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Kanzo Uchimura and Social Evolutionism :
The Influence of the Works of Benjamin Kidd

SUMIKA Masayoshi *

Abstract: In this article, I examine the influence of the works of Benjamin Kidd on Kanzo
Uchimura’s understanding of state, religion and evolution. By comparing Kidd’s and Uchimura’s
ideas on religion, I argue that social evolutionism (or social Darwinism) influenced early modern
Japanese ideas on religion. According to Uchimura himself, the harmonization of Christian belief,
patriotism, and evolutionary thought was his lifelong project. His devotion to Jesus and Japan are
widely known as “the two Js,” but the dilemma between belief and patriotism not only caused him
intellectual distress but also actual problems in the form of an incident that occurred at the First
High School. Through his life, Uchimura sought a way to resolve this dilemma, and found clues
on how to accomplish this in the works of Benjamin Kidd. Today, Benjamin Kidd is virtually
unknown, but in the late 19th century he was a well-lknown sociologist and received attention at
the beginning of the 20th century as the author of the international best-seller Social Evolution.
Uchimura was profoundly impressed by Social Evolution as well as an article on sociology found
in the 11th edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica also penned by Kidd. In these writings, Kidd
showed that religion had played a significant role in the course of human evolution and Western
civilization. Uchimura recognized the harmony between religion, patriotism, and evolution
expressed in these works and developed his own thought based on these ideas. Uchimura’s
reception of Kidd’s works shows one aspect of the impact of social evolutionism on early modern
East Asia, and is a useful case for the investigation of the genealogy of religious ideas and the

development of the concept of religion in modern Japan.
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