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Why does nationalism require religion? This article explores an answer to
this question within discourses of Social Darwinism that gained in popularity globally from the late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries. Social
Darwinism conceived of international relations as the struggle for existence
among societies or states as social organisms. In order to form a competitive
state, it argued, the solid integration of the nation is necessary. Social Darwinism also called upon religion for this objective. Therefore, the integration of a
society or a state requires people to share common values, and it was claimed
that religion could play an important role in realizing social cohesion. This
study attempts to show that an example of such an argument can be found in
Katō Genchi’s theory of religion that advocated Statist Shinto in Japan. The
author also argues that the same case was made by Liang Qichao in his religious thought during the late Qing and early republican periods in China.
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eflecting widespread academic interest in nationalism, recent scholarship has devoted significant attention to the relation between nationalism
and religion. While scholars have sought to specify how this relation
can productively be studied, one particular issue has been marginal in much of
the recent scholarship. To my knowledge, no one has paid close attention to the
question of why nationalism requires religion.
Eastwood and Prevalakis sort out four distinct ways of studying the connection between religion and nationalism (Eastwood and Prevalakis 2010, 98).
The first is to treat nationalism as the god of modernity, and posits the religious
origins of nationalism. The second is to presuppose that nationalism fills the
vacuum that religion’s prior decline created. In other words, it argues that secularization gives rise to nationalism. The third is to maintain that in the process of
modernization, nationalism displaced religion. More to the point, it is nationalism that caused religion’s displacement from its role of the “sacred canopy.” Due
to the modernization caused by nationalism, which facilitated the differentiation
of the religious sphere from the political as well as social spheres, religion has
dropped and lost many functions it had but can no longer meet efficiently. The
fourth is to deal with religion as part of nationalism. From this standpoint, religious nationalism arises as opposed to secularism. In short, the first is to extend
the concept of religion to include nationalism as a subtype of religion; the other
three ways consider nationalism as functionally equivalent to religion. For that
reason, the four presuppose that religious nationalism rivals secular nationalism. Moreover, the first three approaches are premised on religious history in the
West in that the god of modernity took over the place of the Christian God.
Nationalism serves to integrate individual citizens into a unified unit and, at
the same time, specify this unified unit as, for example, a state, nation, or ethnic
group. Given that religion used to play such an integrative role, it seems understandable that nationalism is thought to have taken over the role of religion.
From the above, it may well follow that nationalism is functionally equivalent
to religion. However, why is it that in Japan, nationalism called upon religion
for the formation of modern statehood? Shinto has not been recognized as a
social institution that integrates Japanese society. So why did nationalism have
to “invent” State Shinto (国家神道) where it had not existed?
* This article is translated from the original Japanese that appeared in Shūkyō Kenkyū 宗教研究
87(1), 2013, 1–25.
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A claim was made by the Nagoya High Court that “as a matter of fact, during World War II, State Shinto was imposed upon the Japanese nation from
above, thereby impinging on the constitutional principle of the freedom of
faith and functioning as a spiritual basis for Japanese militarism.”1 This claim
has been contested. According to Nitta Hitoshi, this construal of State Shinto
derived from a theory of Statist Shinto (国家的神道) put forward by Katō Genchi
加藤玄智 (1873–1965), who taught at the Japanese Military Academy and Tokyo
Imperial University. Nitta argues that Kato’s theory concerned how Shinto ought
to be (Nitta 1997, 311) and thus had nothing to do with how Shinto actually was
during the war. For Nitta, it is only in postwar Japan that Shinto as it ought to
be for Katō was conceived as if it had been oppressive during the war. The complexities of the disputes as to the historical reality of State Shinto need not concern us here. Rather, I would like to highlight that Katō presented a normative
account of Shinto as a particular value system that he hoped would be shared by
the Japanese and unify them as a nation.
Japanese intellectuals such as Katō were not alone in attempting to connect
religion to nation-building. Here Liang Qichao 梁啓超 (1873–1929) deserves
special mention. Liang was born in Guangdong Province in China in 1873
and sought refuge in Japan as the Hundred Days’ Reform was ended by the
coup of 1898. In May of 1899, Japanese scholar of religion Anesaki Masaharu
姉崎正治 invited Liang to deliver a lecture at the spring conference of the Society
of Philosophy in Japan, where Liang asserted that the revitalization of the East
requires a return to the true teachings of Confucianism (Liang 1899a).2 Liang’s
assertion was premised on the proposal of his teacher, Kang Youwei 康有為.
Kang had campaigned for establishing Confucianism as the national religion
during the 1890s in China, which developed into a political movement after the
Xinhai Revolution of 1911 that established the Republic of China. Confucianism
was also considered a common value system and thus essential to integrate Chinese society. Liang’s lecture in 1899 was intended to advertise Kang’s account of
the role of religion in national integration.
In order to elucidate Kato’s and Liang’s conceptions of the relationship
between nationalism and religion, I propose to examine how Social Darwinism
informed their ideas.3 Social Darwinism became globally popular during the
late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. Famously, it was Yan Fu’s 厳復
1. On the so-called “Tsu Jichinsai Case,” the court famously ruled that public expenditures on
a jichiinsai (a Shinto groundbreaking ceremony) are illegal; see Nagoya High Court Judgment, 14
May 1971, Hanrei Jiho 判例時報 630.
2. All citations from original texts in Chinese have been translated by the author.
3. I define Social Darwinism as holding the view that the state or society is an evolutionary
organic entity in the fierce competition for survival. As social evolutionism is generally called
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translation of T. H. Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (1896) that introduced Western thought to China in the late nineteenth century. His translation of Evolution
and Ethics made known Herbert Spencer’s social evolutionary theory to Chinese
intellectuals. While Kang’s charting of humankind’s historical passage through
the Three Ages of Disorder, Approaching Peace, and Universal Peace had influenced Liang’s thought, Liang was also significantly inspired by Social Darwinism. Liang became instrumental in infusing Social Darwinism into the minds of
Chinese intellectuals thanks to his lucid writings. He thereby established himself
in Chinese society during the late period of the Qing Empire.
