Omata Rappo, Hitomi

Historicizing martyrdom in 19th century Japan : a political and
cultural context

Religio. 2026, vol. 34, iss. 1, pp. 119-143

ISSN 1210-3640 (print); ISSN 2336-4475 (online)

Stable URL (DOI): https://doi.org/10.5817/Rel2026-43272

Stable URL (handle): https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.84330
License: CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 International

Access Date: 08. 07. 2026

Version: 20260629

Terms of use: Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University
provides access to digitized documents strictly for personal use, unless
otherwise specified.

Masarykova univerzita o i
M U N B e Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts,
Masaryk University

ARTS

digilib.phil.muni.cz


https://doi.org/10.5817/Rel2026-43272
https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/digilib.84330
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode.cs

ITS|. Téma / Special Feature

Historicizing Martyrdom
in 19" and 20" Century Japan:
A Political and Cultural Context

Hitomt Omata RAPPO

Nara Prefectural University, Nara, Japan
* omata.rappo.hitomi@narapu.ac.jp * ORCID 0000-0002-5022-2256

ABSTRACT

The image of Japan as a “land of martyrs” took shape in early modern Europe through
missionary accounts, relics, visual art, and theatrical performance, without ever forming
part of Japan’s own historical self-understanding during the centuries of its isolation. This
article traces how this European construction was subsequently received, adapted, and
appropriated within Japan itself from the mid-nineteenth century onward. Drawing on
publications such as the Senketsu isho (1887) and the writings of Matsuzaki Minoru and
Nitobe Inazd, it demonstrates that Japanese intellectuals did not passively inherit these
images but actively reshaped them, fusing Christian martyrdom with concepts of national
identity such as Yamato-damashii and Bushido. The article further examines how mar-
tyrdom discourse intersected with post-war memory politics, particularly in Nagasaki,
contributing to what has been termed “Victimhood Nationalism.” It argues that the history
of Japanese martyrdom cannot be understood within church history alone but must be
situated at the intersection of European image-making, Japanese national identity, and the
politics of memory.

Keywords: martyrdom; Japan; Kirishitan; national identity; cultural transfer; Victimhood
Nationalism

Japan, which possesses a history of cruel persecution of Christians, must
feel shame before the world; at the same time, Japan, which possesses
a history of heroic Christian martyrdom, must forever take pride before
the world. The persecutors were Japanese. The martyrs who were perse-
cuted were also, for the most part, Japanese.'

Ono (Matsuzaki) Minoru, Kirishitan no junkyosha (1922)

1 Ono (Matsuzaki) Minoru /NEF  (#2I6) 52, Kirishitan no junkyésha [YI3FH O3
#J (Shunjisha, 1922), 4. Ono Minoru, his original name, is only used in the edition
of this text. His other works, including later editions of this book, are signed Matsuzaki
Minoru. This text was explicitly indebted to earlier Catholic publications, particularly the
Senketsu isho (1887, see below), which Matsuzaki acknowledged as a primary source.
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In 1922, Matsuzaki Minoru® (1897-1944) articulated a paradox that lies at
the heart of Japan’s relationship with its Christian past. The history of martyr-
dom, he suggested, simultaneously represented Japan’s shame and its glory, for
persecutors and martyrs alike were Japanese. This ambivalence has shaped the
reception of martyrdom discourse in Japan from the moment the country reo-
pened to Western contact in the mid-nineteenth century. Yet the image of Japan
as a “land of martyrs” was not originally a Japanese creation. It took shape in
early modern Europe, through missionary accounts, theatrical representations,
and the veneration of relics, virtually unknown in Japan during the centuries
of its isolation. How this image of Japan, shaped in Europe without Japanese
involvement, came to be received, adapted, and ultimately claimed as part of
Japan’s own national narrative is the subject of this article. The process unfolded
in stages: first among the Catholic community, then among secular intellectuals,
and finally in the context of post-war memory politics.

This article builds upon my previous research on the European representa-
tion of Japanese martyrdom, particularly Des Indes lointaines aux scénes
des colleges (2020) and Junkyo no Nihon (2023), both of which focused on
the construction and dissemination of martyrdom imagery in early modern
Europe.? The present article extends this work in a new direction. By examining
the writings of modern Japanese Christian authors such as Matsuzaki Minoru,
Kako Giichi (b. and d. unknown; fl. 1920s), and Nitobe Inazo (1862—1933), it
traces how these European constructions were received, adapted, and appropri-
ated within Japan itself from the mid-nineteenth century to the post-war period.

The Idea of “Victory Achieved through Martyrdom”
The canonization of the Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki in Rome on June 8, 1862,

represented the culmination of nearly three centuries of European engagement
with the memory of Japanese martyrdom.* The ceremony at St. Peter’s Basilica,

2 A professor at Meiji university, he was a specialist of Christian studies in Japan who published
several successful books on the subject in the period. On this figure, see Irie Hiroshi A7,
“Yakusha maegaki” iRF5 55 X, in Gendaigoyaku Kirishitan senketsu isho BURGEN « U
SCPHiEIn 3B, ed. Matsuzaki Minoru, trans. Irie Hiroshi (San’yd Shuppansha, 1996), 13-20.

3 Hitomi Omata Rappo, Des Indes lointaines aux scénes des colléges: Les reflets des martyrs
de la mission japonaise en Europe (XVI—XVIII siecle) (Aschendorff, 2020) ; Hitomi Omata
Rappo, Junkyd no Nihon: Kinsei Yoroppa ni okeru senkyé no retorikku 5020 H AR —3 i

I—nu v NZBITHEHAD L MY v 7 (Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 2023).

4 Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Nihon Nijiroku Seijin Ressei ni Miru Kinsei Senkyd Kioku no
Jikyl Seiki-teki Saihen HA26HE AFIELZ I 2 Ur B GLIE O 19 AL AOFEHR,” in
Kosaku suru Shiikyd Shiso to “Nihon” #8575 =# AL THA |, ed. Nishida
Shoichi P FH#;—, Fujimoto Norimasa A% I (Minerva Shobo, 2026), 31-58.
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reported by correspondents of The Times and other newspapers, marked the ele-
vation of these martyrs, who were crucified at Nishizaka hill on February 5, 1597,
from “Blessed” (a status granted in 1627) to full sainthood. The event was ex-
ceptional: canonization typically requires active promotion by a local community
of believers, yet Japan had been effectively closed to Christianity for over two
hundred years. How had this become possible? The answer lies in the power of
imagery and narrative constructed in Europe itself: an imaginary Japan of martyrs
and tyrants that persisted long after direct contact had ceased.

The beatification of the Nagasaki martyrs was achieved in a relatively short period
of just thirty years after their death. To appreciate the significance of this speed, con-
sider that the average beatification process in the early modern period often took over
a century: Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), founder of the Jesuit Order, was beatified
53 years after his death (1609), while Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) waited 40 years
(1614). The rapid progress of the Nagasaki case reflected the particular importance
the Church attached to the Japanese mission at this time, as well as the powerful
advocacy of the Franciscan and Jesuit orders in Rome.’

In Western scholarship, the history of the Japanese Church has long been
framed as a narrative of the “Church of Martyrs.”® Christianity, introduced by
the Jesuits in 1549, spread rapidly across Japan before encountering systemat-
ic persecution as the country unified under the Tokugawa shogunate. The ex-
pulsion order of 1587, issued by Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-1598), marked the
beginning of increasingly severe measures against Christian believers. The most

5 On the duration of beatification processes in early modern Catholicism, see Miguel Got-
or, [ beati del papa: Santita, Inquisizione e obbedienza in eta moderna (Leo S. Olschki,
2002); Simon Ditchfield, “Thinking with Saints: Sanctity and Society in the Early Modern
World,” Critical Inquiry 35, no. 3 (2009): 552-84.

6 For the origin of this conception in modern scholarship, see Ebisawa Arimichi ##Z R A
i, “Nihon Nijuroku Seijin no Kotodomo” —+ /<A D Z & E'%,, Koe (Vox Cathol-
ica) ¥ 838 (1947): 11-13. This publication was one of the first to focus on the Japa-
nese Twenty-Six Martyrs in the post-war period. The reason why the commemoration of
“martyrs” became meaningful after the war will be discussed later in this article. In addi-
tion to this, the theologian Satd Yoshiake 4/ & i, who conducted research in the Ger-
man-speaking academic community, also made similar observations regarding the West-
ern-language studies on Japanese Church history, in his work Kirisutokyo ni okeru junkyo
kenkyii 5%V A N2 33T B FHZAMFSE (Sobunsha, 2007), 26, 38. Furthermore, Cardinal
Angelo Amato, who served as the Prefect of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints
at the Vatican until 2018, also highlighted the history of the Japanese Catholic Church
as a representative example when discussing the concept of the “Church of Martyrs”
(“Chiesa di martiri”’) in one of his articles. Angelo Amato, “Chiesa di martiri? Attualita
delle persecuzioni,” Consacrazione e Servizio, no. 4 (April 2009), http://www.usminazi-
onale.it/2009 04/amato.htm (accessed January 12, 2019).
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intense persecution occurred during the 1620s and 1630s, resulting in thousands
of executions.’

