to portray it, in spite of its "hot-house11 

setting, as a n ew  golden a ge  in J ap an  and  rem iniscent of the Heian 

period.

L ately , h o w ev er , the T o k u g a w a  has b een  sh o w n  to be m uch 

less tidy than w a s  thought and som e of the n ew est , most provo­

cative w o rk  on this has b een  done by scholars in the W est . Ronald  

B . T o b y 's  State  and  D iplom acy  in Early M o d ern  J a p a n ： Asia  in the 

D evelo p m en t  of the T okuga  w a  B aku /'a  has sh o w n  that the isola­

tionism en gend ered  by the sakoku policy w a s  far less perfect than 

had b een  long thought. N o w  Herm an  O o m s , w ith  lavish d ocum enta­

tion and  sophisticated argum ents, has turned m uch  of the 

T o k u g a w a 's  tidiness— at least its intellectual dim ension— into a 

sham bles.

If taken  as seriously as it deserves to be  taken, this work will 

bring to the test not only m any com m on  hypotheses about the 

T o k u g a w a  but also the w a y  in w hich  w e  habitually divide and 

apportion out the segm ents and texts of Jap an ese  history to 

d ifferent disciplines. For instance, it is fairly co m m o n  to conceive 

of pre- Tokugaw a  texts as "religious" and  of most writings after 

approxim ately  1 6 0 0  as som ehow  suddenly secular and  belonging to
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intellectual rather than religious history. W h o le  curriculums are 

built around this principle of division. E v e n  great scholars of the 

past built this as a presupposition into their research. O o m s  does 

not cite the following by M uraok a  T sunetsugu  but it is the kind of 

notion that, at least on one level, his book overturns：

T w o  principal characteristics of T o k u g a w a  culture distin­

guish it from M edieva l  culture. First, T o k u g a w a  culture w as  

liberated from the special possessors of culture, the priests 

and  nobles; and  at the sam e time it w as  freed of their 

traditionalism. Se co n d , T o k u g a w a  culture w as  secular— it 

had extricated itself from m ystical and  Buddhist other­

worldly tendencies (M u ra o k a  1 9 6 4 , p. 97 ).

O n e  of the major contributions of this book is that it show s that 

notions such as the a bo v e  w ere  not coincidental but rather the 

result of certain obfuscations en gendered  by the writers O o m s  has 

studied. M oreover , these coincided w ith  the tendency  of m odern 

researchers to tell the T o k u g a w a  story as one giant step in the 

direction of ourselves and  our o w n  secularized  m odernity. T h e  

com fortable fit b e tw e e n  the en co ded  m essage  and  the values of 

m odern  readers w a s  so neat that it also n eed ed  to be  suspect.

It would be impossible here to recapitulate O o m s 's  argum ents 

and  docum entation— or to reduce  to sum m ary the portraits he gives 

of the thinking of figures such as Hayashi R a z a n , F ujiw ara  Seika, 

Suzuki Shosan , a nd  Y a m a z a k i  A nsa i. O n e  of his m ajor contentions 

is that, contrary to w hat  has often  b een  assum ed , T o k u g a w a  

thought w as not a story of Confucianism  a nd  Neo-Confucianism  

pure and  simple. Nor w a s  it secular; he insists that "th e  writings 

of the new  schoolm en  w e r e  suffused  with  traditional religious and  

m etaphysical elem ents11 (p. 19 3 ). M o re o v er , T o k u g a w a  rulers, and 

most especially Ieyasu， w ere  skilfull creators a nd  manipulators of 

ritual. Especially notew orthy  is this book 's  account of how  the 

building and  ritual use of N ikko , approxim ately  as far from Edo  as 

Ise is from K yo to , w as  intended to d isplace the old emperor- 

Kyoto-Ise axis and  fashion a n ew  one out of shogun-Edo-Nikko. 

