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Doctoral Thesis Summary 
 
Title : Mass Education in the Mid Edo Period  Viewed through the Lens of One 
Author’s Letter-Writing and Moral Textbooks: Sankinshi Nakamura and his 
Community 
 
Name: Mitsuhiro Wada 
 
Summary: Several recent studies have shown how education spread at terakoya, in 
Japan during the early and mid Edo Period. However, the difficulties facing research 
during this period compared to the late Edo Period, for which copious primary sources 
are available, are undeniable. Advancing our understanding of mass education during 
this time frame demands two parallel approaches: 1. to systematize existing research 
findings for the late Edo Period, as well as points of contention, as a basis for 
re-conceptualizing the preceding historical stages; and 2. to explore letter-writing 
textbooks (ōraimono) and other highly relevant primary sources from the early and 
mid Edo Period. 

Terakoya exploded in popularity and number during the late Edo Period, and 
ordinary people attended the schools in droves. Conventional accounts describe the 
goal of terakoya education as being to inculcate individuals with skills that would 
empower them to engage in Japan’s burgeoning commodity economy: to this end, 
instruction was generally limited to basic reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as 
literacy and knowledge directly applicable to their lives and livelihoods. However, some 
recent historians have argued for a fuzzier distinction between terakoya and private 
schools during this period, citing the existence of intermediate institutions falling 
somewhere between the two, and the profusion of lessons covering high culture  at the 
former such as Confucian fundamentals, classic Japanese poetry (waka), haiku, and 
Noh songs (yōkyoku). Moreover, some terakoya are known to have taken an 
individual-centric approach to moral education, fostering personal development with 
ethical autonomy, rather than by diktat from above. 

Ken Ishikawa, a historian active in prewar Showa Japan, detailed the opposition 
between such ‘practical’ subjects in mass education in the country’s early modern era, 
and those that were decidedly not—scholarship, the arts, and culture—as well as the 
dominance of the former category. However, the comingling of these two curricula 
appears to have taken deep root by the late Edo Period. If this is indeed the case, this 
bipartite structure’s origins in the early and mid Edo Period should be explored and, in 
tandem, the contemporary meaning of ‘practical’ and the nature of moral education 
rethought. 

Ōraimono has generally been treated as an umbrella term for elementary 
textbooks in the early modern era whose primary function were as models for 
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handwriting. However, some historians have recently focused on how these texts were 
used to inculcate proficiency in writing and composition skills. In fact, so-called 
“epistolary ōraimono”, which adapted letters and correspondences for educational use, 
were emphasized in terakoya as instructional texts throughout the Edo Period. There 
were also ōraimono designed specifically for women. In parallel with this genre’s 
increasing focus on practical applicability over time, contemporary observers lamented 
their evolution from model calligraphic textbooks to writing primers in the first half of 
the 18th century. By the early 19th century, the blending of “classical and colloquial”, 
typified by the model sentence collections of Bakin Takizawa, and other such counter 
trends had emerged. Moreover, mass-produced ōraimono, created using woodblock 
printing, were outstandingly employed in intermediate and higher terakoya education 
in late Edo Japan, allowing for uniformity between educational contents taught at 
different terakoya. Clearly, ōraimono’s educational role in the early modern era was 
inextricably linked to the evolution of terakoya. 

Various professions are known to have played important roles in early-modern 
ōraimono over the years. Professional calligraphers created original woodcut blocks in 
the 17th century. Terakoya instructors themselves authored several ōraimono in the 
late 17th and early 18th centuries. In the early 19th century, writers of popular 
literature as well as individuals who worked jointly as calligraphers and terakoya 
instructors are known to have taken part. Nonetheless, ground has barely been broken 
on serious scholarship of specific authors by examining their ōraimono and other works 
in detail, and integrating the findings to summarize their educational philosophy. 

This thesis focuses on Sankinshi Nakamura (1671 1741)—a masterless samurai  
living in Kyoto who authored ōraimono and moral textbooks, or kyōkunsho, during the 
Genroku and Kyōhō Eras with additional discussion of other authors  works during 
the same period. Specifically, I aim to identify the main currents of the educational 
philosophy running through his oeuvre, and tie them in with the structural 
characteristics  of mass education during the mid Edo period. Previous studies on 
Sankinshi Nakamura have introduced representative ōraimono (Ken Ishikawa, 
Matsutarō Ishikawa), provided a broad overview of his body of work against the 
backdrop of early-modern literature (Mitsutoshi Nakano), and analyzed his setsuyōshū 
(dictionaries with encyclopedia) as they relate to the history of printing in Japan 
(Chiyoji Nagatomo). 

In Part I, I provide a broad overview of Sankinshi Nakamura as a person and his 
body of work, chronicling the steps leading up to his entry into the world of ōraimono 
and kyōkunsho printing through a discussion spanning his early works to just before 
his most productive years. 