The discourse of martyrdom that emerged from this persecution was shaped
less by Japanese realities than by European expectations. The beatification trial
of 1622, conducted just a quarter century after the execution of the Twenty-Six
Martyrs at Nagasaki, employed leading interrogation techniques and even threats
of excommunication to elicit testimony conforming to established criteria for
martyrdom.® The purpose was not to investigate historical facts but to confirm the
conditions necessary for official recognition. Subsequent missionary accounts,
written with European readers and eventual canonization in mind, further dis-
tanced the narrative from its Japanese context. From its inception, the discourse
on Japanese martyrdom was constructed primarily to meet European expecta-
tions rather than to represent faithfully the Japanese political and social context.

The Image of Japan in Relics, Paintings, and Passion Plays

The image of Japanese martyrdom was propagated through relics, visual art, and
theatrical performance, all of which served to construct an imaginary Japan for
European devotional and political purposes.’

Relics associated with Japanese martyrs, though still found in collections
across Europe, typically lack documentation establishing their provenance.'® This
problem is compounded by the very nature of relics, which could be endlessly
fragmented and dispersed, eventually losing any recognizable form. Paradoxi-
cally, discovery of the subsequent history and disposition of the relics can intro-
duce further ambiguity, casting doubt on relics previously accepted as authen-
tic.!! Yet precisely because relics require accompanying narratives to function as
objects of veneration, their preservation testifies to the continuity of martyrdom
discourse. The condition in which these relics are kept—and the stories attached

7 Charles Ralph Boxer, The Christian Century in Japan 1549—1650 (University of California
Press, 1951), 360-62. For a foundational study, see Anesaki Masaharu 4ifilii§ 1IE76, Kirishitan
dendé no kohai U153 PHEE D ELFE (Kokusho Kankokai, 1976), 449-74, 505-655.
8 Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Profiling the Japanese Martyrs: The Beatification Process of the
Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki (1597-1627),” in Profiling Saints, ed. Eleonora Rai et al.
(Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2023), 289-304.
9 These topics receive fuller treatment in Omata Rappo, Des Indes lointaines aux scénes des
colléges, esp. chapter 4 and 5.
10 Hitomi Omata Rappo, “La quéte des reliques dans la mission du Japon (XVIe—XVIII¢
siecle),” Archives des Sciences Sociales des Religions 177 (2017): 257-82.

11 Hitomi Omata Rappo /M%7 78— H %%3&, “Jushichi-jiihasseiki Nichiokan no seiibutsu
no tabi” +-& - +/\ttfd B BRRE O B2 W) D Jik, Metoroporitan shigaku # - 7R 1 %
UHIEE 17 (2021): 5-39.
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to them—reveals how the memory of Japanese martyrdom was perpetuated and
historicized within European religious culture.

Visual representations similarly served European rather than Japanese
purposes. Among the Japanese martyrs, the Twenty-Six executed at Naga-
saki in 1597 became the most frequently depicted figures. Their crucifixion
resonated powerfully with the central Christian image of Golgotha, a reso-
nance that contributed significantly to their rapid beatification in 1627.'2 The
Franciscan Order, deeply invested in the beatification process, was quick to
recognize this visual potential. Yet it was the Jesuit Order that ultimately
took the more assertive stance in commissioning artistic depictions. Draw-
ing on the emphasis on the meditative contemplation of suffering central to
Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises, Jesuit patrons commissioned nu-
merous images of the three Jesuit martyrs among the Twenty-Six, a config-
uration that recalls the seminal scene of Christ’s crucifixion between two
thieves, whether deliberately or not.'® This very resonance, however, facili-
tated the absorption of Japanese martyrdom into European iconographic tra-
ditions, overshadowing whatever was distinctive about its Japanese context.
Elements from established martyrdom imagery, including the influential
work of Antonio Gallonio (1556—-1605) on the torments of early Christian
martyrs, were integrated into depictions of Japanese martyrdom, ensuring
that European viewers encountered familiar visual language rather than un-
familiar Japanese realities.'

Theatrical representations completed this process of assimilation. The beati-
fication process itself required eyewitness testimony, establishing witnessing as
essential to the recognition of martyrdom. Such enactments gave to audiences
the role of surrogate witnesses, allowing them to “see” the sufferings of the mar-
tyrs and thereby obtain religious edification. Contemporary accounts suggest that
execution sites in Japan were deliberately staged to produce dramatic effects;

12 Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Death on the Cross: The Beatification of the Twenty-Six Martyrs
of Nagasaki (1627) and the Iconography of the Crucifixion,” in 4 la luz de Roma: Santos
v santidad en el barroco iberoamericano, vol. 3, Tierra de santidad, ed. Fernando Quiles
et al. (Roma Tre Press, 2020), 129-50.

13 This resonance with a universal Christian narrative also became a problem in later years, as the
distinctiveness of Japanese martyrdom became harder to discern, gradually leading to its dimin-
ished representation as the historical recollection of Japanese martyrdom itself started to fade.
In the future, there is a possibility that the early modern depictions of Japanese martyrs will be
subject to newfound ‘verification’ prompted by unexpected factors. Yet, the necessity for such
rediscovery suggests that these portrayals have integrated so smoothly into Europe’s religious
tapestry that the ‘Japanese’ aspect has diminished to a mere symbolic presence.

14 Omata Rappo, Des Indes lointaines aux scenes des colléges, 336—42.
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missionaries described the executions as “spectacles.”’ It is therefore unsurpris-
ing that Japanese martyrdom became a theme in European theater, where martyr-
dom plays were already flourishing.

Japanese martyrdom theater developed with regional variations reflecting
local political and confessional circumstances. The Jesuit Order staged such
plays particularly in the inner Austrian territories, conceived as a defensive
buffer against the Ottoman Empire, where confrontation with Islam formed
part of frontier experience. In other Habsburg lands, however, including Bo-
hemia and Moravia, these dramas functioned primarily within the context of
intra-Christian confessional struggle against the widespread Reformation.
Similar patterns appeared elsewhere: on the Italian Peninsula, plays explic-
itly linked the faith of Japanese martyrs to members of the Habsburg family;
in French-speaking regions, performances concentrated in areas with strong
Habsburg connections, such as Besangon and the Duchy of Lorraine. These
regions corresponded to what René Taveneaux termed the “Catholic cultur-
al axis” (axe catholique), stretching from northern Italy to northern Flan-
ders along the front lines of Counter-Reformation struggle against Protestant
forces. '

Crucially, these plays drew not on primary sources from Japan but on martyr-
dom narratives already published and circulating in Europe—often compiled by
authors who had never set foot in Japan.'” The plot structures inevitably diverged
from the actual circumstances of the Japanese mission, instead drawing on estab-
lished traditions such as the Hermenegild martyrdom plays popular in Spain or

15 Marcelo Ribadeneira, Historia de las islas del Archipiélago Filipino y reinos de la Gran
China, Tartaria, Cochinchina, Malaca, Siam, Cambodge y Japon, ed. Juan R. de Legisi-
ma (La Editorial Catolica, 1947), 476, 481-82; Luis Frois, Relacion del martirio de los
26 cristianos crucificados en Nangasaqui el 5 febrero de 1597, ed. Romualdo Galdos
Baertel (Tip. de la Pont. Univ. Gregoriana, 1935), 99.

16 René Taveneaux, “La Lorraine, les Habsbourg et I'Europe,” in Les Habsbourg et la Lor-
raine: Actes du colloque international (Nancy, 22-24 mai 1987), ed. Jean-Paul Bled,
Eugene F. Aucher, and René Taveneaux (Presses Universitaires de Nancy, 1988), 11. On
early Jesuit theatrical representations of Japan, see Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Le Japon mis
en scene: du Collegio Romano au collége Saint-Michel de Fribourg, ” in Die Wiederh-
erstellung der Gesellschaft Jesu: Vorbereitung, Durchfiihrung, Wahrnehmung, ed. Paul
Oberholzer (Freiburger Universititsverlag, 2019), 579-602.

17 Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Japanese Martyrs in French Jesuit Drama (Late Seventeenth—
Early Eighteenth Century): Between Violence and Bienséance,” in Japan on the Jes-
uit Stage, ed. Haruka Oba, Florian Schaffenrath, and Akihiko Watanabe (Brill, 2021),
87-131; Hitomi Omata Rappo, “From the Cross to the Pyre: The Representation of the
Martyrs of Japan in Jesuit Prints,” Journal of Jesuit Studies 10, no. 3 (2023): 456-86.
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adaptations of ancient martyr tales favored in early seventeenth-century France.'
While incorporating “Japanese” elements into titles and character names, these
works shared more with European martyrdom drama than with Japanese history.
By the mid-seventeenth century, the theatrical image of Japanese martyrdom had
diverged significantly from any Japanese reality, symbolizing instead the univer-
sal triumph of Christian virtue over pagan tyranny.

