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Introduction: Why Is Japan So Different? 

William H. McNeill (1963) eloquently summed the course of world history since 

the year 1500 as  

a race between the West’s growing power to molest the rest of the world and the 
increasingly desperate efforts of other peoples to stave Westerners off, either by clinging 
more strenuously than before to their peculiar cultural inheritance or, when that failed, by 
appropriating aspects of Western civilization – especially technology – in the hope of 
thereby finding means to preserve their local autonomy.1 

 
Armed with steel weapons and armor, firearms, horses, cannon, and diseases such as 

smallpox, Europeans overwhelmed the indigenous peoples of the Americas, killing, 

enslaving, and assimilating them to the point of annihilation.  A similar story played out 

in Australia and Africa, although in the latter the penetration of European influence was 

much more limited.  India and China both experienced European coercion and 

occupation, while the Middle East grew increasingly marginalized until it too was treated 

as a colonial subject during the nineteenth, twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.   

Japan holds a unique position in this grand narrative of conquest.  Like much of the world 

outside Western Eurasia, the Japanese archipelago was irrevocably altered by the arrival 

of the West in 1543.  Portuguese traders and missionaries quickly established an sizeable 

economic and religious foothold in Japan, even gaining control of the port city of 

Nagasaki.  What is unusual about the Japanese experience, though, is the degree to which 

Japan rebuked Westernization, literally kicking out the Spanish and Portuguese in the 

1630s.  The only remaining Europeans, the Dutch, were confined to Deshima, a 

specially-constructed artificial island in Nagasaki Harbor.  As the West was consuming 

                                                 
1William Hardy McNeill, The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community: With a 
Retrospective Essay (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 652. 
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much of the Earth, this Dutch trading post remained essentially the only link between 

Europe and Japan for more than two centuries. 

The rebuke of the West after its initial foothold was accompanied by a vast purge 

of Western technology and culture, most notably firearms and Christianity.  The 

matchlock musket had been introduced into Japan by the first European explorers to 

arrive there, and quickly became a mainstay of warfare on the archipelago.  Yet, after a 

spectacular career in the 1500s, the firearm was nearly abandoned by the military in 

1700, as the samurai returned to the weapons of their ancestors – the bow, spear and 

sword.  Likewise, the Society of Jesus (whose members were known as Jesuits) first 

arrived in 1549 and was actively spreading the Catholic religion among the population.  

Despite six decades of open practice and hundreds of thousands of converts, in 1614 all 

European clergy were ordered to leave the archipelago and the religion made illegal.  By 

1645, the Japanese had expelled or executed all foreign missionaries, and the Christian 

population – which by some estimates was as high as 750,000 (around 6% of the 

population) – was forced to apostatize or go into hiding until Japan’s eventual 

reengagement with the West in 1853.   

 During this two-hundred-year period of isolation, the Japanese archipelago was 

controlled by a single, federated government known as the bakufu, under the rule of the 

Tokugawa family of shoguns.   From its founding in 1600 until its collapse in 1868, the 

bakufu obsessively pursued social homeostasis, prohibited migration in or out of the 

island chain, and discouraged interest in Western technology and culture (in its mind, 

both proven sources of hegemonic instability).  In large part the Tokugawa bakufu 

succeeded, resisting numerous overtures by Europeans, Russians, and Americans to 
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engage in commerce.  But as the West continued to expand its domination over the 

world, this reactionary conservatism could not last forever.   

The country’s reentry onto the global stage was exacted in 1853, when the 

American Commodore Matthew Perry arrived with a squadron of warships off the coast 

of Edo (Tokyo).  After this event, the peoples of the archipelago embarked on a rapid, 

sometimes frantic, path towards modernization by adopting many of the technologies 

they had previously let obsolesce.  However, this second engagement with the West had 

an important difference: the acquisition (or, more precisely, reacquisition) of Western 

technology extended to weapons but no longer to religion.  Christianity never regained 

the momentum it initially enjoyed in the sixteenth century, and today Christians of 

various denominations account for less than one percent of the Japanese population.   

This is not from lack of trying on the religion’s part.  Missionaries have been a 

constant presence in Japan since the country was reopened to the West, especially when 

the island nation became militarily, economically, and culturally occupied by the United 

States in 1945.  “It is our conviction,” writes an American missionary report after the end 

of the Second World War, “that the situation in Japan presents an unparalleled 

opportunity for aggressive evangelism.”2  These sentiments echo those of Jesuit 

missionary Alexandro Valignano in 1583, whose own assessment was that “a very great 

harvest may be expected here”.3  Yet despite continuous pressures to Westernize during 

the rapid dash to imperialism in the late 1800s and the American occupation in the 1940s 

                                                 
2Christian Deputation to Japan., Douglas Horton, and Federal Council of the Churches of Christ 
in America, The Return to Japan: Report ... October - November, 1945 (New York: Pub. for the 
Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America etc. by Friendship Press /, 1945), 50. 
3William Theodore De Bary and Yoshiko Kurata Dykstra, Sources of Japanese Tradition, 2nd ed., 
Introduction to Asian Civilizations (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 156. 
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and 50s, something was preventing Christianity from effectively capitalizing on these 

advantages.   

Today, Japan has one of the smallest per-capita Christian populations in East 

Asia.  South Korea, the Philippines, Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, and China all have 

substantially larger ratios of Christians to non-Christians.  The per capita Christian 

population of Japan is matched by that of Mongolia and Thailand and greater only than 

the population of totalitarian North Korea. (see Figure 1)  Paradoxically, Christian 

symbols, rituals, and iconography are surprisingly popular in Japanese society.  Crosses 

are commonly worn on necklaces and earrings, and the Japanese observe Christmas, but 

only as a shopping holiday.  One recent article in the American religious magazine 

Christianity Today reports of the growing interest in Christian-style weddings in Japan, 

yet laments that they function primarily as a “fashion statement" where "[n]either the 

participants nor venues actually want the ceremony to have religious meaning."4  The 

culture surrounding Christianity is popular in Japan, but the religion itself is not.   

