
During the Tokugawa Period, most Japanese thought was confined to the realm of Confucianism.  Many samurai scholars throughout this period studied the different aspects of Confucian thought, and applied these aspects to Japanese life.  However, despite the fact that Confucianism was the main philosophical source, another system of thought began to emerge during the seventeenth century calling upon ancient Japanese traditions instead of Chinese traditions.  This system of thought came to be known as kokugaku (国学), which can be translated into English as National Studies or National Learning.  Kokugaku came to the fore in opposition and as an alternative to Confucianism, focusing on ancient poetry and ancient Japanese texts about the Age of the Gods.  Various scholars had a hand in shaping kokugaku, but none more than Motoori Norigana (1730-1801), who expanded the philosophy of kokugaku, and brought it to the forefront of Japanese thought.  Through studying the roots, doctrines, and consequences of kokugaku, one can understand how kokugaku evolved from its original purpose of ancient learning to one of xenophobia and racial superiority.

The origins of kokugaku can be traced back to the early decades of the Tokugawa bakufu.  Toda Mosui, who lived from 1629-1706 was the first scholar credited with the idea of kokugaku.
  Like many early kokugaku scholars, Toda studied ancient poems to find the ideals of the original Japanese.
  The monk Keichuu is the second scholar known in the kokugaku lineage, and lived from 1640-1701).
  Keichuu was famous for studying the Manyoushuu, a collection of ancient Japanese poems.
  Kada-no-Azumamaro (1668-1736) was the third influential scholar to shape the development of kokugaku.
  Kada was influenced by the Sorai school of Confucian thought
, and heavily studied the Nihon Shoki, an ancient Japanese text about the Age of the Gods.
  Perhaps the most influential scholar before Norinaga, however, was Kamo Mabuchi.  Mabuchi lived from 1697-1769, and like Keichuu studied the Manyoushuu.
  The Manyoushuu was Mabuchi’s life work, and he was convinced of its superiority over all other ancient texts, including the Nihon Shoki and the Kojiki.
  All of these scholars were connected by one common thread:  they all studied Japan’s ancient values and traditions through ancient texts, whether they were collections of poetry or texts on the founding of Japan during the Age of the Gods.  Most studied poetry extensively, and it was only Kada who deviated from this tradition by delving into the Nihon Shoki, although he studied poetry as well.  From all of these scholars came the foundations of kokugaku.  When Motoori Norinaga came of age, he would take over the reigns from his predecessors, and build on their foundations.

As mentioned above, poetry was the foundation of kokugaku from the time of Toda Mosui.  It continued to play a pivotal role in the school with deciples of Motoori Norinaga.  Kokugaku scholars believed that ancient poetry, such as the verses found in the Manyoushuu, showed the true Way not polluted by Confucian or Buddhist thought.
  Unlike Norinaga’s predecessors, who thought that poetry was a direct link to the Way, he wrote in his very first book that poetry was simply the expression of the feelings of the writer.
  He thought it was a connection with the thoughts and feelings of those from ancient Japan, but it would not be used to govern a country or to put order in one’s life.
  Norinaga thought it could contribute indirectly, though, to the betterment of government, because rules would read the poetry that contained the natural feelings of the writers, and would adjust his management of the country, thus becoming a better ruler.
  Thus to Norinaga, poetry was an essential part of kokugaku, because it contained the emotions of those who wrote it, but it was not the key to the Way of the Gods his predecessors believed it to be.
Motoori Norinaga was born in Ise province in the town of Matsuzaka in May, 1730.
  He was born into a family of merchants with the family name “Ozu,” but had descended from the Motoori samurai lineage.
  Later in his life Norinaga decided to replace his family name with the old samurai name.  Norinaga was the first born son of Oku Sadatoshi and Ozu Okatsu, but had an older stepbrother who was the son of Sadatoshi’s deceased wife.
  Norinaga’s family were devout followers of Pure Land Buddhism, and all evidence points to the fact that Norinaga was brought up in that faith as well.
  However, as was and still is common in Japan, Norinaga also grew up believing in the Shinto gods.
  This was not a conflict for the young man, as the two belief systems as well as Confucianism co-existed harmoniously in everyday life.  Evidence for Norinaga’s belief in Shinto can easily be seen in his frequent visitations to the Shinto shrines of Ise, particularly those thought to house the sun goddess Amaterasu.
  Thus it can be seen that Norinaga began his life as a pious Buddhist who also adhered to the Japanese tradition of Shinto.  As Norinaga grew older, it would be the influence of his teachers and later scholarly activities that would shape his philosophy of kokugaku, although he was receptive to and familiar with the concepts of Shinto from a very young age.