The Decline of Martyrdom as a Virtue

The European perception of glorified martyrdom in Japan began to shift in the
early eighteenth century.!” This transformation coincided with a change in the
primary sources of information about Japan. The narrative, initially dominated
by Catholic missionaries from Southern Europe, came under challenge from sec-
ular scholars who entered Japan through the Dutch East India Company. Figures
such as Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716), a German physician who resided in
Japan from 1690 to 1692, offered accounts that were not filtered through Catho-
lic devotional frameworks, pointing out inconsistencies in missionary narratives
and questioning the authority of the Jesuit Order.?

This skepticism found theatrical expression in the Enlightenment critique
of Jesuit missions. In Yamabushis, or Japanese Mountain Ascetic Monks
(1779), Charles-Georges Fenouillot de Falbaire de Quingey, a contributor to
Diderot’s Encyclopédie, satirized Jesuit missionaries by portraying them through
the figure of Japanese mountain ascetics (yamabushi), whom European audienc-

18 Jean-Frédéric Chevalier, “La violence dans le théatre jésuite en France au début du XVII¢
siécle: Formes et enjeux d’une réécriture,” Littératures classiques 73 (2010): 224-25;
Jean-Frédéric Chevalier, “Jesuit Neo-Latin Tragedy in France, in Neo-Latin Drama in
Early Modern Europe, ed. Jan Bloemendal and Howard Norland (Brill, 2013), 437-39;
Stefano Muneroni, Hermenegildo and the Jesuits: Staging Sainthood in the Early Mod-
ern Period (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 86.

19 For a more detailed treatment of this section’s themes, see Omata Rappo, Des Indes
lointaines aux scenes des colleges, 460—65.

20 On Kaempfer and the shift in European sources of information about Japan, see Hitomi
Omata Rappo, “Jaroku-jiinanaseiki Yoroppa ni okeru Nihon johd to Nihon no imgji” +
LAl E — o ICBIT D HARTEH E HARD A A — in bvanami koza seka-
ishi, vol. 15, Shuken kokka to kakumei 75 1% 35 EA FUFE L 551555 « TFHEESE & i, ed.
Kibata Yoichi A — and Yasumura Naoki ZZ 48 (Iwanami Shoten, 2023), 271-90.
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es would have associated with exotic religious imposture.?! In the play, a Jes-
uit character cynically observes that “ordinary folk bereft of notable skill, or
commoners whose existence bears no mark of import, wouldst serve as fitting
martyrs,” implying that the Jesuits had deliberately cultivated martyrdom among
expendable converts to advance their own institutional interests. Voltaire, who
praised Falbaire’s work, expressed similar contempt for the cult of martyrs in
his Philosophical Dictionary, ridiculing the miraculous tales that accompanied
martyrdom narratives.*

The critique extended to the dramatic form itself. Gotthold Ephraim Less-
ing, in his Hamburgische Dramaturgie (Hamburg Dramaturgy; 1767-1769),
questioned whether martyrdom could serve as proper material for tragedy. The
martyr’s willingness to exchange earthly suffering for heavenly reward, Less-
ing argued, diminished the dramatic tension essential to tragic form; choosing
death to secure eternal bliss was not as arduous as tragedy required.” Fal-
baire’s satirical play, translated into German, found receptive audiences in re-
gions where Jesuit martyrdom theater had been most prevalent.

By the nineteenth century, the concept of martyrdom itself had become phil-
osophically suspect. Immanuel Kant, in his Observations on the Feeling of the
Beautiful and Sublime (1764), had already characterized Japanese steadfastness
in the face of death as obstinacy rather than virtue. For him, it was a reckless

21 Charles-Georges Fenouillot de Falbaire de Quingey, Les Jammabos ou Les moines
Jjaponois: Tragédie dédiée aux mdnes d’Henri IV et suivie de remarques historiques (So-
ciété typographique de Neuchatel, 1779). Yamabushi (1LI{K) were Japanese mountain
ascetics associated with syncretic religious practices; their exotic reputation made them
useful figures for Enlightenment satire of religious enthusiasm. On this play as a paro-
dy of Jesuit theater, see Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Les Jammabos, ou les moines japonais
(1779): Une parodie du théatre jésuite,” in Le thédtre de colléege au XVIII® siecle, ed.
Nicolas Brucker (Editions de I’Université de Bruxelles, 2023), 53-68.

22 Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique, 6th ed. (Cramer, 1769), 2:32-35.

23 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Hamburgische Dramaturgie (1767), Essay 1, commentary
on Olint und Sophronia: “Was in Olint und Sophronia Christ ist, das alles hélt gemartert
werden und sterben, fiir ein Glas Wasser trinken...”; “In Olint and Sophronia, all those
of Christian faith appear to regard being martyred as if it were no more than drinking
a glass of water.” Trans. Wendy Arons and Sara Figal, in The Hamburg Dramaturgy, by
G. E. Lessing: A New and Complete Annotated English Translation, ed. Natalya Baldy-
ga (Routledge, 2018), available at https://mcpress.media-commons.org/hamburg/es-
say-1-2/. On Lessing’s critique, see Jean-Marie Valentin, “Lessing, critique de Corneille
de ‘Polyeucte et Rodogune’ a la théorie de la catharsis,” in Pierre Corneille et I'Alle-
magne: L’cuvre dramatique de Pierre Corneille dans le monde germanique (XVII¢—XIX*
siecles), ed. Jean-Marie Valentin (Desjonquéres, 2007), 347-48.
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disregard for life rather than admirable fortitude.** Arthur Schopenhauer sim-
ilarly questioned the value placed on voluntary death.s In Emile Durkheim’s
Le Suicide (1897), the early Christian martyrs’ deliberate pursuit of death is even
classified as a form of “altruistic suicide,” thereby medicalizing and pathologiz-
ing what had once been celebrated as the supreme expression of faith.?

These intellectual shifts occurred alongside broader changes in European
attitudes toward suffering and punishment,?”’ as well as toward the Jesuit Or-
der itself, which faced mounting hostility culminating in its suppression by
Pope Clement XIV in 1773 (the order was restored only in 1814).?® The hu-
manitarian movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries increasingly
condemned torture and public execution as barbaric. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
Social Contract (1762) denounced political systems that employed torture and
capital punishment as instruments of control.?® Cesare Beccaria’s On Crimes and

24 Immanuel Kant, Beobachtungen iiber das Gefiihl des Schonen und Erhabenen (Obser-
vations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime; 1764), in Immanuel Kant, Kritik
der Urtheilskraft und Beobachtungen des Schonen und Erhabenen, ed. Karl Rosenkranz
(Leopold Voss, 1838), 457. Notably, Kant uses Standhaftigkeit (steadfastness), the same
term Jesuits had employed to praise the virtues of the martyrs but reframes it as reckless
obstinacy: “The Japanese can be regarded as it were as the Englishmen of this part of the
world, although hardly in any other attribute than their steadfastness, which degenerates
into the most extreme stiff-neckedness, their courage and their contempt of death.” Trans.
Paul Guyer, in Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime and Other
Writings, ed. Patrick Frierson and Paul Guyer (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 58,
author’s translation.

25 Arthur Schopenhauer, Parerga und Paralipomena, 2nd ed. (1851), vol. 2, esp. chap. 13,
“Uber den Selbstmord,” 617-20.

26 Emile Durkheim, Le Suicide: Etude de sociologie (Félix Alcan, 1897), 246—47. Durk-
heim, drawing on missionary writings, also highlighted a propensity for collective sui-
cide among the Japanese, interpreting this as indicative of insufficient individualization
in Japanese society (239—42).

27 On the broader transformation of European attitudes toward suffering and punishment
from the seventeenth to the eighteenth century, see Paul Friedland, Seeing Justice Done:
The Age of Spectacular Capital Punishment in France (Oxford University Press, 2012),
esp. 143-93 (on the revolution in sensibilities and the crisis of the penal spectacle) and
195-218 (on the emergence of penal reform from Montesquieu to Beccaria).

28 On the international suppression of the Society of Jesus, see Dale K. Van Kley, Reform
Catholicism and the International Suppression of the Jesuits in Enlightenment Europe
(Yale University Press, 2018). The Bourbon monarchies (Portugal in 1759, France in
1761-1764, Spain and Naples in 1767, Parma in 1768) expelled the Jesuits in succession
before pressuring Pope Clement XIV to dissolve the entire Society by the brief Dominus
ac Redemptor of 21 July 1773. Pius VII restored the Society by the bull Sollicitudo om-
nium ecclesiarum on 7 August 1814.