On the other hand, since Ernest Fenollosa lectured on social evolution based
on the first volume of Spencer’s The Principles of Sociology (1880–1897) at Tokyo
Imperial University, Spencer’s works were also translated into Japanese, and those
works which drew on Spencer’s thought were widely circulated in Japan. Relying on Social Darwinism, for example, Katō Hiroyuki 加藤弘之 understood
international relations as natural competition among states. Inoue Tetsujirō
井上哲次郎 advocated “the ethics of the citizenry” for “the survival of the fittest” (Miyachi 2012, 76). Following the lead of Inoue, Katō Genchi developed
his theory of religion.
For Liang and Kato, Social Darwinism was knowledge that was taken for
granted. As we will see later, it is arguable that Social Darwinism linked their
theories of religion to nationalism. Social Darwinism explores international
relations from a viewpoint of the survival of the fittest and the law of the jungle. It seems that such a viewpoint induced proponents of Social Darwinism to
posit that the survival of a state depends upon the social cohesion of a nation.
Hence it is not surprising that their attention was devoted to the role of religion, a role that presumably enables people to share common values in order to
achieve social cohesion.
In what follows, I first attempt to show that Social Darwinism underlay Katō
Genchi’s theory of Statist Shinto. I argue that for Katō, for the formation of a
nation it is necessary that all members of the national community share an affiliation to the same religion. Second, I hope to demonstrate that a similar argument for the relationship between religion and the formation of a nation was
“Social Darwinism,” it is thought that social evolutionism derives from an application of Darwin’s theory to society. However, it is Spencer, rather than Darwin, who contributed to its popularity more than anyone else. Yet, Social Darwinism is hardly identical with Spencer’s thought.
Neither was Spencer’s thought accepted nor understood in its entirety, and it is difficult to present a clear-cut outline of Social Darwinism (Hawkins 1997, 32). Moreover, as Bannister points
out, social evolutionism is a suspect concept (Bannister 1979, 3–13). Social Darwinism should
be understood as a cluster of Spencerian ideas that emerged from the widespread acceptance of
Spencer’s neologism, “survival of the fittest,” which was taken to mean “the best always win” and
“the stronger prey on the weaker.”
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made by Liang as, like Japan, the modernization and the Westernization of late
imperial and early republican China became urgent.4 As we shall see later, Liang
conceived of the teachings of Confucius as a progressivism concerned with
sociopolitical innovation. More to the point, he understood Confucianism as
isomorphic to the evolutionary theories of Darwin and Spencer (Liang 1899a,
58). That is to say, evolutionary theories framed Liang’s thought on religion in a
significant way.
Katō Genchi: The Reunion of the Divine and the Human
Katō (1935) distinguishes “Statist Shinto” (国家的神道) from “Sect Shinto” (宗派
的神道). Further, he divides Statist Shinto into “Shrine Shinto” (神社神道) as its
form and “National Polity Shinto” (国体神道) as its spiritual content (Katō 1935,
1). Katō emphasizes that “National Polity Shinto constitutes the spirit, beauty,
and quintessence of Shinto” (Kato 1935, 395). According to him, the kernel
of Shinto lies in “the divine monarch as a manifestation of sacred humanity”
(Katō 1935, 998). What characterizes Katō’s veneration of the emperor is that he
finds in the emperor the union of the divine and the human.5
For Katō, religion designates “the divine-human interaction and the reunion
of the divine and the human” (Katō 1912b, 766). He contends that religion typically manifests itself through a human being’s approach to the divine in which
the divine simultaneously draws the human to itself. Upon this basis, Katō postulates a historical trajectory in which as the human and the divine come close to
each other, religion evolves accordingly. Since, for him, the essence of religion is
found in the unity of the divine and the human, as religion reduces the distance
between them, if that distance were completely dissolved, religion would lose
its reason to exist. Hence, religion is to disappear at the end of its evolutionary
4. While it is Kang Youwei who advocated Confucian revival, Liang was more influential
than him over his contemporaries as well as the following generations in this regard. Thus, this
study focuses on Liang’s thought as the counterpart to Katō’s theory of Statist Shinto.
5. The question of why Katō had been attracted to Shinto studies in his late thirties and why
he then came to advocate a social order centered around emperor worship was first posed by
Tamaru (1995). Tamaru attempts to elucidate this issue in terms of Katō’s hope for “the rise
of a religious genius.” Shimazono Susumu points out that what underlies Katō’s Shinto studies
are “his sense of a social crisis based on his statist ideas of national order” (Shimazono 1996).
Following these previous studies, I hope to show that both Katō’s hope for “the rise of a religious genius” and “his sense of a social crisis” derive from Social Darwinism and that he theorizes them from a Social Darwinist viewpoint. Brief discussions on Katō’s evolutionary ideas
can be also found in Fukasawa (1985). For a treatment of Kato’s evolutionary view of religion,
see Tsushiro (1985). For a detailed analysis of the development of Kato’s religious thought see
Maekawa (2011; 2012). Like Nitta, Miyamoto Takashi claims that Shrine Shinto has nothing to
do with State Shinto since Katō’s conception of Statist Shinto does not rely on Shrine Shinto
(Miyamoto 2006).
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process for its own fulfillment. While Katō calls the realization of this disappearance of religion daidan’en 大団円 (denouement; see Katō 1912b, 765), he initially
posited this realization in the Buddha rather than the emperor. Katō states that
“we find the ideal realization of religion in the person of the Buddha in which
daidan’en (Entelecheia) has been attained.” Thus, he regarded Gautama Buddha
as “an ideal manifestation of the Deus-Homo” (Katō 1912b, 756).
