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[Abstract]

Japanese Protestant Christianity and the Japanese Acceptance of
the Human Rights Concept

IWANO Yusuke

In Japanese society, it is often said that there is a relationship between Christianity and the
modern human rights concept. For example, in general description, such as in textbooks of
ethics at high schools, it is written that the Reformation has built the foundation of the modern
spirit of respect for human beings, or the human rights concept as the basic principle of modern
democracy is the idea that originates in the Bill of Rights of the Glorious revolution, which was
established on the background of the Puritanism, which derives from the Reformation.

It seems that there is an intention to position Christianity as a roots of democracy and
the foundation of the human rights concept in post-WW2 Japan, as a consequence of the
situation of Japanese Christianity in the times of the Japanese Empire. In those days, Japanese
Christianity could not acquire thorough religious freedom, which was seriously sought for.

In the history of Christianity, there have been various things that would be judged as
violations against the human rights by contemporary sense, including religious wars, within
Christianity (Catholic and Protestant, or among Protestant denominations) or between
Christianity and other religions. Accordingly, there seems to be some difficulty in seeing
that Christianity and the human rights concept will be connected in a direct way. It would be
appropriate to say that the human rights concept has its foundation in a specific Protestant
denomination, rather than Christianity as a whole.

Kanzo Uchimura, a Christian in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century
Japan, which was the period of modernization, found the way of the human rights that respect
freedom of each other, in what Martin Luther did in the Reformation. Meanwhile, Uchimura
criticizes Luther as he demanded freedom for himself, but he did show tolerance to the freedom
of others, in particular, freedom in interpreting the Bible. In 1917, which was the 400th
anniversary of the Reformation by Martin Luther, Uchimura insisted on further reforming and
exceeding Luther’s, specifically concluding that people must mutually love each other rather
than to judge each other. When we read the words saying that it is Christians’ duty to protect
human rights, it is necessary for us to remember the relationship of Christianity and the human
rights in Christian history, and so we should try to act practically and individually, to protect

human rights.
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