29 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Du Contrat social (Amsterdam, 1762), bk. 2, chap. 5, “Du droit
de vie et de mort.”
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Punishments (1764) mounted an influential case against the death penalty.*
Within this framework, narratives of Japanese martyrdom, with their detailed
accounts of crucifixion, burning, and elaborate tortures, increasingly appeared
not as testimonies to Christian virtue but as evidence of Eastern barbarism. The
image of Japan as a land of persecution persisted, but its moral valence had shift-
ed: where earlier accounts had celebrated the martyrs’ triumph over tyranny, later
readers were more likely to perceive confirmation of Oriental cruelty.

Japan Reopened: Persecution, Reform, and the Western Gaze

Japan’s reentry into sustained contact with Western powers in the mid-nineteenth
century brought the question of religious persecution back to the forefront of in-
ternational relations. Following Commodore Perry’s arrival in 1853 and the un-
equal treaties concluded from 1858 onward, Western nations gained both access
to and leverage over Japan. In 1865, Father Bernard Petitjean (1829—-1884) of the
Paris Foreign Missions Society encountered communities of hidden Christians
(senpuku Kirishitan V&R 1 > # ) near Nagasaki, descendants of converts
who had maintained their faith clandestinely for over two centuries. The discov-
ery stirred considerable interest in the West, but the enthusiasm was tempered by
the missionaries’ assessment that these communities had preserved a syncretic
faith that diverged significantly from orthodox Catholicism.?!

The persistence of the Tokugawa-era prohibition on Christianity soon pro-
duced a new crisis. From 1867 to 1868, during the “Urakami Yonban Kuzure,”
local authorities arrested members of the Urakami Christian community, sub-
jecting them to torture and demanding apostasy.*> These actions provoked sharp
protests from Western diplomats, including the French consul Léon Roches,
who discussed the issue with the Shogun.** The Meiji government, which came
to power in 1868, initially continued this policy, exiling over three thousand

30 Cesare Beccaria, Dei delitti e delle pene (Livorno, 1764); see also Cesare Bonesana
Beccaria, Dei delitti e delle pene, ed. Renato Fabietti (Letteratura italiana Einaudi, 1973),
69f1t.

31 On the syncretistic character of hidden Christian practice, see Christal Whelan, The Be-
ginning of Heaven and Earth: The Sacred Book of Japan's Hidden Christians (University
of Hawai’i Press, 1996); Miyazaki Kentarg, “The Kakure Kirishitan Tradition,” in Hand-
book of Christianity in Japan, ed. Mark R. Mullins (Brill, 2003), 19-34. See also Martin
Nogueira Ramos, La foi des ancétres: Chrétiens cachés et catholiques dans la société
villageoise japonaise (XVII*~XIX¢ siécles) (CNRS Editions, 2019).

32 Urakawa Wasaburd )11 =BR, Urakami kirishitanshi i _FYI3 P} (Zenkoku Shobo,
1943), 368; Kataoka Yakichi Ji[{i]7R e, Urakami yonban kuzure: Meiji seifi no Kirishitan
dan’atsu i _EVUERRIL © BNRBUF O X Y o & LT (Chikuma Shobd, 1963), 61-62.
For a comprehensive study of these events, see Nogueira Ramos, La foi des ancétres, 150-51.

33 Nogueira Ramos, La foi des ancétres, 278-79.
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Christians from Nagasaki to various domains throughout Japan.** The perse-
cution of Christians should be understood within the broader context of Mei-
ji religious policy, which sought to establish a clear separation between Bud-
dhism and Shinto (shinbutsu bunri #1{4%7Fff) and to position the emperor as
the sacred center of the new nation-state.* The Iwakura Mission (1871-1873),
dispatched to renegotiate the unequal treaties, encountered persistent criticism
of Japan’s treatment of Christians in every Western capital it visited, making
clear that religious toleration had become a prerequisite for acceptance into the
community of “civilized” nations.*® The signboards prohibiting Christianity were
finally removed in 1873.

From the perspective of Western Christian civilization during this period, Japan
was categorized alongside China, Turkey, and Persia as belonging to the “barbarian”
nations.”” In 1868, in the turbulent early months of the Meiji Restoration, samurai
from the domains of Bizen and Tosa attacked foreign nationals at the ports of Kobe
and Sakai. Western powers demanded that those responsible be severely punished;
the Japanese authorities responded by ordering them to commit ritual suicide (sep-
puku BIE) in the presence of foreign officials. As Botsman has shown, such ac-
counts further entrenched what contemporaries called the “sanguinary” reputation
of Japanese justice.*® The most influential such account was Algernon Bertram Mit-
ford’s (1837-1916) eyewitness description of the ceremony, published in his widely
read Tales of Old Japan (1871). Mitford acknowledged the act’s judicial character
and expressed admiration for the condemned man’s composure, yet his vivid detail
(the self-disembowelment, the severed head, the sound of blood) ensured that for

34 On the context, see John Breen, “Beyond the Prohibition: Christianity in Restoration
Japan,” in Japan and Christianity: Impacts and Responses, ed. John Breen and Mark
Williams (Palgrave Macmillan, 1996), 75-93.

35 On the religious policies of the Meiji state, see Helen Hardacre, Shinto and the State,
1868—-1988 (Princeton University Press, 1989), esp. 21—41. On the persecution of Chris-
tians, also see John Breen, “Shinto and Christianity: A History of Conflict and Compro-
mise,” in Handbook of Christianity in Japan, ed. Mark R. Mullins (Brill, 2003), 249-76.

36 Takaki Yoshiko 5 A B -, “Kirishitan kinsei kdsatsu tekkyo no haikei: Jairai no kenkyd
no mondaiten wo arainaosu” % U o X% I EmFLITE O B AR OAFTEO RS
A PEWNET, Sapientia: Sei Tomasu Daigaku ronshii % &> F7 31 s <= A K%
A 41 (2007): 1-24.

37 Satd Shin’ichi VefEE—, Kindai Chiigoku no chishikijin to bunmei 371X 7 [E O F15% A
& 3CH (Tokyd Daigaku Shuppankai, 1996), 210n17.

38 Daniel V. Botsman, Punishment and Power in the Making of Modern Japan (Princeton
University Press, 2005), 138-39. On the Kobe incident, the Western powers demanded
a formal apology and that the officer who issued the order to fire be severely punished.
In the case of the Sakai incident, the French representative Léon Roches insisted that all
those involved be put to death. In both cases, the form of punishment (seppuku performed
before foreign witnesses) was determined by the Japanese authorities.
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European readers, seppuku (called hara-kiri) would remain an emblem of barbarism
rather than of the judicial solemnity he himself had recognized.* Such perceptions
reached popular audiences through Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado (1885). Al-
though the operetta was primarily a satire of Victorian English institutions (set in
what Gilbert himself called a “never-never-Japan™), its plot, revolving around ca-
pricious death sentences, absurd legalism, and exotic punishments, drew freely on
popular associations of Japan with despotism and disregard for human life. The Meiji
government was well aware of this image; the operetta was banned in Japan as an
affront to the emperor and not performed there until after the Second World War.*°
Indeed, even before such images reached the popular stage, the Meiji gov-
ernment had begun responding to Western criticism of Japanese punishment
practices. Driven in large part by the desire to renegotiate the unequal trea-
ties, a series of penal reforms between 1868 and 1871 progressively abolished
Tokugawa-era punishments including burning alive, public parading of con-
demned criminals, and crucifixion. The promulgation of the Shinritsu koryo
CHTALHAfE, Outline of the New Code) in 1871 formally ended crucifixion,
which can be regarded as the most emblematic punishment of the old regime.
The new code was shared with foreign diplomats in the treaty ports, intended
to demonstrate that Japan’s legal system was no longer the barbarous edifice
Western critics had long denounced, and the government also embarked on
the construction of Western-style prisons to replace the old jailhouses.*! Japan
was thus enacting, within the span of a few years, the very shift that Michel
Foucault identified as a defining transformation of Western modernity: the
disappearance of punishment as public spectacle and its replacement by the
enclosed discipline of the penitentiary.** Yet the image of Japanese barbarism

39 Algernon Bertram Mitford (Lord Redesdale), Tales of Old Japan, 2 vols. (Macmillan,
1871), vol. 2, Appendix A, “An Account of the Hara-Kiri” Mitford, then second sec-
retary to the British Legation, witnessed the seppuku of Taki Zenzaburd, the Bizen of-
ficer who had ordered the attack at Kobe. First published in 1871, the book was reprinted
numerous times through the early twentieth century. On the broader impact of these events on
Western perceptions of Japanese punishment, see Botsman, Punishment and Power, 139-42.

40 William Schwenck Gilbert, The Mikado, ed. Philip Smith (Dover Publications, 1992). On
the operetta’s construction of a fictitious Japan blending Japanese visual imagery with
English historical and social motifs, and on the ban in Japan, see Tawata Shintard 251
HK R, “Kikageki Mikado no tanjo” =& [ X 4 K] OFE4:, Gakushiiin Daigaku
Jinbun kagaku ronshii -8 BE K5 N CRFimEE 23 (2014): 139-40, 167-68. See also
Koyano Atsushi /NAEFEK, Kikageki Mikado: Jikyiseiki Eikokujin ga mita Nippon &5
BIR 7 R LS E A A7 B AR (Chiid Koronsha, 2002).

