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Ogyu Sorai’s Historical Perspective on China and
Political Thought: Reconstructing the Way of the
Sages and Criticizing Song Confucianism

Lan Hung-yueh*

Abstract

Ogytu Sorai (1666-1728) is considered one of early modern Japan’s
greatest thinkers. Much of the research examining Sorai’s Confucianist
thinking approaches it from the viewpoint of either traditional Confucian
classics studies, or modern philosophy and political thought. Sorai attempts to
understand the formation and application of ancient China’s “Way of the
Sages” BE A\ 7 7H from the perspective of the Edo JT.= society in which he
lives, and criticizes “Song Confucianism” from a historical point of view. The
context of these questions has yet to be clearly explained by scholars.

Sorai asserts that “scholarship is a matter of exploring history”: his
explorations of Japanese history, together with a scholarly approach known as
“ancient rhetorical studies” T3 that developed out of his literary
research, inform his reading of the Confucian classics and works of Chinese
history, giving him a deep awareness of historical change across its entirety.
Based upon a well-rounded view of history that incorporates politics, classics,
and literary studies, he then develops a critique of Song Confucianism and a
reconstruction of the Way of the Sages. This paper’s approach, then, builds on
a mainly socio-historical basis, adding a perspective of the history of
comparative political thought in East Asian Confucianism. It focuses on the

* Lan Hung-yueh is an associate professor in the Institute of Social Research and Culture Studies

at National Chiao Tung University, Hsinchu.
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feudal system and the system of prefectures and counties to explore how, in
light of his awareness of the related problems of Edo society and the national
system, Sorai draws upon his literary scholarship to imagine the Three
Dynasties =%, of ancient China, and interpret post-Han dynasty Chinese
history. It thus aims to clarify Sorai’s view of the Way of the Sages as a whole
and to discuss his criticisms of Song Confucianism. Further, Ogyii Sorai’s
ideas are compared with those of Gu Yanwu EHX H, (1613-1682) and
Yamaga Soko [[IFEZ 1T (1622-1685), analyzing the characteristics and
intrinsic meaning of his political thought in the context of East Asian
intellectual history.

Keywords: Ogyt Sorai $kZE{H{E, Three Dynasties, Way of the Sages, Song
Confucianism, Gu Yanwu JgE3% i, Yamaga Soko [[[EEZ{T