This w a s , O o m s  claims, an attem pt to "d eco nstruct  the past" and 

signify in a visual, ritual w a y  that the center of Ja p a n 's  ideolo ­

gical sp ace  had been  m o ved . T h e  idea seem s to have b een  that the 

T o s h 5  shrine w ould , like Ise, be rebuilt every  tw enty  years and  

even  noutshine" the older ritual center. T h e  T o k u g a w a  shoguns



JAPANESE JOURNAL OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES 13/1 109

w e r e  m asterful in their kn ow ledge  and  use of symbols. T h e y  w ere 

also extrem ely  clever in letting the n ew  sch o o lm en~ n o t  just 

Neo- C onfucian  but also Buddhist, Shinto, or w h a te v e r — scram ble 

over one another in providing intellectual props for the p o w er  they 

had  them selves m anaged  to grab by military m uscle. O o m s  

challenges the notion— perhaps itself a  clever fiction m ade  by the 

Hayashis— that a  perspicacious shogun turned to Hayashi R a z a n  for 

a  blueprint for society and  w a s  given the secular, Neo- Confucian  

p a c k a g e  in return.

O o m s 's  book is p acked  not only with heretofore overlooked 

data  but also an array of n e w , provocative hypotheses that are 

certain to elicit vigorous responses a n d  reactions both in Jap an ese  

a n d  W estern  scholarship dealing w ith  J a p a n . M ost interesting and  

most c o n t r o v e r s ia l ,I  suspect, will be  his decision to pay  close 

attention  not only to w hat w a s  said in the era under consideration 

but also to w hat  w a s  not said. O o m s  borrow s a nd  m akes  heavy  use 

of Ju rge n  Haberm as 's  principle that the historian must look 

especially for the things about w hich  the sources have  tried to be 

silent. For H aberm as and  also for O o m s  these silences must be 

m a d e  to speak becau se  it is only then that w e  can  detect the 

ruses through w hich  earlier writers constructed their "ideologies." 

Needless to say, o nce  that m ethodological decision has b een  m ade, 

almost everything  gets turned on its pivot a nd  the tale of the 

T o k u g a w a  b eco m es  a very different story indeed.

It will probably be  precisely on this point that O o m s 's  re­

casting of the T o k u g a w a  will be  most closely scrutinized . Silences 

are , as O o m s  himself partially adm its in the final p ages  of his 

study, hard-to-handle "d o c u m en ts ."  I will, h o w ev er , leave that 

problem  to one side and  register m y  o w n  reservation about this 

unusually important work in terms of a problem w hich  O o m s  seem s 

not to have  solved and  also not yet adequately  addressed . It has to 

do  with his use of H aberm as w ithout recognizing  or adm itting that 

a d ec ide d  com m itm ent to m odernity and  its superior "enlighten- 

m en tM is part and  parcel of H a be rm as 's  theory. C onsequently  som e 

notion of "th e  m odern" itself lurks in the shado w s  a nd  silences of 

T o k a g a w a  Ideology  and  becom es  an unrecognized  criterion in both 

the explicit and  implicit value-judgments m a d e  in it.

T h e  reason w h y  O o m s  himself m ay  have w ished  to conceal this 

particular problem can  also, I w ould  suggest, be  discovered . It lies 

in the nasty w a y  it would  seem  to contradict his stated aim of 

d isengaging  T o k u g a w a  studies from the various a gen das  dictated
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to-date by all the different species of m odernization  theory. 

C iting  M a r u y a m a  M a s a o , Robert N. Bellah  and  others as instances 

of ''m isplaced w ho len ess ," O o m s  writes the following early on in 

his book as a w a y  of charting a n ew  course：

If the historian uses present-day co ncep ts  such as m oderni­

zation  or scientific rationality to explicate the texts to his 

readers, he cannot help but lose the significance the texts 

had in their o w n  time (p. 11).

For m uch  of the w a y  O o m s  follows this principle with his o w n  

practice. O n e  of his m ajor m oves in m aking  the T o k u g a w a  less tidy 

is by shiftng the pendulum  a w a y  from m id- Tokugaw a  and  especially 

the bakum atsu— often elsewhere read as key stepping-stones to the 

M eiji a nd  to us!— a nd  tow ard  the earliest part of the epoch  and  

ev en  to w h a t  c am e  before it. He rightly calls his book ,!early 

constructs" and  quite confidently m arches across the 1 6 0 0  d ate ­

line into earlier materials for his study. M u c h  of the book deals 

with the late M uro m ach i and  som e of the roots of T o k u g a w a  

discourse are traced back to the K a m a k u r a  period, show ing  along 

the w a y  that O o m s  know s pre- Tokugawa materials well. In all of 

this shift of focus O o m s  presents us with  a study that seem s at 

long last to have  broken  once-and-for-all w ith  the m odernization  

problem atic a nd  the kinds of questions it fom ented  a nd  reinforced 

for so long.