41 Botsman, Punishment and Power, 141-46. On the distribution of the Shinritsu koryo to
treaty powers, see Botsman, Punishment and Power, 145.

42 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan
(Vintage Books, 1977), 7-10.



131

. Historicizing Martyrdom in 19th and 20th Century Japan...

proved tenacious. Two decades later, Tokugawa bakufu keiji zufi (7)1 Z)FF I
FIXGE, An Ilustrated Guide to the Punishments of the Tokugawa Shogunate;
1893), published with English captions, was still documenting this transition
for Western audiences, its depictions of crucifixion echoing the martyrdom im-
agery that had circulated in Europe since the sixteenth century. The same visual
language that had once testified to Christian heroism now served as evidence of
Japanese barbarism overcome by modern progress.*

Japanese Martyrs in the Church and in the World

Within the Catholic Church, Japan remained primarily legible through the lens
of martyrdom. At the Vatican Missionary Exposition of 1924-1925, the “Hall
of Heroes” commemorating missionary martyrs prominently featured Japanese
persecution alongside more recent cases from China and elsewhere.*

The Japanese Catholic community itself actively promoted this image in
the West. In 1931, a propaganda film on the Twenty-six martyrs, Junkyo kes-
shi Nihon nijiiroku seijin (JRZ5 52 H A H/S82 A, The 26 Martyrs of Japan),
with Matsuzaki Minoru originally scheduled to work on the scenario, was pro-
duced. The film was financed by Hirayama Masaji - [LBZ (1880-19587),
a Catholic layman of hidden Christian descent from Urakami who invested
his personal fortune in the project. Aimed at mitigating anti-Japanese senti-
ment, the film notably included a scene showcasing the canonization of the
Japanese martyrs in 1862, symbolizing an endorsement from the Vatican.
When Hirayama traveled to America in 1932 to arrange the film’s distribu-
tion, he encountered considerable difficulty in securing commercial screen-
ings; the film was ultimately shown through itinerant exhibitions organized
with the assistance of Catholic networks. Nevertheless, Hirayama believed
that by demonstrating the connection between the Japanese people and Ca-
tholicism, he could dispel prejudices against the Japanese national character
and contribute to international goodwill. The film’s strategy was to humanize
the Japanese by portraying them not as a threatening “other,” but as people
who shared the same Christian values as the West, in other words as individ-
uals capable of profound faith and heroic sacrifice. The canonization scene
was particularly significant. It showed the Catholic Church’s supreme author-
ity officially recognizing Japanese as saints, placing them on equal spiritual

43 Tyoku Hideaki {2751, “Fujita Shintard henga ‘ Tokugawa bakufu keiji zufi’ (fukkoku
to kaisetsu)” i H HT A RRH ] [78) 1T e ] (84 & figii) , Meiji Daiga-
ku Hakubutsukan kenkyii hokoku WER F M EEF TR 4 (1999): 103.

44 John Joseph Considine, The Vatican Mission Exposition: A Window on the World
(Macmillan, 1925), 60-75.
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footing with European martyrs. For Western Catholic audiences, this papal
endorsement carried immense moral weight, reframing the narrative about Ja-
pan from one of alien threat to one of shared religious heritage and spiritual
kinship.*

The Senketsu isho (1887) and the Internal Reception of Martyrdom
Discourse

The domestication of European martyrdom narratives for Japanese audiences had
begun much earlier, indeed during the very period when Japan was being criticized
internationally for its treatment of Christians. In 1887 (Meiji 20), just fourteen years
after the lifting of the anti-Christian edicts, the French missionary Aimé Villon com-
piled the Nihon Seijin Senketsu isho (H AL NGEIMIEE, The Testament of the
Saints of Japan Written in Their Fresh Blood), which was translated and edited by
the Japanese Catholic Kako Giichi.*® The work offered Japanese Catholics a com-
prehensive account of their martyrological heritage at the very moment when the
government was seeking to distance itself from the image of religious persecution.

Remarkably, already in this first edition, the Christian martyrs were explicitly
framed within the discourse of Japanese national identity, comparing them to
traditional exemplars of loyalty:

Fortunately, the people of our country are generally rich in this dis-
position, which is called Yamato-damashii (Japanese spirit)
Wake no Kiyomaro, Sugawara no Michizane, Kusunoki Masashige,

45 Matsuzaki’s name does not appear in the final credits of the screen version, which uses
a completely different script. On this film, see Yamanashi Atsushi [, “Eiga ‘Junkyo
kesshi Nihon nijiiroku seijin’ to Hirayama Masajii: 1930 nendai zenhanki nihon katorikku
kydkai no bunka jigyd” BRE [FA#km s HA Z+NEA) & FLBH—=
OFMRATEMBE AR NV v 7 B O ALESE, Nihon kenkyi B AWFIE 41 (2010):
179-217; Watanabe Chiaki Ji3% T-#k, “Furanko dokusai taiseika no Supein ni okeru Ni-
hon eiga ‘Junkydshi Nihon 26 seijin’ no joei wo megutte” 7 7 > = JRERAKH] T D A~
A BT D BAME [ st BA T +HREAL o EMz <~ T, doyama
kokusai seikei ronshii 5 L EIEREHREGRHEE 94 (2015): 183-96.

46 Aimé Villon 7 -t U = > (original author) and Kako Giichi /Iy #&— (trans./ed.), Nihon
seijin Senketsu isho H AT N\ fififl #=E (Kyoto, 1887). The timing of this publication
is significant: it appeared just fourteen years after the formal toleration of Christianity
(1873) and during the period when the Meiji government was actively seeking to revise

2 66

the unequal treaties by demonstrating Japan’s “civilized” status.
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and Sakura Sogo*’ are the foremost among them. However, these distin-
guished persons despite their relative accomplishments are only known
in the limits of our country and their fame has not reached other Western
countries. In the contrary, there are extremely righteous people unknown
in our country whose fame has reached far to the West.

The text adds that they are the Christian martyrs of Japan, starting with those who
died in Nagasaki more than 300 years ago, and that while everyone in the West
knows them, nobody does in Japan. The rhetorical structure here relativizes the role
of traditional exemplars of Japanese loyalty such as Kusunoki Masashige. They are
acknowledged as possessing Yamato-damashii, yet their fame remains confined
within Japan’s borders. The Christian martyrs, by contrast, possess the same spirit
but have achieved what the traditional heroes could not: universal recognition. By
this logic, the martyrs emerge not merely as equivalent to figures like Masashige
but as their superiors. They are examples of a distinctively Japanese virtue whose
glory has reached the entire world. This elevation of Christian martyrs above the
canonical heroes of Japanese tradition represents a remarkable appropriation of the
concept of sacrificial death, one that emerged at precisely the moment when the
Meiji government was attempting to construct a unified national identity centered
on Shinto and imperial loyalty. The Senketsu isho thus claimed the martyrs not as
victims of Japanese tyranny but as Japan’s greatest exemplars of sacrificial loyalty,
greater, indeed, than those enshrined in the emerging national mythology.*®

The main body of the Senketsu isho devoted its longest and most detailed
chapter to the Twenty-Six Martyrs of Nagasaki, whose feast day (February 5)
held pride of place in the liturgical calendar. Structured as a dramatic narrative,
the account traced the martyrs’ journey from their arrest in Kyoto and Osaka
through their month-long forced march to Nagasaki, culminating in their cruci-
fixion at Nishizaka hill on February 5, 1597. The narrative emphasized both the
steadfastness of the martyrs and the cruelty of their persecutors, following the
conventions of European hagiography while adapting them for Japanese readers.

47 Wake no Kiyomaro (FIUBKE, 733-799) defended the imperial line. Sugawara no
Michizane (& J57E ., 845-903) was a scholar-official undone by court intrigue. Kus-
unoki Masashige (FdA1E/%, 1294-1336) embodied loyalist self-sacrifice. Sakura Sogo
(PeA 57T, 2-1653) was a peasant who stood up for communal justice. The first three,
a court noble, a scholar, and a warrior, were among the twenty-four individuals celebrated
in Kokoku nijiishi-ko & [E P (Twenty-Four Meritorious Subjects of the Imperial
State). This biographical collection honored those deemed to have rendered exceptional
service to the emperor-centered polity. Compiled from a National Learning (Kokugaku
[#2) and pro-imperial historiographical perspective, it emphasized loyalty, self-sacri-
fice, and devotion to the imperial cause. Sakura S6go, by contrast, represented a different
type of exemplar: the righteous commoner.