Katō’s idealization of the Buddha already appears in his maiden work (Katō
1900, 440). Japan at this time was making great efforts to import Western
thought. In his opinion, however, “sui generis Japan” (Katō 1900, 5) was yet
to be established for the critical assimilation and the digestion of what Japan
imports from the West. As a result, Katō observes, the effort to obtain Western
ideas led the Japanese to uncritical preoccupations with whatever they received
from the West. It is clear to him that “a nation without intellectual independence could fall into national insecurities as well as crises of sovereignty” (Katō
1900, 7). Therefore, Katō is convinced that the people must be enlightened by
“a healthy religion” (Katō 1900, 286). Such a healthy religion must be congruent with “philosophy.” “The philosophical thought attested by scholarly certainty
must be made into a religion for the nation” (Katō 1900, 371). He envisages the
emergence of a religious genius who could create such a religion (Katō 1900,
384), which Katō finds historically exemplified in Jesus and the Buddha.
Katō assumes both that “civilizations develop according to the law of evolution” (Katō 1900, 149) and that “religions evolve hand in hand with their
own civilizations” (Katō 1900, 376). He is also explicit that each religion is to
meet the needs of “the advanced religious consciousness” (Katō 1900, 383)
that the evolution of society gives rise to. Accordingly, Katō maintains that the
social progress of a nation parallels its “religious evolution.” “Each member of a
national community must share the same religion that has progressed through
stages of increasing social development” (Katō 1900, 169). As a nation envisions
what it ought to be, his argument goes, “a new religion” (Katō 1900, 377) that is
relevant to the present stage of the nation is required to emerge.
It is Katō’s view of international relations that “the present world consists in
cutthroat competition between various states that promotes the survival of the
fittest states, on the one hand, while compelling the unfit ones to perish, on the
other” (Katō 1904a, 12). Under a fictitious name, he presents his analysis of contemporary evolutionism as follows. “The Darwinian evolutionary theory, which
is based on the law of the jungle and the survival of the fittest, would entail egoism. Darwinism is materialistic in nature, and it would result in a materialistic
atheism” (Katō 1904b, 9). He expects that what he calls “a new religion” or “a
healthy religion” will unite selfish individuals by means of transforming their
egoism and bringing them the centrality of faith in God. For him, a religion that
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could hold individuals together is necessary for the nation to survive the fierce
global competition for existence.
However, it appears to Katō that the existing religions, and Buddhism in particular, are “disseminating vicious superstitions over the populace” (Katō 1900,
385), and they are thus far from what they ought to be. His critique of the existing religions reflects his “repugnance and distaste” for “the spiritless as well as
obsequious atmosphere of Buddhism” that he confronted as he grew up in a
Shin Buddhist temple in Tokyo (Katō 1961, 152). During his twenties, Katō was
involved in a religious fraternity called “New Buddhist Caucus” (新仏教同志会)
that aimed at reforms of Buddhism (Tamaru 1995, 51). While he was a Buddhist,
Katō hoped to synthesize Buddhism and Christianity on the basis of which
he wished to found a new religion (Katō 1900, 409). Yet, his religious ideals
derived by and large from his images of the Buddha rather than those of Jesus.
During his thirties, Katō continued to explore a new religion in Buddhism.
In his 1910 work, he argues that the heart of religion lies in the intimate relationships between the divine and the human and in their union (Katō 1910, 27),
which were historically actualized in the person of the Buddha (Katō 1910, 44):
It is in the beatific person of the Buddha that his disciples intuited a living
Buddhahood, the Logos in flesh, and the Truth tangibly embodied so that
they were immediately struck by this inexpressible mysterious lighting. Put in
Christian phraseology, it is in the flesh of Buddha that the disciples indeed
sensibly witnessed the Deus-Homo.
(Katō 1910, 28–29)

In this way, Katō believes that the Buddha is the Deus-homo as the ultimate
realization of the union of God and humanity.6 Moreover, the relationship
between the Buddha and his disciples is idealized to be what religious communities ought to be. While Katō sought an apotheosis of the Deus-Homo in Japan,
Nogi Maresuke’s 乃木希典7 suicide occurred. For Katō, this tragic incident signifies the ideal Deus-Homo that has come to realization in Japan. He recognizes it
as being parallel to salvation in the crucified Jesus (Katō 1912c, 27) and praises
Nogi’s death as a reappearance of what manifested Nirvana in the Buddha (Katō
1912c, 4). Katō insists that “in the person of Nogi, the divine humanity, that is,
Deus-Homo, is acknowledged” (Katō 1912c, 44).
By projecting Nogi’s death onto Jesus and the Buddha, Katō attempts to
discover an altruistic act and a spirit of self-sacrifice. He remarks that “the
purest selfless spirit was revealed in the righteous death of the crucified Jesus
6. In other works, he uses Deus-Homo.
7. Nogi Maresuke (1849–1912) was a general in the Japanese Imperial Army. After the RussoJapanese War, he became the mentor of young Hirohito at Gakushuin. After Emperor Meiji’s
funeral, he committed suicide with his wife.
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in Christianity, while it took on the form of suicide in the case of General Nogi”
(Katō 1912c, 27). In Shūkyōgaku (Katō 1912b), the Buddha’s teaching of selflessness is interpreted as bearing self-sacrificial morality—primitive Buddhism was
by no means other-worldly in character; nor was it pessimistic. On the contrary,
it concerned a healthy everyday morality in present-day life (Katō 1912b, 673).
Considering the relationship between the Buddha and his disciples analogous
to that between Nogi and the Japanese nation, he urged upon the nation a spiritual reformation through the Deus-Homo of Nogi (Katō 1912c, 106).
Furthermore, the relationship between the Deus-Homo and the individual is
applied to that between the emperor and the nation. While Katō does not explicitly
describe the emperor as the Deus-Homo, he seems to regard the emperor as being a
living deity on earth (現人神) and the best example of the realization of the union
of the divine and the human (Katō 1912a, 83). This union is further considered to
be extended to the union of the emperor (the divine) and the nation (the human).