But the problem for O o m s  is that H a berm as , w h o se  m ethod  of 

analysis he w ishes to follow, is very m uch  a partisan of the 

l,m o dern M and  the  need to ground oneself in the enh an ced  rational­

ity it purportedly provides. A nth on y  G id d e n s  writes of H aberm as 

that he "w a n t s  to offer a vindication of enlightenm ent and  

m odernity w h e n  for m any  these have b ec o m e  effectively  discre­

d ited " (Bernstein  1 9 8 5 , p. 98 ). It is evident that for Haberm as to 

relinquish the m odern— a nd  especially to follow som eone  such as 

Jean- Frangois Ly otard  into the "post- m odern"— w ould  be to jettison 

the liberal .and ethical vision of social c h an g e  that, in his view  at 

least, the m odern  era has uniquely provided. Th us  he vehem ently  

rejects an incipient neo-conservativism he detects in the positions 

of those heralding the arrival of the post-modern.

But this fear seem s to blind H a be rm as  to the im portance of 

w h a t  Ly otard  a n d  others have been  saying about the inappropriate 

G r a n d  Narratives that w ere  so m uch  a part of the w a y  most
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m oderns view ed  the w orld. C o m t e  and  M arx  are classic exam ples 

but som e notion of past ages as trapped in m yth and  mystification 

a nd  our o w n  as m ore enlightened  a nd  rational w as  almost a lw ays  a 

central tenet in the w a y  in w h ich  m odern thinkers depicted  the 

gap  b e tw e e n  them selves a nd  the past. Fairly often som e kind of 

quantum  jum p out of religion and  belief-systems and  into the 

secular and  the rational w as  also part of the grand narratives that 

m oderns believed to be  true. For m any  of his critics one of the 

major faults of H aberm as  is his stubborn retention of this belief 

about the m odern  a nd  its subtle influence on all his theories.

O o m s  has one eye  w ide  open to this problem implicit in the 

w a y  the older m etanarratives construed the difference b e t w e e n  a 

less-than-rational m edieval epoch and  a rational m odernity—  

exactly the kind of thing expressed in the paragraph from M u ra o k a  

Tsunetsugu  cited a b o v e . T h e  distance he has m oved our studies is 

evident if that quotation  with its black-and-white contrast 

b e tw e e n  a "liberated ,11 "ex tr ic ated ," and  "secular" T o k u g a w a  versus 

a "m ystical” a nd  "other- worldly" M edieva l culture is juxtaposed  

with  the following by O o m s ：

T h e  T o k u g a w a  period, including its first d ecades , is often 

characterized  as m arked  by rationalism and  a progressive 

rationalization under the impetus of Neo- Confucianism . It is 

evident that such a picture seriously distorts T o k u g a w a  

reality. . . .  In other w ords, the dichotom y b etw e en  ratio­

nality and  arationality is inappropriate for understanding  

early T o k u g a w a  J a p a n  (p. 151 ).

If I read him correctly O o m s  seem s to be saying that m uch of the 

m odernization  problem atic and  the historiography it produced  

about J a p a n  w a s  a hall of mirrors. A lthough  1 w ould not go so far 

as to call this book an  exercise in post-modern historiography, it 

m anifests a clear break— at least on the overt level--w ith most 

histories that w e r e  done in the m odernist m ode . At least it tries 

to part com pany  to this extent with the pre-rational/rational 

contrast that w as  often built into the meta-histories of m odernism .