48 This could explain why this part is absent from the 1926 reeditions of the text.
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The work’s enduring importance is attested by its multiple editions, more than
ten in total, including a 1926 revision supervised and corrected by Matsuzaki
Minoru. In his new preface, he notes the contemporary “Kirishitan boom” in
research, literature and visual arts.*’

The Japanese Christian Martyrs in Early 20™ Century Japan

In the 1910s and 1920s, the image of Christian martyrs gained new cultural reso-
nance in Japan. Akutagawa Ryiinosuke (1892—-1927) composed more than a doz-
en “Kirishitan mono” (Christian-themed works) between 1916 and 1927, includ-
ing “Ogata Rydsai oboegaki” (Dr. Ogata Rydsai’s Memorandum, 1916), “Ogin”
(1922), and “Kamigami no bishd” (The Smile of the Gods, 1922). These works
did not simply romanticize the martyrs; rather, they explored the tensions and
misunderstandings inherent in the encounter between Christianity and Japanese
culture. Akutagawa portrayed the Christian mission as both heroic and tragically
flawed, using the historical setting to comment on Japan’s fraught relationship
with Western modernity. This theme resonated with broader intellectual ambiva-
lence toward Westernization during the Taisho and early Showa periods.™
Meanwhile, among the descendants of the hidden Christians themselves, the
reception of martyrdom discourse was more complex. Some embraced the notion
of martyrdom, cultivating a sense of pride in being the heirs of these faith-driven
heroes. Others, however, steadfast in their ancestral beliefs, resisted rejoining
a church now led by Western missionaries. For these communities, attachment to
the martyrs coexisted uneasily with integration into institutional Catholicism.’!
As this article’s epigraph shows, Catholics in Japan grappled with the ambiva-
lent legacy of martyrdom as both national shame and national pride. Matsuzaki Mi-
noru’s Kirishitan no junkyosha (1922) offers further insight into this reception. He
addresses the seeming anachronism of presenting martyrdom to modern readers in
his very first sentence: “To offer to the world the life of Japanese Christians of old

49 Matsuzaki Minoru, “Kaihan jobun” dJift /- 3C [Preface to the Revised Edition], in Kochii
Kirishitan Senketsu isho & 31 8) 3 PHEE 13 3, by Aimé Villon, Kako Giichi, and Mat-
suzaki Minoru (Kaizosha/Katorikku Kankokai, 1926), 1-3. Matsuzaki also notes that
looking back from 1926, the year Kan’ei 3 (1626)—when the practice of efimi (f2H45;
trampling on Christian images) is said to have begun—was precisely three hundred years
in the past, and that within eleven or twelve years Japan would mark the three-hundredth
anniversary of the Shimabara-Amakusa Rebellion.

50 On Akutagawa’s Kirishitan mono (Kirishitan-themed works), see Rebecca Suter, Holy
Ghosts: The Christian Century in Modern Japanese Fiction (University of Hawai’i Press,
2015), esp. chaps. 2-3; Kevin M. Doak, “Akutagawa Rytinosuke: A Christian Life,” in
Handbook of Japanese Christian Writers, ed. Mark Williams, Van C. Gessel, and Yamane
Michihiro (Amsterdam University Press, 2022), 64-83.

51 Angela Volpe,  kakure: Religione e societa in Giappone, 2nd rev. ed. (One Way, 1992), 67-84.
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who lived by pure religious faith, at a time when our lives still rest upon scientific
and individualist consciousness, may not escape the charge of anachronism.”>?

Yet Matsuzaki framed martyrdom as containing lessons of universal rel-
evance, describing the martyrs’ stories as dramatic expressions of the beauty
of the soul, a formulation that resonates with the theatrical representations of
martyrdom that had flourished in early modern Europe.™® Most significantly, as
seen above, Matsuzaki articulated a distinctly ambivalent Japanese reception of
this history. This dual consciousness (shame at the persecution and pride in the
martyrs) prefigures the post-war reception of martyrdom discourse and its en-
tanglement with what Jie-Hyun Lim has termed “Victimhood Nationalism.”**
The martyrs could be claimed as Japanese heroes precisely because they were
Japanese victims of Japanese tyranny, allowing for a narrative of national dis-
tinctiveness that acknowledged historical violence while transforming its victims
into objects of national pride.

The narrative of the martyrs also struck a chord with several intellectu-
als, Watsuji Tetsurd among them. In his influential Sakoku: Nihon no higeki
(National Isolation: Japan's Tragedy), Watsuji argued that the suppression
of Christianity and the subsequent policy of national isolation had profound
consequences for Japan’s intellectual development.™ He posited that the
dismissal of Western “high” knowledge, including Christianity, deprived Japan
of engagement with European philosophical traditions during a crucial period
of their development and contributed to the belated development of a Euro-
pean-style civil society in Japan.®® For Watsuji, the martyrs represented not
merely victims of persecution but symbols of a lost opportunity for cultural and
intellectual exchange.”’

52 Matsuzaki Minoru, Kirishitan no junkyosha, 1. Matsuzaki explicitly noted that his work
drew upon the Senketsu isho and the Nihon seikyoshi. The Shunjtsha publishing house
was known for works on religious and philosophical topics during the Taisho period.

53 Kirishitan no junkyosha, 2.

54 Lim, “Victimhood Nationalism in Contested Memories: National Mourning and Glob-
al Accountability,” in Memory in a Global Age, ed. Aleida Assmann et al. (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010), 138-62.

55 Watsuji Tetsurd FOi-#588, Sakoku: Nihon no higeki $4E : HARDIEE| (Chikuma
Shobd, 1950).

56 Watsuji Tetsurd, Watsuji Tetsuré zenshii, vol. 13, Nihon rinri shisoshi TN B 2HEH
13% : B AfHELEAL (Iwanami Shoten, 1962), 28-29.

57 On Watsuji’s intellectual development and his engagement with Western philosophy,
see Robert N. Bellah, “Japan’s Cultural Identity: Some Reflections on the Work of Wat-
suji Tetsurd,” Journal of Asian Studies 24, no. 4 (1965): 573-94; William R. LaFleur,
“A Turning in Taishd: Asia and Europe in the Early Writings of Watsuji Tetsurd,” in Cul-
ture and Identity: Japanese Intellectuals during the Interwar Years, ed. J. Thomas Rimer
(Princeton University Press, 1990), 234-56.



136 @ Hitomi Omata Rappo

Nagasaki: Martyrdom, Memory, and the Atomic Bomb

As World War II drew to a close and an atomic bomb devastated Nagasaki
on August 9, 1945, the plight of its victims became intertwined with the
narrative of Christian martyrdom. The bomb’s hypocenter lay in the imme-
diate vicinity of Urakami’s St. Mary’s Cathedral, the spiritual center of the
community descended from the hidden Christians. The blast destroyed the
cathedral and killed thousands in the surrounding area. Historical accounts
of this destruction drew parallels between the tribulations of religious perse-
cution endured by earlier generations and the anguish inflicted by the atomic
blast, accentuating the narrative of sacrifice.’® This association also appears
in the work of Hubert Cieslik, S. J. (1914-1988), a leading expert on Japa-
nese martyrdom history, whose first Japanese-language book discusses both
martyrdom and the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, an event he personally
witnessed, having served as a priest in the region from 1938.%°

Visits to sites emblematic of the atomic bomb and its victims seemed to be an
unwritten protocol for high-ranking church dignitaries touring Japan. For exam-
ple, during the quadricentennial of Francis Xavier’s arrival in Japan in 1949, car-
dinals paid a visit to a hospital caring for radiation exposure victims.*®® In Naga-
saki, such visits were frequently combined with paying homage to the Christian
martyrs of Japan. The memorial to the Twenty-Six Martyrs at Nishizaka (in Na-
gasaki), completed in 1962 with financial support from Spain and Mexico, was
designed by its first director, Diego Pacheco, S. J. (1922-2008), to evoke the Ro-
man catacombs and cultivate an atmosphere conducive to prayer.®! When Pope
John Paul II came to Japan in 1981, he stopped at both Hiroshima and Nagasaki,

58 Chad R. Diehl, “Resurrecting Nagasaki: Reconstruction, the Urakami Catholics, and Atomic
Memory, 1945-1970” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2011), 18-19; Kevin J. Wetmore, Jr.,
“The Cross and the Bomb: Two Catholic Dramas in Response to Nagasaki,” Journal of Re-
ligion and Theatre 1, no. 1 (Fall 2002), http:/www.rtjournal.org/vol_1/no_1/wetmore.html.

59 Hubert Cieslik, Geibi Kirishitan shiryo z=fifi¥ Y > % > 5%} (Yoshikawa Kobunkan,
1968). In the preface written by the mayor of Hiroshima, it is suggested that Cieslik took
an interest in the history of Christianity in this region where the religion was not particu-
larly flourishing, because, like Nagasaki, it was a city victimized by the atomic bomb.
One of the goals of his research was thus to demonstrate the existence of a Christian
tradition in Hiroshima as well, even though it is not comparable to that of Nagasaki. The
mayor also praises the Catholic priests who, according to his recollections, assisted the
victims after the explosion. This time, the Catholic missionaries were the saviors of these
new “martyrs” of the bomb.