It is precisely here that he finds an imperial religion. His argument continues:
In the idea that His Majesty and we the nation form a body politic, that is, the
inseparable organic unity of the head and the body as one flesh as it were—
the national ideal that the sovereign and the nation are to be united—emperor
worship (天皇教) can be established as religion.
(Katō 1912a, 86)

For Katō, the evolution toward the Deus-Homo, namely, the union of the
divine and the human, which the Buddha, Nogi, and the emperor represent
respectively, is paradigmatic of the union of the Deus-Homo and the people,
which is exactly what the nation ought to be.
Therefore, Katō discovers a “new religion” in emperor worship that brings
about the organic unity of the state. What is then in question is the relationship
between emperor worship and Shinto. He is determined to investigate “the type
of Shinto that can be the great law and the source of public thought intrinsic
to Japan” (Katō 1914, 58) and make it known to the nation. His religious studies are intended to enrich the spirit of patriotism (Katō 1914, 57). Henceforth,
Katō proposes the division of Shinto shrines between “the innermost spirit” and
“externality” (Katō 1917, 185), and names “National Polity Shinto” (Katō 1920,
30) the Japanese consciousness of Shinto specifically concerning statehood—a
term that he borrows from Inoue Tetsujirō. In Katō (1929–1931, 1, 31), National
Polity Shinto is described as a spiritual resource expressed religiously for the
Japanese nation.
From the viewpoint of religious evolution, according to Katō, Shinto had
advanced from “the sacralization of natural materials” in the primitive stage.
When “advanced ethics and wisdom were activated in religious consciousness,” it
then spiritualized itself into a worship for edification in the civilized stage (Katō
1935, 9). Finally, Shinto developed into emperor worship, with an emperor who is
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equipped with wholehearted ethics as a divine virtue (Katō 1935, 978–92). In this
manner, Katō incorporates emperor worship as filial piety (Katō 1926, 288) into
National Polity Shinto as the quintessence of Statist Shinto.
Because he holds fast to the idea that Shinto is a religion (Katō 1929–1931, 2,
31), Katō remains skeptical about the theory that categorizes Shinto as nonreligious. For him, Shinto gives hope insofar as it is a religion. His hope as expressed
in his early writings is that a healthy new religion will arise in the future (Katō
1900, 377), and this remained consistent throughout his life.
The above-mentioned points exhibit no more than “a man of the emperor
cult” (Tsushiro 1985, 85). However, Kato’s revered emperor is not so much a
real emperor as his own ideal image of the emperor. He commends emperor
worship only insofar as it is thought to lead Japanese society to a future that he
deems better. Hence, he stays away from the National Learning School (国学)
that he thinks fails to recognize what Shinto ought to be in modern times (Katō
1961, 155). In comparison with the existing Shinto, his Shinto appears idealistic.
Like all the armchair intellectuals, he seems to build a theoretical castle in the
air, although it does look splendid. Tamaru locates Katō’s thought somewhere
between popular religious movements and mere intellectual products—Tamaru
labels it as one of the religious philosophical movements (Tamaru 1995, 52). The
same thing can be said of Liang Qichao’s theory of religion.
Liang Qichao: National Salvation and Religion
As we saw, Katō contends that true Buddhism is by no means pessimistic; rather,
it can edify people as a moral basis for their worldly lives. Liang Qichao once
held the same view. Liang submits that instead of negating the world, Buddhist
faith affirms it (Liang 1902d, 47).8 Citing a passage from a Buddhist scripture
that goes, “Unless everyone enters Nirvana, I vow not to attain the perfect
Enlightenment,” he also recognizes the spirit of altruistic self-sacrifice in Buddhism (Liang 1902d, 47), as Katō does. Liang also characterizes Buddhism by
autonomy instead of heteronomy. According to him, credulousness never leads
one to Buddhism; one can come to Buddhism only through one’s own intelligence. It is clear to him that the Buddhist doctrines of the immortality of the soul
and karma cultivate moral agency. The belief in karma is particularly underlined
as the highest doctrine of Buddhism. It is his contention that “the principles of
evolution recently expounded by Darwin and Spencer simply remain within the
theoretical reach of the concept of karma” (Liang 1902d, 51). Liang points out
the conformity of the doctrine of Karma to the evolutionary idea of hereditary
8. For my translation of “群治” into “society” I am indebted to Tarumoto (1997).
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transmission, and justifies Buddhism by evolutionism (Liang 1904b). Yet, it
should be noted that he does not extol Buddhism persistently.
Marianne Bastid-Bruguière divides the development of Liang’s interest in
religion into four distinct periods (Bastid-Bruguière 1998).9 According to her,
in the first period, Liang begins to study religion as he considers it to be a means
of national salvation. His lecture at Tokyo alluded to earlier occurred in this
period. His conception of social evolution is based on Kang Youwei’s doctrine of
the Three Ages that humanity develops through the Age of Disorder, the Age of
Approaching Peace, and the Age of Universal Peace. In the first two ages, people
are governed by the rulers from above. But, in the end, people will reach the final
age in which they rule themselves (Satō 1996, 1103). In order to realize the Age
of Universal Peace, Liang believes, the populace must be educated by religion
such as Confucianism.
However, during the second period of Liang’s interest in religion, as BastidBruguière sees it, his thought on religion begins to change within a short period
of time. From 1901, he keeps himself away from Kang’s influence, and develops
his own thought. He even becomes increasingly critical of Kang’s theories of
Confucianism and religion. Liang goes as far as to claim that there is no need for
religious reformation, for fortunately China has no religion in the first place and
that “while religion is useful in the ages of humankind’s infancy, it is more harmful than helpful in the ages of their maturity, for religion impedes the freedom of
thought” (Liang 1902b, 3).
