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Perspective of Ren-xue of Ito Jinsai
Wu Zhen

Abstract: The fate of Zhuzi-xue in Japan has been full of setbacks. Since the booming of Tokugawa Confucianism
in the 17th century, Zhuzi-xue has never become dominant. And further, it soon suffered from the fierce attack
from the school of “Ancient Learning” which evolved into the movement of “Anti-Zhuzi-xue” in which Ito
Jinsai was the main participant. He considered that the onginal meaning of Confucian classics had gone since
the death of Mencius, and the situation got even worse in Song Dynasty. The li-xue of Zhu Xi and xin-xue of
Wang Yangming respectively have diverted from the original meaning of Confucian classics; their blending with
Buddhism and Daoism makes Confucianism lose its way. To restore Confucianism, the first step is to restore
the original meaning of Confucius and Mencius contained in the ancient meaning of the Analects and Mencius.
At the same time, it is necessary to challenge Zhuzi-xue, since the important issue of whether the truth of
the original meaning of Confucianism can be revealed hinges on it. Hence by criticizing li-xue and restoring
the ancient meaning, Ito Jinsai developed his characteristic Jinsai-xue (also called Ancient Meaning-xue). He
attacked Zhuzi-xue from all sides, ranging from the metaphysics (especially the conception of Heaven-li and
Heaven-dao which he overthrew) to the practice of holding the attitude of seriousness and investigating li. The
reason that he attacked the claims of “taking ren as xing” and “taking ren as i” is to make the virtue of ren as
the primary doctrine of Confucianism and to justify his conception of ren as love, so that he could develop his
ren-xue. He conceived ren as being amiable to restore the respect and belief in common human feeling which
transcends time and place. As a Japanese Confucian, Ito Jinsai took China as the other in his thought. So his
endeavor of restoring ren-xue was not only to break the distinction of past and present, but also of the savage and
the Chinese. In this sense, he is not only a theorist of emphasizing feelings, but also a generalist and moralist. His
anti-Zhuzi-xue case shows that modern Japanese Confucianism has taken its steps in the process of Japanization
of which Jinsai-xue is a prime example; again this process shows that Confucianism in East Asia may have

undergone new transformations.
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