60 Paul Glynn, 4 Song for Nagasaki (Marist Fathers Books, 1988), 143.

61 On this museum, see Hitomi Omata Rappo, “Memories of a ‘Christian Past’ in Japan:
The Museum of the Twenty-Six Martyrs in Nagasaki,” Anais de Historia de Além-Mar
18 (2016): 249-82.
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delivering an impassioned denunciation of nuclear armaments, but he also visit-
ed the martyrs’ memorial at Nishizaka, where his program featured descendants
of martyrs and a reenactment of baptism for former hidden Christians.®> Pope
Francis continued this dual commemoration in 2019, visiting both the Atomic
Bomb Hypocenter Park and the Twenty-Six Martyrs Memorial at Nishizaka. The
practice of paying homage to the Nagasaki martyrs endures locally as well. As
Pacheco recounted, students from Catholic schools, moved by the stories of the
young martyrs, regularly journey to Nishizaka to pay their respects.*

This emphasis on Christian victimhood reflected the Japanese church’s ap-
proach to reconciling with the wartime past. During the war, concerned about
potential government measures against Christianity, Japanese church leaders had
offered military aircraft from Germany as a negotiating asset, a collaboration
that various bishops later lamented. Some posited that facing persecution unto
death, like the early martyrs, would have been preferable to such compromises.®
Consequently, the era that produced numerous martyrs came to be regarded as
the golden age of Japan’s church history, highlighting the pivotal role of martyrs
within Japan’s Christian community and the city of Nagasaki.

Maruyama Masao and the Critique of Borrowed Concepts

Nonetheless, in the intellectual milieu of the post-war era, figures like Maruyama
Masao (1914-1996) raised concerns about the unreflective endorsement of

62 On the official website of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Japan, there remains a cal-
endar from the time of Pope John Paul II’s visit to Japan (Catholic Bishops’ Conference
of Japan, “3& H OFt$%” [Record of the Visit to Japan], accessed February 2026, https:/
www.cbcj.catholic.jp/catholic/pope/johnpaulii/popeinjp/). Regarding his visit, there are
at least nine books available (photo collections, translations of speeches, interviews with
related parties, etc.). Some examples include “Welcome to Japan,” “Pope John Paul II,”
“The Official Messages of Pope John Paul II’s Visit to Japan,” and “The Pope’s Pilgrim-
age to Japan.” Additionally, three VHS titles were released, two of which have been reis-
sued in DVD format. On the baptisms, see Yamauchi Keisuke [LIPN#HE+f, Yohane Pauro
nisei: Nihon no yokkakan =/~ « Xty — it . HAROP HE (Freepress, 2005),
213-14. See also Katorikku Koho linkai 7 kU v 7 JK#iZEE S, ed., Kyoko Yohane
Pauro nisei honichi koshiki messeji &2 % « N “HETHARA vE—
(Chuo Shuppansha, 1981), 125-28.

63 Diego Pacheco 7 « == + /XF = =2, “Nihon nijiiroku seijin no tabiji ni kansuru oboeg-
aki” HA A RNEEADOKRKICEE T 558, Kirishitan kenkya %) ¥ % U HF9E 8
(1963): 17.

64 Mori Kazuhiro #&—17L, “Taishd Showa zenki no Nihon no Katorikku kydkai no senkyd
shisei ni hikari wo ateru” KiE + BFIRTHIO BARDH U v 7 B O EHEBI
% & C 5%, in Nihon no kyokai no senkyd no hikari to kage: Kirishitan jidai kara no sen-
kyé no rekishi o furikaeru HARDEZDEHON LR £V X VUMD DE
HORER 2R VK% (Sanpauro, 2003), 181.
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discourses and norms that appeared to originate externally, particularly from
the West. Maruyama specifically emphasized the risk of naively adopting ide-
ologies developed in different milieus, laden with inherent connotations and
foundational aspects that lacked inherent resonance with Japan’s genuine con-
ditions. As a leading figure in post-war Japanese political thought, Maruyama
was deeply concerned with the question of how Japan could develop authentic
democratic institutions rather than merely importing Western forms. His critique
of the uncritical acceptance of Western concepts extended to the appropriation of
martyrdom discourse. Maruyama, himself a survivor of the atomic bombing of
Hiroshima, criticized the amalgamation of atomic bomb victims with Christian
martyrs, seeing in this conflation a troubling tendency to aestheticize suffering
and obscure political responsibility.*

Maruyama’s critique points to a fundamental tension in the Japanese recep-
tion of martyrdom. The narratives crafted by missionaries in the early modern
period were constituted by two inseparable elements: the heroic martyrs and their
persecuting despots. Yet Japanese appropriations of martyrdom have tended to
emphasize only one facet, the suffering of the victims, while diminishing the
visibility of the persecutors (whether the Tokugawa authorities or, in the case of
atomic bomb memory, the United States). This selective emphasis, paradoxically
consonant with the ideals of self-sacrifice, allowed martyrdom to gain accept-
ance beyond Catholic circles and contribute to what Jie-Hyun Lim has termed
“Victimhood Nationalism.”

Nitobe’s Bushido and the Appropriation of Martyrdom
The absorption of martyrdom into national discourses had begun decades ear-

lier. Nitobe Inazo’s (1862—1933) Bushido: The Soul of Japan (1900), written
in English for Western audiences, not only showcases the concepts of Japanese

65 Maruyama Masao JLILE 5, Maruyama Masao kogiroku 1948-1967, vol. 6, Nihon seiji
shisoshi FLILIE 5k 6 - B ARBOEEALEL (University of Tokyo Press, 2000),
105-8. This idea is also reflected in Watanabe Hiroshi {3115, Nihon seiji shisGshi:
Jishichi-jikyiseilki H ABEEARL © L ~-FJutibfd (University of Tokyo Press,
2010), 53. Maruyama rarely shared or documented his personal experience of the atomic
bombing. However, when a tape from an interview revealing his account of the expe-
rience was verified, it garnered significant attention (Asahi Shinbun, morning edition,
March 4, 2013). On Maruyama'’s intellectual project and his relationship to questions
of Japanese modernity, see Rikki Kersten, Democracy in Postwar Japan: Maruyama
Masao and the Search for Autonomy (Routledge, 1996); Andrew E. Barshay, The Social
Sciences in Modern Japan: The Marxian and Modernist Traditions (University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2004), esp. chap. 7.

66 Jie-Hyun Lim, “Victimhood Nationalism.”
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sacrificial loyalty to the West. It also, briefly, associates this concept with Chris-
tian martyrdom. Nitobe Inazo, himself a Quaker Christian married to an Ameri-
can, explicitly invoked the figure of the Christian martyr as a point of comparison
for understanding samurai ethics.®’

In his chapter on suicide and self-sacrifice, Nitobe distinguishes true samurai
courage from the mere willingness to die. He describes a warrior who, having lost
everything in battle, refuses to take his own life despite desperate circumstances,
contrasting him implicitly with the Roman who fell upon his sword at Philippi:

A typical fighter, when he lost battle after battle and was pursued from
plain to hill and from bush to cavern, found himself hungry and alone
in the dark hollow of a tree, his sword blunt with use, his bow broken
and arrows exhausted... deemed it cowardly to die, but with a fortitude
approaching a Christian martyr’s, cheered himself with an impromptu
verse.

This direct comparison is remarkable for several reasons. It demonstrates that the
image of the Christian martyr, as a figure of supreme endurance and spiritual for-
titude rather than one who hastens death, had become a recognizable reference
point for Japanese writers addressing Western audiences. Nitobe’s formulation
also inverts the usual direction of cultural translation. Rather than explaining
Christianity through Japanese concepts, he explains Japanese warrior ethics
through the Christian concept of martyrdom. The timing is also significant, as
Bushido appeared just over a decade after the Senketsu isho.

Nitobe’s text also reveals his position as a Christian navigating questions
of dual loyalty in Meiji Japan. He addresses a contemporary controversy in
which “misguided disciples of Spencer,” zealous to uphold undivided loyalty
to the throne, had “charged Christians with treasonable propensity in that they
avow fidelity to their Lord and Master.” Nitobe counters that one can “serve
two masters,” rendering “unto Cesar the things that are Ceesar’s and unto God
the things that are God’s.”® Crucially, he insists that Bushido itself supports

67 Nitobe was a member of the Society of Friends (Quakers) and studied at Johns Hopkins
University before marrying Mary Patterson Elkinton of Philadelphia. His book was orig-
inally written in English and became an international bestseller, shaping Western per-
ceptions of Japan for decades. On Nitobe’s biography and intellectual context, see Oleg
Benesch, Inventing the Way of the Samurai: Nationalism, Internationalism, and Bushido
in Modern Japan (Oxford University Press, 2014), 90-97.

68 Nitobe Inazd, Bushido: The Soul of Japan (Leeds & Biddle, 1900), chap. 12, 81:
“The Institutions of Suicide and Revenge.”