Moreover, he goes on to argue that “what the West calls ‘religion’ involves
in making a fetish of superstitions.” Therefore, he regards religion as the least
conducive to the development of humanity (Liang 1902a, 52). Yet, it must be
noted that his criticism of religion is not directed against Confucius. Liang does
not include Confucianism in the category of religion, stating that Confucius is
not so much a religious teacher as a philosopher, or a scholar of political economy, or an educator (Liang 1902a, 52). While the true value of Confucianism as
scholarly ideas will be shown in an advanced civilization, he explains, it remains
available only to a small number of the elite until humankind becomes fully civilized. Thus, an alternative way for the edification of the masses must be sought
elsewhere. Whereas the religious person cannot rival the philosopher in exploring the truth, Liang claims, the philosopher is less competent than the religious
person in leading the masses (Liang 1902c, 44–45). According to him, the
“global masses” of today are too feeble to unite themselves. They can be united
9. For an important treatment of Liang’s religious thought in addition to Bastid-Bruguière’s
article that traces in detail the development of his thought, see Mori (1998). Drawing upon these
two works, this article attempts to summarize the development of Liang’s thought and to find
what persisted through that development.
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only when guided, and religion is one of the best means to integrate the masses.
Since religion possesses an invisible force to exert pressure on the freedom of
the masses, it can make their spirit one and the same. Thanks to this power of
integration, Liang hopes, religion can overcome its selfish desires and fractional
disputes (Liang 1902c, 46).
In addition, he observes that the religious spirit resembles the military spirit.
He reasons that a nation in the “barbarian stage” has recourse to religion alone.
In contrast, the people at the zenith of civilization are no longer in need of religion, he argues, because they are capable of ruling themselves. Unfortunately, for
Liang, China as well as the world at large are yet to reach that maturity. Therefore, China cannot have national unity without religion (Liang 1902c, 46). Since
the late Qing dynasty faced its so-called “greatest danger of partition,” the social
evolutionary law of the jungle appears to him more than a metaphor. Thus he is
propelled to search for a means of survival for China.
Liang (1902d) construes Buddhism to be relevant for the national integration of China. That Buddhism to which he entrusts his hope is neither the
historic Buddhism nor the existing one. It is the Buddhism that he envisions
through the lens of a Social Darwinist world view. This is a “new religion” that
he wishes could give rise to the new Chinese nation (Liang 1902c, 45). Still,
for him, such a new religion is considered the second best means of national
renewal at the same time. This ambiguity of his construal of Buddhism betrays
his disappointment to his fellow Chinese, which is further deepened during his
travels in the United States (Liang 1904a).10 In these travels, he finally comes to
hold “enlightened despotism” (Liang 1906), that the Chinese nation be led by
an enlightened despot under coercion (Takayanagi 2003). Then, during “the
third period” that begins after 1905, as Bastid-Bruguière sees it, Liang becomes
disinterested in religion.
Religion—Buddhism in particular—reappears in his thought during the
fourth period of his interest in religion that starts in 1918 and ends with his death.
Regarding the mature Liang’s thought, what comes to the fore are both the critique of his early statism and his turn to individualism as well as a cosmopolitanism that accords with the fashion of the age after World War I (Yoshizawa
2003, 222–23). Certainly, he himself describes his earlier position as a “chauvinistic statism” (Liang 1920, 69). Yet, what he criticizes is not so much statism as
much as chauvinism. In his writings based on his observations and information
about postwar Europe, he commends the cosmopolitan state (Liang 1919, 21).
This seems to indicate that he now extends his statism to embrace the whole
human community. He never renounces the “whole” in favor of the individual.
Rather, Liang seeks “the whole” above the nation-state. During this last period of
10. For Liang’s travels in the United States, refer to Kawajiri (2005).
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his intellectual development, while he continues to hold on to some elements of
nationalism insofar as they are useful to incorporate individuals into the whole,
the locus of “the whole” is shifted from the existing state to a higher community.
On the other hand, Liang accepts no prospect that political associations and
party politics will be able to rescue China. His distaste for associations and party
politics are expressed quite frankly in his critical letter of 1927 on the contemporary political situation in China: “I would never join any association and organization, for they seem to me hopeless of saving China” (Ding and Zhao 2009,
729). His criticism derives from the fact that political associations fail to advance
in China as a whole. Nonetheless, his concern with China remains persistent
even during this last period.
Mori Noriko points out that while Liang’s thought on religion became increasingly scholarly in style in the course of his life, he remains consistent in his interests in the doctrine of reincarnation and a selfless spirit of Buddhism (Mori 1998,
213–14). It is explicit in his speech of 1923 that, for him, selflessness is common to
Confucianism and Buddhism. In this speech, he remarks that “we can be freed
from afflictions as we get rid of our personal and private concerns.” What would
remain then are “concerns for humankind—parents, the family, friends, the state,
and the world.” His comment that “suffering for humankind constitutes my act
of faith” (Ding and Zhao 2009, 631) suggests that he has never left from his concern with the state, the world, and humankind, namely, his concern with “the
whole.” As his “faith” consists in suffering for the whole, his insistence that the
individual contributes to the whole stays the same.
His remark on an antireligious movement in 1922 also indicates the same
posture. This movement emerged in opposition to the World Student Christian Federation that announced a conference in Beijing in April 1922. Liang
observes that disputes over this conference signal an active public spirit that
should be welcome. In his public lecture delivered on 16 April 1922, he first
defines religion as the individual’s object of faith, and speaks to his audience
as follows:
The object of faith may be natural beings such as a serpent, fire, and genitals,
or transcendent beings such as God, Paradise, and the Pure Land, or religious individuals such as Lü Dongbin, Guan Yu, Muhammad, Jesus Christ,
and Gautama Buddha. Additionally, a secular ideology may well be seen as a
religion insofar as indvidiuals have absolute faith in it. A case in point is Marxism. Those who adhere to Marxism in Europe might be called “the people of
Marxist faith”; those who espoused anti-Manchu nationalism during the late
Qing period may be called “the persons of anti-Manchu faith.” Faiths in secular ideologies are isomorphic to religious faiths as far as their mental operation
is concerned.
(Liang 1922, 19)
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From a phenomenological viewpoint of consciousness, Liang submits, faith
in religion is identical to faith in secular ideology. In short, he argues, an antireligious movement holds an anti-religionism as a religion.