Sankinshi was a Confucian educator who lived side by side with his fellow man. 
He was the beacon of edification in his community, meager as it was, teaching town 
residents the basics of Confucian philosophy, penmanship , and composition in 
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Japanese literary style. Based on his writings, his intended audience appears to have 
been underclass renters, who owned their own homes, and could participate in the 
town government.  His books were hot commodities in bookstores in Japan’s three 
major urban centers (Edo, Kyoto, and Osaka) but his popularity dwindled in the mid to 
late 18th century as towns and villages started to lose autonomy throughout the 
country . 

Ōraimono were originally considered by commercial publishers as a type of sōshi, 
a broad designation covering books for popular consumption. In the late 17th and early 
18th centuries, new authors rose to prominence in Kyoto and the vicinity, their works 
increasingly adapted to demand from ordinary people, and reflecting their day-to-day 
lives. Contemporary publishers tried to capitalize on their demands by incorporating 
various ‘value-adds’ into calligraphic textbooks. Authors stayed above this commercial 
fray: their primary concern was to explore what qualities constituted the human ideal, 
striving to engage their readers in scholarship and study, and finding moral and 
ethical implications in the act of handwriting itself. 

One such author was Sankinshi Nakamura. Two of his early epistolary ōraimono
Shosatsu Chōhō-ki ( : 1695)  and Yōbunshō Shinan Taizen (

: 1697) idealized the lives of townspeople in Kyoto, portraying a refined yet 
emotional and engaged society. They also gave copious attention to the world of 
political leaders, and to the mental qualities of the ideal samurai. In both, the topics 
covered were quite far removed from the practicality demanded by commoners. In his 
next work, a collection of popular haiku (zappai) in the format of Chinese poetry called 
Kanpai Kutsu-dzuke ( : 1700), his treatment of the lives of ordinary people was 
more realistic. Several questions remain unresolved. How much was in active response 
to public demand? How much was due to increasing overlap between the worlds of 
politicians and common folk? Even in the absence of a clear answer, the author’s early 
works show us his perspectives, both realistic and idealized, of the lives of ordinary 
townspeople. 

Many years later, Sankinshi re-emerged with a new work , Sessa-kō ( : 
1722), which expounded on the complexity and difficulties faced by enlightened 
rulers  ( ) who seek to achieving peace and tranquility  ( ). Zō no mitsugi (

: 1729) would later mark his return to woodblock-printed works: it urged 
ordinary people to be more cognizant of ethics in their roles in their communities, 
depicting benevolent governance  ( ) and moral education  ( ) as two sides 
of the same coin. This was one of many works popular at the time, including Chinese 
poetry anthologies and kyōkunsho, that dealt with the importation of elephants . Both 
works extended the image of peace and tranquility beyond the priorities of the 
shogunate—military might and rule of law—to include edification and cultural 
activities among the general population. Sankinshi s foray into kyōkunsho marked his 
entry into the theory of benevolent governance, a school of thought concerned with how 
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the Confucian ideal of benevolence  ( ) can be achieved by a leader’s enlightened 
rule over his citizens. 

In Part II, I discuss Sankinshi s educational philosophy based on his works from 
his most productive years (1729 35). 

Written for a samurai audience, Onchi Seiyō Hoyoku ( , 1731), 
preached mental discipline  ( ) and scholarship  ( ) as an essential 
condition for continuous benevolent rule, and supplied readers with an original 
interpretation of benevolent governance. Mental discipline and scholarship  were 
presented as tools for emotional growth, preventing improper feelings  ( ) and 
prejudice from emerging in the human heart and the disruption of social harmony. By 
cultivating these traits, samurai would be following the way of heaven  ( ): 
continuously practicing compassion  ( ) as an extension of mankind s normal 
emotional milieu. Competence  ( ) and wisdom  ( ), on the other hand, should 
be given less attention, as striking differences in people s capacity for these traits 
might antagonize individuals.  In essence, Sankinshi conceptualized mental discipline 
and edification as accessible to even ordinary people. 

The revised edition, Onchi Seiyō Hoyoku (  : 1731), deals with the 
topic of ideation  ( ) in great detail. Sankinshi defined ideation as the angry state 
of mind triggered in a population when their government is not benevolent: the 
tremendous force unleashed when their grievances accumulate poses a threat to their 
would-be rulers. 

Ideation  is supplanted by good intentions  ( ) in his moral primer Jigi 
Shōdan ( : 1749), a form of shared empathy, deep in the heart of all people, 
with the good deeds of their fellow man. This work also details how ordinary people 
could practice a form of scholarship in their everyday lives. Scholarship, he wrote, 
helps people to identify good intentions hidden in several important contexts in their 
daily lives, such as self-reflection or difficult, seemingly unresolvable situations. 
Moreover, it is a crucial component of all individuals’ efforts to achieve the ideals of 
benevolence in their own community, and to improve their ethical practices. 
Scholarship was also discussed as a means for ordinary people to come to terms with 
the reality of their lives. 

