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Among the more interesting warnings were : “Don’ t

borrow otehr students’ umbrellas, shoes, or clothes,”

“Take a bath every two or three days and more often
in the summer,” “Don’t use futon (bedding) in the
daytime unless sick.”
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PRIVATE ACADEMIES OF TOKUGAWA JAPAN

By Richard Rubinger
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 1982.250 pp.$34.50

Western studies on Edo—period history almost invariably seek the key to the success
of the Meiji Restration and to Japan’s subsequent modernization. “In Private
Academies of Tokugawa Japan”, Richard Rubinger finds that key in education. In this
sense, his work builds on Ronald Dore’ s poineer study, “Educaton in Tokugawa Japan.”
I must say that as a Japanese historian I find the Western preoccupation with this “key”
somewhat tiresome.

Rubinger divides private schools according to their specialty, such as Chinese studies,
Dutch studies and kokugaku, and examines chronologically what he considers representa—
tive examples of each type. He argues that because commoners and low—ranking
samurai could rarely gain admission to clan schools, those who disired to study had
no choice but to attend private schools. The more ambitious of those students left
their own feudal domains to attend well—known institutions in other areas, mainly the
large cities. In so doing, they came into contact with a variety of people, and in the
process, became more liberal in their thinking. At the same time, the custom of
studying outside one’ s domain led to the interchange of ideas on a nationwide scale,
and brought competent persons into national prominence. The lower—ranking samurai,
in particular, he says, benefited from the experience,eventually becoming the motive
force behind the Meiji Restoration and the modernization of Japan.

Rubinger backs up his thesis with numerical data obtained through an exhaustive
survey of the relevant Japanese literature. He shows, for instance, with maps
pinpointing the birthplaces of schools’ students how the custom of studying outside
on€ s domain became increasingly common as the years passed. In its attention to
documentation, Rubinger’s study is impressive, indeed.

Although I agree for the most part with the author’s statements a few points
deserve comment. For one thing, he makes no mention of the fact that rich merchants
and farmers in the provinces often invited well—known scholars to their homes, where
the latter would lecture to, or compose poetry with, their hosts. Undoubtedly this
custom, too, greatly promoted nationwide cultural exchange. In a sense it was a
reverse flow from city to countryside. For another, he implies that the custom of
persons traveling outside their domains to study is an Edo—period phenomenon; in
fact, it predates the Edo—period considerably. In the Heian and Kamakura periods as
well, Buddhist monks traveled great distances to study and train.

One can also sometimes take issue with the author s selection of representative
schools. He does not, for instance, mention the Kaitokud®, which prospered in Osaka
from the middle of the Edo—period and which is certainly a representative school. And
why does he take up the Kangien, a small Kyushu school? He might have explained the
criteria behind his choices.

The author should also have treated in more detail the role of the Japanese phonetic
script hiragana in the diffusion of learning among the masses. In fact, one of the
reasons the level of education in China was so slow to rise was the difficulty people had
in learning Chinese characters. The development in Japan of the simple hiragana script
contributed directly to the proliferation of private academies in the Edo period.

Academic works on Japan written by foreigners tend to be long on generalities.
“Private Academies of Tokigawa Japan” is no exception. The views put forth in the
book are predominantly those of Japanese scholars. But because Dr. Rubinger has read
widely and wisely, his book is reliable and well worth reading.
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