Liang does not mean to deny secular ideologies as such. It is his position that
religion is sacred, necessary, and useful for humankind (Liang 1922, 23). His
emphasis on the advantages of religion to the public welfare of society is consistent with his earlier opinion articulated in his lecture of 1899 in Japan that the
revitalization of the East requires a return to the true teachings of Confucianism.
For him, “faith is holy such that it revitalizes the individual as well as
society.… The most serious problem of the contemporary Chinese is their lack
of faith” (Liang 1922, 24). Such an insight makes him doubtful whether the Chinese nation could survive the fierce international struggle of all against all for
existence (Liang 1922, 25). Hence, “what is necessary for our nation is nothing but faith in order to prevent social corruption” (Liang 1922, 25). This argument is not so much a theological defense as a defense of religion in terms of
social proficiency—the contention that he already put forward in his lecture of
1899. On the other hand, Liang later moves beyond a naïve prospect of religion
in his youth. In his lecture delivered to students in 1927, he no longer identifies
morality and faith with religion proper. “Needless to say, knowledge and talent are
important. But morality and faith are all the more indispensable—by faith I do
not mean to refer to religion” (Ding and Zhao 2009, 735). He goes on to contend
that “in order to reform our society, we must begin to edify the individual one by
one; one becomes two; two become four; in the end, thousands or even millions of
individuals will be edified” (Ding and Zhao 2009, 736). It seems that his conviction that the reformation of the whole begins with the cultivation of the individual
continues to stand firm, even though his point of emphasis on the edification of
the individual has shifted from positive religion to abstract faith. There seems to be
no fundamental change in his prospect for social reform. That is to say, however he
names it—for example, religion or faith—the social function that he expects of it is
one and the same: namely, the edification of the individual.
Conclusion
Right after he was exiled to Japan, Liang saw banners to welcome soldiers. These
said, “May you sacrifice yourselves in duty!” It struck him tremendously that
Japan was ready to sacrifice the individual to the state. This was the moment in
which he realized the importance of the self-sacrificial service of the individual
for the whole. According to Roland Robertson, nation-states “copy” ideas and
practices from other societies (Robertson 1995, 41). It is in that moment that
Liang “copied” from Japan the idea of national integration for the struggle for
existence in a global society.
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What is common in the early works of Liang and Katō is the sense of an
impending crisis as to whether their nations survive or not. Liang argues:
Any national struggle for existence depends on the knowledge as well as the
capability of the people. The increase or the decrease in the knowledge as
well as the capability of the people hinges in turn upon the kind of ideas and
thoughts that the nation cherishes. The superiority and the dissemination of
national ideas are contingent on the custom and the faith of the nation. For
that reason, if the nation hopes to achieve its national independence, conversely, it has to grow its knowledge and capability. If the nation wishes to
grow, it must improve its national ideas and thoughts. If it wants to change its
national ideas and thoughts, it is required to renew the custom and the faith of
the people and propagate something new.
(Liang 1899a, 55)

For Katō and Liang, international society means the jungle of the struggle for
existence. They presuppose that Social Darwinism reveals the criteria by which
to compare one state with another. States are to be measured in terms of the survival of the fittest and the law of the jungle.11 The state struggling for existence is
understood in the biological analogy of an organic entity. One aspect of Spencer’s
social evolutionism can be summarized as social organism theory, which can be
extended to understand the nation as an organic entity. In order to win the international battle for existence, they also insist, the state must be strong and organically formed: the solidarity and the integration of the nation are indispensable.
Hence they wrestled with the issue of how the atomistic and utilitarian individuals
who seek their self-interests alone can be transformed into moral agents, thereby
integrating the state into a unified whole. Katō and Liang internalized this problematic and explored the answer to it throughout their lives.
Kato’s exploration proceeded from his inquiry into primitive Buddhism to
the idea of a new religion of the Deus-Homo and ended with his proposal of
Statist Shinto, the essence of which is National Polity Shinto as emperor worship. Liang thought as to whether what he conceived of as the solution to that
problematic could be considered religious or not, and whether Buddhism and
Confucianism should be used for his project. At any rate, for him, religion is
necessary as “a catalyst in reshaping the cerebrums of the people” (Liang 1899a,
55). He had once expected religion—Buddhism and Confucianism—to function
as a “catalyst” for “faith.” But, his disappointment that such an expectation is
unlikely to be fulfilled turned him from religion, which, in the end, led him to
his conceptual separation of faith and religion.
11. While the terms “survival of the fittest” and “the law of the jungle” denote two different
things, Katō uses them as synonyms. While Liang distinguishes between them, his followers did
not attend to the semantic differences between these two terms (Onogawa 2010, 93–99).
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In spite of all the changes and revisions within their thought, the basic framework of their projects remained the same: namely, that they aspired to develop
and integrate their nations by means of internalizing common values into each
spirit of the individual citizen. Unless the individual were united with the state—
and unless the individual were united to the whole—Katō and Liang believed
the nation would fail to survive the struggle for existence. In short, the basic idea
of Social Darwinism determined their conceptual frameworks and persisted in
their thought.
From their Social Darwinian perspectives, two claims follow: first, what must
be prioritized is the survival of the state; second, both the nationalism that incorporates the individual into the state, as well as the individual’s service for the
state’s survival, are necessary.12 Such a nationalism demands that people share
common values in order to incline individual members of a nation to the whole.
For that purpose, the existing religion is mobilized, or a new religion becomes
necessary. After all, the shared values that the members of the nation imagine
are to be framed by the requirements of the survival of the state.
As mentioned earlier, Liang became critical of his early chauvinistic statism
and seems to have attempted to go beyond his own nationalistic framework.