But then one must ask: H o w  does H aberm as fit into such a 

program ? T h e  answ er  I w ould  suggest is that he fits quite 

a w k w a r d ly — so a w k w ard ly  in fact that one w onders w h eth er  O o m s  

has not tried to m aintain a certain "silence" here about the d egree  

to w hich  H aberm as is very m uch tied to the old grand narratives
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about m odernity  and rationality, as noted by Lyotard  (1 9 8 4 ). For 

instance on p age 65 he quotes  but also passes over as if unpro­

blem atic for himself H aberm as 's  notion that within history at some 

point the mythological m ode of discourse gets displaced by more 

reasoned  a nd  rational discourse.

In addition O o m s  seem s to share w ith  Haberm as  the supposition 

that it is so m eh o w  possible to get free of all cosmologies and  

m ythologies a nd  into som e kind of language  that is so self-critical 

about m etaphor that it is virtually free of it. This  leads him at 

times to m ake  w hat I w ould  deem  the correct m o v e b u t  for the 

w ro ng  reasons. For instance, concerning  the T o sh o g u  goikun or 

text k n ow n  as "leyasu 's  T e s t a m e n t " he rightly detects in it all 

kinds of C o n fu c ian , Shinto, a nd  Buddhist terminology and  also 

rightly notes that w e  need  to discard  the v iew  of it as "p ro of of a 

gradual progress of secular, rational thought11 (p. 68 ). H e  then, 

h o w ev er , says that that text is "theological" b ecau se  it is still 

"uncritically m etaphorical"— basing  this on Derrida*s definition of a 

theologian as som eone w h o  "rests satisfied with m etaphors." 

Implicit in this is the altogether im provable belief that it is 

possible to arrive at som e kind of fully rational language that lies 

a bo v e  and  b eyo nd  all n eed  for m etaphor. T h e  presupposition that 

o ne  might so m eho w  be able to escape  the net of m etaphorical 

language  informs a good  n um ber of the critical judgm ents O o m s  

passes on the writers he studies— most especially in the latter half 

of his book.

This is w h e r e  I think he  has b een  led astray by  H aberm as. It 

has led him , like H aberm as, into w h a t  Ly otard  has called the 

"m etan arrative  of em ancipatio n ." T h e  problem is not that em anci­

pation is unreal or not worth searching  a n d  fighting for— although 

so m e post-modernists m a y  have gon e  to that conclusion. R ath er  it 

is that em ancipation  is real and  recognizable  enough to be  able to 

do without the grand old m etanarratives of m odernity. It also is 

som ething  that can be en co uraged  a n d  forged  by the concerned—  

w ithout the need  for som e kind o f belief in the possibility of 

getting a language  "fr e e d 11 o f m etaphor. A fte r  Wittgenstein it has 

gotten  difficult to see the quest  for a m etaphor-free language  as 

anything  other than a m etaphor coined by  m oderns to try to 

explain to them selves w h a t  b ec o m ing  m odern  w as  all about. T h e  

point is that the enterprise fa ile d ~ a n d  n ow  w e  can  see it as a 

p iece  of recent history. T h e  problem with all the grand  narratives 

of how  w e ~ a n d  also the J a p a n e s e  as included within an  even
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greater " w e 11— got to be m odern  is that they them selves rested 

ultimately on subtly operative m etaphors. M a n y  of these w ere  

m etaphors about rationality. T h e  Cartesian  one of the m ind as a 

mirror w a s , as R ich ard  Rorty  has dem onstrated , a classic instance.

Rorty , in fact, has written about trying to "split the differ­

en c e " b e tw e e n  Haberm as and  Ly otard  a nd  his argum ents are, I 

think, deserving  of attention (Bernstein 1 9 8 5 , pp. 161- 175). He 

claims that one  can be very m uch co ncern ed  w ith  values such as 

freedom , justice, and  ev en  social reform without needing  the large 

m etanarratives. Th us  H aberm as m ay  be right in noticing that some 

post-modernists are really neo-conservatives and  all too eager to 

find reasons for calling an  end  to the ethical and  social agenda  

that has b een  part of the m odern  era. But Rorty  calls on Haberm as 

to see that that agen da  c an  exist and  continue without having to 

find grounding in som e grandiose but problem atic tale about 

m odernity and  the progress of rationality. Rorty  advises Haberm as 

to m ove farther a w a y  from K an t  and  closer to the A m erican  

pragmatists, a point w h ich , interestingly, m ay  have registered with 

H aberm as (Bernstein 1 9 8 5 , p. 198 ).