In 1752, Norinaga went to Kyoto to study medicine, but he also immediately enrolled in Hori Keizan’s school of Confucian thought.
  Keizan was a correspondent with the Sorai Confucian school, and was originally a Chu Hsi Confucianist.
  Norinaga was 22 years old at this time, and would continue to study at the Keizan school until 1757.
  Keizan wrote about principles that were loosely associated with the Sorai school.
  For example, Keizan wrote about the principle of “li” not being the ultimate principle, he wrote the intensions of words were often misinterpreted, and he wrote that one was not human unless one had human emotions.
  Keizan, then, revealed the influence of Sorai through his methods of argument as well as how he expressed himself.
  Because he studied at this school for so long, it is undoubted that Norinaga was influenced by Confucian thoughts in his formative years.  Ironically, it was its objection to all things Chinese and Confucian that would later set apart kokugawa from all other schools of thought in Japan. 
It was with these influences that Norinaga began studying kokugaku under Mabuchi in 1763, although they only met in person once.
  Although they had a student-deciple relationship, there was also much friction.  Mabuchi, as mentioned earlier, devoted his life to studying the Manyoushuu.  However, Norinaga would have preferred to delve into the Kojiki (The “Record of Ancient Things,” 712 AD) right away, something he thought held more meaning for kokugaku than did the Manyoushuu.
  This was added to the fact that prior to meeting Mabuchi, Norinaga had studied and had led discussions on the Manyoushuu for several years.
  Norinaga remained the good student, and studied the Mayoushuu as instructed, but he secretly began studying the Kojiki as well.
  Norinaga’s study of the Kojiki would last nearly his whole life, and the principles and stories within its pages would drastically help form his philosophy of kokugaku.
In order to understand the transition of power from Mabuchi to Norinaga as the perceived head of the kokugaku school of thought, one must understand their three key differences.  First, Mabuchi thought that literary study and religious thought were inseparable, while Norinaga argued that literary study, such as the Tale of Genji or Shinkokinshu, were completely separate from religious thought, which he thought was primarily found in the Kojiki.
  The second major different between these two scholars involved Mabuchi thinking the spirit of the past was only to be found through the study of ancient manyou verse, while Norinaga argued that the Kojiki should be the literal authority of the gods, because it had direct meaning, and it was older than the Manyoushuu.
  Lastly, Mabuchi and Norinaga also disagreed on the religious principle behind kokugaku.  Here Mabuchi thought that man could conform spontaneously to the Way of the Nature, which was synonymous to the Way of Heaven and Earth.
  Norinaga disagreed, and said that the faith of kokugaku lay not in a Way of Heaven and Earth, but instead lay totally in the Way of the Gods.
  Therefore, while Norinaga learned much from Mabuchi from his studies of the Manyoushuu, Norinaga also had very different ideas of his own, and would steer the school of kokugaku in his direction, and away from Mabuchi.
At the core of kokugaku, especially for Norinaga, was the doctrine that the Way of the Gods lie in the ancient past before Japan was contaminated with Confucian or Buddhist thought.
  For Norinaga, the ancient past was most clearly laid out in the Kojiki.  Writing in Naobi no mitama Norinaga said, “This Way was originated by the Gods Izanagi and Izanami in accordance with the spirit of the august deity Takamimusubi-no-kami, and was received, preserved, and handed down by the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu.”
  Norinaga also wrote that everything that happened on Earth, including thought, action, creativity, and production was directly the cause of the work of the gods.
  He wrote that humans would not understand the god in life, and should not question the gods.
  Human intellect was too constrained to understand why or how the gods accomplished their feats.
  If it was not written in the Kojiki, then it was unknowable.
  This basic belief in the truth of the Kojiki and the thought that the actions of the gods could not be understood formed the basis of all of Norinaga’s principles of kokugaku.
As an extension of this basic principle, Norinaga thought that the advent of the medieval times brought about the end to the Age of the Gods.
  People became immoral, disloyal, and deceitful, and because of this, had to borrow from Confucianism to overcome these societal problems.
  Norinaga looked around him, and thought back to his childhood, and realised that the Shinto gods had acquired Confucian characteristics.
  Norinaga was committed to uncovering the true Shinto wholly separate from Confucianism or Buddhism.
  Norinaga rejected the Chinese term for gods as meaningless, and said that only Japanese gods were directly linked through their divine emperor.
  Therefore, to bring spiritualism back to Japan, Norinaga used the Kojiki to stop rationalising the gods through non-Japanese principles.
Much of what defined kokugaku through Norinaga’s time actually involved comparing and contrasting it to the Sorai school of Confucianism.  As mentioned earlier, Norinaga studied under a Sorai scholar during his younger years.  He would use this knowledge of Sorai Confucianism to challenge its validity, and prove the righteousness of kokugaku.  
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