Rikuyu Engi Shōi ( : 1731), a moralistic ōraimono, summarizes 
plainly and concisely the details of this scholarship for use as educational material. 

Good intentions  here signified the true feelings of everyone: Sankinshi describes 
the concept s application to all manner of interpersonal relationships—in the home, 
the workplace, among relatives, and in the community at large—as a process to 
achieve benevolence in the general populace. The text conveys respect for human 
relationships based on mutual dependence: knowledge and property are shared assets, 
and people are fundamentally equal. 

Sankinshi s epistolary ōraimono Shimin Ōrai ( , 1729) locates 

ⅳ



v 
 

penmanship at the foundation of scholarship. This book s stated goal was to teach 
penmanship to samurai, farmers, artisans, and merchants the titular four groups  
(shimin) to cultivate a sincere heart suited to the performance of their respective 
duties. By studying the vocabulary and language used by each group, any reader could 
achieve a mutual understanding and respect for his or her entire community. However, 
the sample sentences in the volume tended to regard the activities of statesmen, 
describing the virtues of benevolent rule and moral education. 

Similarly, in Ichidai Shoyō Hitsurin Houkan ( , 1730), Sankinshi 
classifies penmanship and writing as belonging to a broad category, artistic 
accomplishments   ( ), to be distinguished from scholarship  (spelt  here). 
Artistic accomplishments, as conceptualized by Sankinshi, were skills that would 
benefit individuals in everyday life, and signs of good morality and etiquette: they 
could be analogized to decorations on the outside of one s person ( ). These 
skills had much in common with the lives and culture of townspeople: their acquisition 
would give people the moral fortitude to independently support their community, 
taking every opportunity to practice them alongside scholarship in their own lives. 
Artistic accomplishments and the lives and culture of ordinary folk alike were a quest 
for the ideal society, one where “benevolence” was a reality. 

In addition to emphasizing the perpetuation of society and all citizens’ duty to 
take part in it, Sankinshi’s theory of benevolent rule treated activities that were 
usually the respective domains of statesmen and commoners in the same breath. 
These two understandings of benevolent governance drew from Confucian scholarship, 
and were applied in both his ōraimono and kyōkunsho. Penmanship and writing skills 
were considered separately, as artistic accomplishments, and the roles of townspeople’s 
lives and culture in society were praised. Nevertheless, his depictions of human 
relationships and social participation were largely consonant with the vision of a 
primary role for the public in realizing the ideals of benevolence. 

In Appendix, I consider various developments in Sankinshi s educational 
philosophy apparent in his collaborations and related works. Onna Chuyō Menōbako 
( : 1730) for which he handled transcription and Utai No Ehon ( : 
1732) whose text he wrote show a process whereby normal townspeople could 
spearhead the development of interpersonal relationships in their community. Ehon 
Shimizu No Ike ( : 1734) for which Sankinshi wrote the foreword and 
Kakun Kokoroe-gusa ( : 1778) written by his second son, 
Henpukuō—preached the value of worldly, practical wisdom for self-protection. These 
volumes lack a moralistic tone: their discussion of Confucian scholarship and 
penmanship, composition, and other artistic accomplishments rooted in the lives and 
culture of the townspeople is minimal. 

Sankinshi Nakamura emphasized practical moral precepts, written literacy, and 
composition, adapted to the life of the common man. In fact, his scope was even broader, 
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relating all manner of things to be studied—Confucian scholarship, performing arts, 
and artistic accomplishments alike—back to their applicability in everyday life. 
Moreover, he contextualized all educational topics he discussed into two frameworks, 
expounding the virtues of the ideals of human relationships and social participation. 
These two frameworks were dependent on his interpretations of: 1. benevolent 
governance in the context of popularized Confucian philosophy, and 2. the daily lives 
and culture of townspeople. Both frameworks established learning objectives that 
applied equally to all members of the public, which were oriented toward ideals 
common to both. 

Sankinshi’s philosophy of education for the common man incorporated issues 
faced by his peers: i.e., how to maintain one’s household while also taking part in the 
self-governance of one’s town or village. All his lessons, whether on fundamentals or 
applications, were rooted in daily life. His lessons guided his students to live up to the 
ideals of interpersonal relationships and social participation, to help and support one 
another. Application of Confucian thought and reference to townspeople’s culture, 
especially in Kyoto, would lead his readers in this direction. In this way, Sankinshi 
Nakamura epitomized the mid Edo Period. 
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