69 Nitobe, Bushido, chap. 9, 58-59: “The Duty of Loyalty.” The passage refers to con-
troversies in the 1890s when some Japanese nationalists accused Christians of divided
loyalties, echoing the very accusations that had justified Tokugawa persecution.
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this position: “Bushidé did not require us to make our conscience the slave
of any lord or king.” Here, Nitobe aligns samurai ethics not with the perse-
cutors of Christians but with the persecuted. He implicitly suggests that true
Bushido, like Christian faith, demands a higher loyalty that no earthly power
can rightfully override. By claiming that Bushido and Christianity share a com-
mon moral foundation, he performs the same ideological elaboration as the
Senketsu isho’s identification of Japanese martyrs with traditional exemplars
of Yamato-damashii.

That a Protestant intellectual could deploy the figure of the Christian martyr to
explain Japanese warrior ethics to Western readers suggests how thoroughly the
martyrdom paradigm had been absorbed into Meiji discourse on national iden-
tity. The martyrs were no longer solely objects of Catholic devotion; they had
become available as symbols of a distinctively Japanese capacity for self-sacri-
fice that could be presented, with pride rather than shame, to the outside world.

Beyond Orientalism: Japanese Agency in Image-Making

This appropriation of martyrdom imagery complicates the framework estab-
lished by Edward Said’s critique of Orientalism. Said examined how European
discourse constructed images of the “East” as a means of domination. The nar-
rative of Japanese martyrs, however, did not emerge from such distinctly imbal-
anced power dynamics; it solidified in Europe during the sakoku period, when
conquest or even indirect influence over Japan was impossible.

When Japan faced potential colonization in the nineteenth century,
Japanese intellectuals did not simply contest these inherited images. They se-
lectively appropriated them. Nitobe’s Bushido reframed traits that had been
portrayed as barbaric in earlier European accounts (and in works like Pucci-
ni’s Madama Butterfly) as evidence of moral refinement comparable to Christian
virtue. Similarly, D. T. Suzuki’s (1870—1966) presentations of Zen Buddhism
adapted Japanese thought to resonate with Western sensibilities.”

70 Suzuki Daisetsu published extensively on Zen Buddhism in English, providing one
of the first explanations in a Western language. See, for example, Suzuki Daisetsu,
Essays in Zen Buddhism, 3 vols. (Luzac and Company, Rider and Company, Grove
Press 1927-1953); An Introduction to Zen Buddhism (Eastern Buddhist Society, 1934);
Manual of Zen Buddhism (Eastern Buddhist Society, 1935). See also Bernard Faure,
The Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism (Princeton
University Press, 1991).
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In this context, the portrayals that Said would have critiqued have, paradoxi-
cally, been intensified rather than challenged.” Said was particularly opposed to
the idea of essential differences between “West” and “East,” refusing to define
these terms as a strict cultural separation. Yet Japanese intellectuals, in claiming
their nation’s “uniqueness,” reinforced rather than contested this very distinction.
Moreover, these images, while having their origins in European projections of
cruelty onto the East, were not entirely imposed from outside. Japanese writers
actively utilized notions of Japanese distinctiveness in discourses directed not
only toward the West but also toward other Asian countries, a tendency that had
appeared at a very early stage and would have significant consequences in the
twentieth century.”

Martyrdom and the Politics of Victimhood

This dynamic is further exemplified in the post-war reception and reinterpreta-
tion of the martyr archetype. Acknowledging the existence of domestic martyrs
also entails embracing a historical narrative that casts one’s own governance in
the role of the “oppressor,” as illustrated by China’s sharp protest against the
Vatican’s canonization of 120 Chinese martyrs in 2000.* The narratives craft-
ed by missionaries in the early modern era were fundamentally constituted of
two elements: the martyrs themselves and their persecuting despots, both inte-
gral to the martyrdom narrative. These narratives subsequently matured within

71 The reception of Madame Butterfly in contemporary Japan is another instance of such
acceptance of an image created in the West. In 2007, the musicologist Roger Parker of
King’s College London publicly criticized the racist dimensions of both the story and the
music of Puccini’s opera; the Japanese embassy in London reportedly responded with
indifference. Amy Iggulden, “Opera Expert Says Puccini’s Butterfly Is ‘Racist,”” The Tel-
egraph, February 14, 2007. Critical studies of this work, especially in musicology, have
been published in the West: Virgilio Bernardoni and Arthur Groos, eds., Madama But-
terfly: L'orientalismo di fine secolo, [’approccio pucciniano, la ricezione (L. S. Olschki,
2008); Jonathan Wisenthal et al., eds., 4 Vision of the Orient: Texts, Intertexts, and Con-
texts of Madame Butterfly (University of Toronto Press, 2006).

72 There are many studies on the dangers and excesses of such discourse. See Peter N. Dale,
The Myth of Japanese Uniqueness (St. Martin’s Press, 1986); Befu Harumi B/ 3E,
IdeorogT to shite no Nihon bunkaron A 7 4 v —& L -CoOHAIAH (Shisd no
Kagakusha, 1987); Aoki Tamotsu ¥ AR, Nihon bunkaron no hen’yé: Sengo Nihon no
bunka to aidentitii A A AGROEL - ¥tz A RO E 7 A 77 47 + (Chid
Koronsha, 1990). See also Amino Yoshihiko #8%5#2, Nihonron no shiza: Retté no
shakai to kokka B AGmOE @ 5D t2% & EZ (Shogakukan, 1990).

73 In October 2000, Pope John Paul II canonized 120 martyrs of China, prompting a sharp
protest from the Chinese government, which condemned the canonization as an inter-
ference in internal affairs and a glorification of figures it regarded as collaborators with
imperialism. See Omata Rappo, Des Indes lointaines aux scénes des colléges, 24-28.
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literature and drama to portray not just the heroic martyrs as paragons of Chris-
tian virtues but also their adversaries as incarnations of malevolence.

Nonetheless, the Japanese perception of martyrdom and wartime atrocities
predominantly underscores one facet: it emphasizes the plight of the victims
while diminishing the visibility of the aggressors (as seen with the atomic bomb-
ings by the United States, and in the context of martyrdom, the Japanese admin-
istration). Paradoxically, martyrdom, consonant with the ideals championed by
Bushido advocates in Japan, gained broader acceptance, transcending the con-
fines of Catholicism and contributing to the tapestry of Japan’s distinctiveness.”™
This selective emphasis on victimhood further contributed to what Lim has
termed “Victimhood Nationalism,” in which the appropriation of victim status
becomes a foundation for collective identity.

Conclusion

The concept of martyrdom, as traced in this article, underwent significant trans-
formation as it moved from missionary correspondence to the monuments of
Nagasaki. This process of conceptual transfer and adaptation unfolded over four
centuries, shaped by vastly different cultural and historical circumstances.

The printed sources produced by missionaries constructed an image of Ja-
pan based on European social, religious, and cultural contexts; their analysis
illuminates the history of Europe as much as, if not more than, the history of
Japan. These discourses were influential not only in religious contexts but also in
education and the construction of the early modern European worldview.”> How-
ever, as this article has demonstrated, Japanese intellectuals were not merely
passive recipients of these images. From the Senketsu isho’s fusion of martyrdom
with Yamato-damashii to Nitobe’s comparison of samurai fortitude to that of
Christian martyrs, Japanese writers actively shaped how martyrdom would be
understood, both at home and abroad.

74 The various dangers posed by each component of such conceptions, which also had the
collateral effect of obfuscating the responsibilities of the Japanese authorities in the case
of the atomic bombs, have been identified not only by Maruyama Masao but also by
Carol Gluck. See Carol Gluck, “The ‘End’ of the Postwar: Japan at the Turn of the Mil-
lennium,” in States of Memory: Continuities, Conflicts, and Transformations in National
Retrospection, ed. Jeffrey K. Olick (Duke University Press, 2003), 289-314.

75 See Omata Rappo, Des Indes lointaines aux scenes des colléges; Omata Rappo, Junkyo
no Nihon. Moreover, the recent book by Nogueira Ramos (La foi des ancétres) has
demonstrated that the history of Christian communities in Japan, especially after the
departure of missionaries, pertains more to the social and religious history of Japan itself
than to such discourses, as well as to missionary history, which has contributed to their
development and dissemination.
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The phenomenon of martyrdom in Japan thus cannot be subsumed under
church history or mission history alone, nor considered purely as Japanese his-
tory. Its image contributed to cultural endeavors in Europe, to the construction
of Japanese national identity in the Meiji period, and to the politics of memory
in the post-war era. This evolution exemplifies Pocock’s assertion that historians
must attend to how concepts are inherited, transformed, and deployed across
different contexts, explaining “how these inherited terms were traditionally used
and how he is going to use them himself.” ™

76 John G. A. Pocock, review of Reappraisals in History, by J. H. Hexter, History and The-
ory 3,no. 1 (1963): 121-22. Olivier Christin, introduction to Dictionnaire des concepts
nomades en sciences humaines, ed. Olivier Christin (Métailié, 2010), 11-12.