Kato also refers to statism as chauvinism (Katō 1935, 957). One may uphold
chauvinistic statism, identifying the whole with “the state”; alternatively, one
may envisage a wider “world” in pursuit of the whole; or one may posit a “society” as totality that is predicated on different principles. The problematic of the
content of “the whole” can be in no way exhausted by Katō’s and Liang’s discussions. The individual, the whole, and the mediation between them are the triad
of terms that constitute an “equation,” so to speak, that may solve the problematic of social unity. “The whole” signifies one of these three terms. For this term,
one may choose “the state,” or “the world,” or “society.” In any case, the question
presents itself: What must be the content of “the whole”?13 The same question
about the term “religion” as mediation may also arise.
For Katō and Liang, religion stands for the mediating term between the individual and the whole. Katō and Liang were concerned with the question of what
12. Nationalism is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. While it tends toward xenophobia and
predatory warfare, it also lays claim to the equality and the solidarity of citizens, and orients
people toward democracy. Such an ambivalence of nationalism makes sense if we look at it in
terms of Social Darwinism, that the survival of the nation requires national integration amid the
fierce international struggle of all against all for existence.
13. The indeterminacy of the content of a nation, as well as the impossibility of defining a
nation, seem to be rooted in the impossibility as well as the meaninglessness of defining “the
whole” substantially: any definition of “the whole” is more or less arbitrary. Social Darwinism
temporalizes, as it were, the empty “whole” by positing the restless progress of humankind from
the past toward the future.
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sort of mediating term incorporates the individual into the “public” whole, for
example, the state or society. They found the answer to this question in the adherence to common values and the spiritual integration of the nation that religion
may or may not make possible. In this sense, they indeed faced one of the fundamental problems in social science: how is social order possible? They so internalized this issue that impatience arose in them as they tackled it. Then, they were
irritated by the ignorance of those who did not share the same awareness of this
problem with them, and their impatience and irritation restricted their thought.

references
Bannister, Robert C.
1979 Social Darwinism: Science and Myth in Anglo-American Social Thought.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Bastid-Bruguière, Marianne 巴斯蒂
1998 Liang Qichao yu zongjiao Wenti 梁啓超与宗教問題. Tōhōgakuhō 東方學報
70: 329–73.
Ding, Wenjiang 丁文江, and Zhao Fengtian 趙豊田, eds.
2009 Liang Qichao nianpu changbian 梁啓超年譜長編 . Shanghai: Shanghai
People’s Publishing House. (Published in Japanese as Ryō Keichō nenpu
chōhen 梁啓超年譜長編, vols.1–5. Trans. and ed. Shimada Kenji. Tokyo:
Iwanami Shoten, 2004.)
Eastwood, Jonathan, and Nikolas Prevalakis
2010 Nationalism, religion, and secularization. Review of Religious Research 52:
1: 90–111.
Fukasawa Hidetaka 深澤英隆
1985 Shūkyōgaku ni okeru shinrishugi/shinrigakushugi no mondai 宗教学に
おける心理主義・心理学主義の問題. In Nihon no Shūkyō gakusetsu ii日本
の宗教学説 II, ed. Tamaru Noriyoshi. Tokyo: The Department of Religious
Studies at The University of Tokyo.
Hawkins, Mike
1997 Social Darwinism in European and American Thought, 1860–1945. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Huxley, Thomas Henry
1896 Evolution and Ethics, and other essays. New York: D. Appleton and Company.
Katō Genchi 加藤玄智
1900 Shūkyō shinron 宗教新論. In Katō Genchi shū 加藤玄智集, vol. 1. Shimazono Susumu, Takahashi Hara, and Maekawa Michiko, eds. (Tokyo: Kress
Shuppan, 2004.)

sumika: nationalism, religion, and social darwinism | 37
1904a Shinkaron to dōtoku oyobi shūkyō 進化論と道徳及び宗教. Jikken kyōju
shishin 実験教授指針 3: 22.
1904b Shinkaron to dōtoku oyobi shūkyō. Jikken kyōju shishin 3: 23.
1910 Shūkyōgakujō yori mitaru Shakamunibutsu 宗教学上より見たる釈迦牟
尼仏. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 2.
1912a Waga Kenkoku Shisō no Hongi 我建国思想の本義. In Katō Genchi shū,
vol. 3.
1912b Shūkyōgaku 宗教学. Tokyo: Hakubunkan.
1912c Shinjin Nogi Shōgun 神人乃木将軍. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 3.
1914 Mazu jiko o shire: Nihon bunmei kenkyū kikan no seibi o unagasu 先づ自
己を知れ—日本文明研究機関の整備を促す. In Kato Genchi shū, vol. 9.
1917 Kokuun no hatten to sengo no shūkyo mondai ni kansuru gigi 国運の発展
と戦後の宗教問題に関する疑義. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 9.
1920 Kokuminteki shūkyō toshiteno Shintō no tokushoku o ronjite waga
kokutai no seishitsu ni oyobu 国民的宗教としての神道の特色を論じて我
が国体の性質に及ぶ. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 9.
1926 Tōzai shisō hikaku kenkyū 東西思想比較研究. Tokyo: Kyōbunsha.
1929–1931
Sekai shūkyō shijō ni okeru Shintō no ichi 世界宗教史上における神
道の位置. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 9.
1933 Waga kokutai to Shintō 我が国体と神道. In Katō Genchi shū, vol. 5.
1935 Shintō no shūkyō hattatsushiteki kenkyū 神道の宗教発達史的研究. Tokyo:
Ōzorasha. Reprinted in 1996.
1961 Shintōgaku to tomo ni ayumu 神道学と共にあゆむ. Daihōrin 大法輪 28/1:
152–57.

Kawajiri Fumihiko 川尻文彦
2005 Ryō Keichō to America: 1904 nen no “Shintairiku Yūki” o megutte 梁啓
超とアメリカ― 1904 年の『新大陸遊記』をめぐって . Chūgoku kenkyū
shūkan 37: 54–74.
Liang Qichao 梁啓超
1899a Lun zhina zongjiao gaige 論支那宗教改革. Yinbingshi wenji 飲氷室文集 3.
Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989. Japanese translation, Shina no
shūkyō kaikaku ni tsuite 支那の宗教改革について. In Chūgoku kakumei no
senkusha tachi 中国革命の先駆者たち, trans. Shimada Kenji. Tokyo: Chikuma Shobō, 1965.
1899b Qi zhansi 祈戦死. Yinbingshi zhuanji 飲氷室専集 2. Beijing: Zhonghua
Book Company, 1989.
1902a Baojiao fei suoyi Zun Kong Lun 保教非所以尊孔論. Yinbingshi wenji 飲氷
室文集 9. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.
1902b Lun Zhongguo xueshu sixiang bianqian zhi dashi 論中国学術思想変遷之
大勢. Yinbingshi wenji 7. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.

38 | Religious Studies in Japan volume 3 (2016)
1902c Lun Zongjiao jia yu zhexue jia zhi changduan deshi 論宗教家与哲学家之長
短得失. Yinbingshi wenji 9. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.
1902d Lun Fojiaoyu qunzhi zhi guanxi 論仏教与群治之関係. In Yinbingshi wenji
10. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.
1904a Xindalu youji jielu 新大陸遊記節録. Yinbingshi zhuanji 22. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.
1904b Yu zhi sisheng guan 余之死生観. Yinbingshi wenji 17. Beijing: Zhonghua
Book Company, 1989.
1906 Kaiming zhuanzhi lun 開明専制論. Yinbingshi wenji 17. Beijing: Zhonghua
Book Company, 1989.
1919 Ouyou xinying lu jielu 欧遊心影録節録. Yinbingshi zhuanji. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.
1920 Qing dai xueshu gailun 清代学術概論. Yinbingshi zhuanji 4. Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1989; Japanese translation, Shindai gakujutu gairon
清代学術概論. Trans. Ono Kazuko. Tokyo: Heibonsha Tōyō Bunko, 2003.
1922 Ping fei zongjiao tongmeng 評非宗教同盟. Yinbingshi wenji 38. Beijing:
Zhonghua Book Company, 1989.

Maekawa Michiko 前川理子
2011 Kato Genchi no Shintō-ron: Shūkyogaku no risō to Tennōkyō no aida
de 1 加藤玄智の神道論―宗教学の理想と天皇教のあいだで(1). Jinbungaku
kenkyū shohō 人文学研究所報 46: 85–100.
2012 Kato Genchi no Shintō-ron: Shūkyōgaku no risō to Tennōkyō no aida de
2. Jinbungaku kenkyū shohō 47: 85–97.
Miyachi Masato 宮地正人
2012 Kokumin kokka to Tennōsei 国民国家と天皇制. Tokyo: Yūshisha.
Miyamoto Takashi 宮本誉士
2006 Kokkateki Shintō to kokumin dōtoku no kōsaku 国家的神道と国民道
徳論の交錯. In Kokka Shintō saikō: Saisei icchi kokka no keisei to tenkai
国家神道再考―祭政一致国家の形成と展開 . Ed Sakamoto Koremaru.
Tokyo: Kōbundō.
Mori Noriko 森紀子
1998 Ryō Keichō no butsugaku to Nihon 梁啓超の仏学と日本. In Kyōdō kenkyū
ryō keichō: Seiyō kindai shisō juyō to Meiji Nihon 共同研究 梁啓超―西洋近
代思想受容と明治日本. Ed. Hazama Naoki. Tokyo: Misuzu Shobō.
Nitta Hitoshi 新田 均
1997 Kindai seikyō kankei no kisoteki kenkyū 近代政教関係の基礎的研究. Tokyo:
Taimeidō.
Onogawa Hidemi 小野川秀美
2010 Shinmatsu seiji shisō kenkyū 2 清末政治思想研究 2. Tokyo: Heibonsha
Tōyō Bunko.

sumika: nationalism, religion, and social darwinism | 39

Robertson, Roland
1995 Globalization: Time-space and homogeneity-heterogeneity. In Global
Modernities, Mike Featherstone, Scott Lash, and Roland Robertson, eds.,
25–44. London: Sage.
Satō Shinichi 佐藤慎一
1996 Ryō keichō to shakai shinkaron 梁啓超と社会進化論. Hōgaku 59: 6: 1067–
1113.
Shimazono Susumu 島薗 進
1996 Katō Genchi. In Tokyo Teikoku Daigaku Shintō Kenkyūshitsu kyūzōsho:
mokuroku oyobi kaisetsu 東京帝国大学神道研究室旧蔵書―目録および
解説. Shimazono Susumu and Isomae Junichi, eds. Tokyo: Tokyōdō Shuppan.
Spencer, Herbert
1880–1897 The Principles of Sociology. Vol. 1. New York: D. Appleton and
Company.
Takayanagi Nobuo 高柳信夫
2003 Ryō Keichō “kaimei senseiron” o megutte 梁啓超『開明専制論』を
めぐって. Gengo bunka shakai 1: 65–83.
Tamaru Noriyoshi 田丸徳善
1995 Kato Genchi-ron shikō 加藤玄智論試稿. Meiji Seitoku kinen gakkai kiyō
明治聖徳記念学会紀要 14: 38–61.
Tarumoto Teruo 樽本照雄
1997 Ryō Keichō “Qunzhi” no yomarekata 梁啓超『群治』の読まれ方. Osaka
keidai ronshū 48/3: 185–205.
Tsushiro Hirohumi 津城寛文
1985 Kato Genchi: Onken chūyō naru Tennō kyōto 加藤玄智―穏健中庸なる天
皇教徒. In Nihon no shūkyō gakusetsu ii 日本の宗教学説 II. Ed. Tamaru
Noriyoshi. Tokyo: The Department of Religious Studies at The University
of Tokyo.
Yoshizawa Seiichirō 吉澤誠一郎
2003 Aikokushugi no sōsei: Nationalism kara kindai Chūgoku o miru 愛国主義の
創成―ナショナリズムから近代中国を見る. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten.
Translated by Nagasawa Makito 長澤牧人