I will suggest that O o m s ’s superb study w ould  have b een  even 

better if he had shaken  out of it w h at  remains of the old m oderni­

zation  problem atic. It gives him the most trouble w h en  he deals 

with Y a m a z a k i  A nsa i (1618- 1682 ), the figure w h o se  thought is the 

climax of O o m s 's  entire analysis. O o m s  brilliantly analyzes the 

dilem m as, herm eneutic  ploys and  intellectual progeny of Ansai. 

O o m s  is simultaneously fascinated  a n d  repulsed by A nsai and  this 

is, I w ould  suggest, b ecau se  of an unresolved antinom y in O o m s 's  

o w n  m ethod. He is caught b e tw e e n  w a n t in g ， on the one hand, to 

fault A nsa i for his entrapm ent in false etym ologies a nd  the failure 

to achieve a logical discourse free of m ythologies and , on the 

other hand, the impulse to sym pathize  with A nsa i as a writer with 

a m ethod not really different in any  substantial w a y  from modern 

writers w e  all k n ow . So m etim es O o m s  gives hints that he knows 

that no practising herm eneutic  to-date has really escaped  the 

problem of eisegesis— n ow  usually called "m a nu fac turin g  a subtext." 

1 add  the emphasis in the following to show  w h e r e  O o m s  has 

o pened  one post-modern eye; he is discussing A n s a i 's  tortuous 

argum ents:

This  effort to m a k e  a text render a subtext, to voice a 

silent truth, should not. by itself alienate us from Ansai,
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since all interpretive sciences bring into play such her­

m eneutics . T h at  A n sa i found  precisely w hat  he kn ew  had to 

be there should o ffen d  no one w h o  understands the success, 

for instance, of M arxist  historians, m odernization  theorists, 

or L^vi-Straussian structuralists. A nsa i proved that he had 

m astered  the essentials of Neo- Confucian  O r th o d o x y ,' a 

respected  scholarly tradition im bued with  great authority, 

a nd  one that m ade  claims to universal validity. He then 

rediscovered  it, persistently and  on a w ide  scale, in another 

cultural terrain. T h u s , nothing w a s  new  and  everything w a s  

n e w ~ a s  in the best m odern  scholarly tradition (p. 240 ).

Here  O o m s  m o cks  the pretenses of the m oderns as a w a y  of dis­

solving the d ifferen ce  b e t w e e n  A n sa i a nd  ourselves. (In this 

connection  he draw s a fascinating equivalence b e tw e e n  A n s a irs 

etym ologizing  a n d  a three year exercise in cabalistic exegesis on 

the part of Saussure, "th e  founder of m odern  linguistics.M)

T h e  problem , of course, is simply that, although O o m s  detects 

the eisegesis in other scholarly traditions of the m odern  epoch , he 

either does not see or else chooses to say nothing about the sam e 

kind of thing in H aberm as a nd  the m ethod of exposing the 

"id eo lo gy " in texts and  silences such as those of the T o k u g a w a . 

M arxist historians, m odernization  theorists, and  L^vi-Straussian 

structuralists a re  all chided  for having cam ouflaged  the fact that 

they bent the truth to ensure the chances  of discovering w h a t  

they w ere  determ ined  to find. But Haberm as gets off scot free. 

Naturally, to have  brought H aberm as into the co m pany  of the 

fla w ed  w ould  have m ade  O o m s 's  rich, fascinating study into a 

rather different one than it n ow  is. It w ould , h o w ev er , have 

enabled  him to m ake  an ev en  cleaner, m ore thorough break with 

m odern  historiography's continued  d ep e n d en cy  on discredited 

notions of the m odern. T h e  reasons w h y  historians often hesitate 

to m a k e  that m o ve  are not difficult to guess. If in the end  O o m s  

seem s to have recoiled before quite that degree  of m ethodological 

consistency- a nd  self-scrutiny, he has also vastly enriched our 

understanding  of the T o k u g a w a  and  written  one of the most 

sophisticated books in repertoire of Jap an  studies.
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