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A Tokugawa Confucianist Revolt
against Zhu Xi: Nakai Liken’s
Reinterpretation of the Four Books

Chun-chieh Huang*

Abstract

This article discusses the eighteenth-century Tokugawa Confucianist revolt
against Zhu Xi orthodoxy via a study of the Kaidokudo scholar Nakai Liken’s
re-interpretation of the Four Books.

Nakai Liken launched vehement attack against Zhu Xi through a new read-
ing of the Four Books on which Zhu Xi wrote collected commentaries and built
his own world of thought. Nakai’s attack against Zhu Xi was made possible by
his restructuring of the relationships between the mind and the principle. Nakai
employed a “synoptic reading” of the Four Books in the historical context. In
this new way of reading the classics, Nakai became able to convert the “cogni-
tive mind” in Zhu Xi into the “moral mind” which enabled Nakai to argue the
immanence of the principle in human minds. In the context of intellectual his-

tory of East Asia, Nakai Liken’s criticism of Zhu Xi is powerful and convincing.

Keywords: Tokugauwa, Nakai Liken, Zhu Xi, Four Books, Kaidokudo
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