Understanding this situation is the central purpose of this paper.  Why did Japan 

so quickly adopt Christianity and Western weapons in the 1500s, only to reject them 

within a century?  What allowed the Japanese to avoid direct colonization by the West, 

when so many other peoples did not?  And, what can these events contribute to the larger 

question of why modern Japan successfully adopted Western technology, but remains 

utterly immune to Western religion? 

                                                 
4Ted Olson, "Pastor Wanted for Wedding. No Religion Required," Christianity Today 2003, 19.  
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2003/003/26.19.html 
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An Epidemiological Metaphor 

Japan’s unique geography played a central role in the evolution of its society.  

Humans on the archipelago have historically enjoyed the benefits of island living without 

the costs associated with isolation.  Japan was far enough away from the mainland to be 

difficult to reach, yet unlike most other Pacific island chains, not too far to be out of 

regular contact.  The Japanese archipelago had the size and resources to take advantage 

of the innovations flowing through the trade routes, and unlike the Philippines its islands 

were clustered enough to organize a defense against invasion.  As a result, once Homo 

sapiens became established in the archipelago, geography provided Japanese society an 

unusually secure cosmopolitanism.   

If we analogize European technology and culture after 1492 as a particularly 

infectious pathogen, Japan’s geographic, technological, and cultural circumstances 

allowed it to be exposed to a very weak strain.  The Japanese had several centuries of 

unmolested observation to ruminate over the Western newcomers, whereas the peoples of 

the Philippines, Southeast Asia, the South Pacific, Australia and the Americas were 

unable to react before the West was upon them.  Consequently, society on the islands was 

able to develop successful compensatory strategies to the disruptive effects of 

Westernization.  This suite of countermeasures, for lack of a better word cultural 

“antibodies”, includes (1) closely metering the flow of Western technology and ideas into 

Japan, (2) rapidly acquiring, reverse-engineering, and reproducing those foreign 

technologies while at the same time (3) decorticating their cultural and philosophical 

packaging, and (4) specifically tagging Christianity as a foreign religious faith, and 

aggressively persecuting or expelling its adherents.  These strategies did not exist before 
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the 1600s, and can be said to have evolved as defense mechanisms against Western 

influence.  

Yet while this appeal to the centrality of geography may describe how these 

events occurred, it is only the most proximate of explanations.  The real question is why 

events proceeded as they did.  I argue a robust explanation comes only once we set this 

inoculation process into a Darwinian cultural evolutionary framework, as developed by 

Cavalli-Sforza (1981), Durham (1991), Basalla (1988), Wimsatt (2001), and Boyd and 

Richerson (1985, 2005).  From this perspective, we can identify the selective pressures 

acting upon Western technology, and look at the specific environmental circumstances 

that produced them.   

When the Portuguese first arrived, Japan was in the middle of a 150-year civil 

war.  Thus, despite a strong negative content bias due to the many inadequacies of the 

primitive matchlock, both the nonconformist bias and exaptation5 to the military 

environment encouraged the weapon’s spread.  This initial momentum promoted 

innovation, as Japanese gunsmiths overcame many of the initial engineering problems 

and military strategists began to frame warfare around musket regiments.  Once daimyo 

(feudal lords) began winning major victories using European weapons, their rivals were 

either defeated or began emulating the winners' battle strategies, furthering the positive 

selection pressures on the musket until Japan was, by 1600, one of the most armed 

nations on earth.   

Catholic Christianity also diffused into the population of Japan, albeit at a slower 

pace.  An appeal to some inherent psychological satisfaction in Christianity is a too-easy 

                                                 
5 An exaptation is Steven Jay Gould’s term for a trait that, when introduced a new environment, is 
coincidentally well-suited for it.  This is also called a “pre-adaptation”, although consensus has yet 
to be substituted. 
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explanation for why the religion became successful.  Although adaptiveness of the 

religion to human psychology surely motivated the zeal of the European proselytizers, 

most cases of Japanese conversion appear to have little to do with the inherent content of 

the religion.  Rather, like firearms, the sheer novelty of the faith and its defiance of 

powerful Buddhist temples appealed to the nonconformist bias among both Japanese 

elites and commoners.   

In addition, several other exaptations, including a prolific confusion with 

Buddhism, allowed the religion to capitalize on preexisting religious tropes.  However, 

the vast majority of the conversions came about because of the linkage between Western 

religion and Western weapons.  Many daimyo (and through force, also their subjects) 

converted because they saw the religion as means to obtain Western trade, especially in 

munitions.  Although the Jesuits were initially reluctant to take advantage of this worldly 

linkage, they eventually began using trade in silks, European goods, and firearms as their 

own means to an end.   

The rapid infiltration of European thought and engineering into the Japanese 

archipelago is only part of the larger wave of Westernization that swept the world during 

this period.  Unlike the experiences of so many other peoples upon first contact with the 

West, something then happened in Japan that did not happen elsewhere.  This process 

began when a few cunning warlords armed with Western firearms unified the archipelago 

under a single hegemon.  This had a dramatic effect on the social/environmental 

landscape.  The nonconformist bias, model bias, and perceived value of Western 

technology were all reversed, and an intense conservatism and a conformist bias 

developed among the population.   
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As the political winds were turning against the Jesuit mission, it was unsuccessful 

in creating the scaffolding for a "Japanese Christianity".  European ambitious were 

perhaps too great; many missionaries hoped to surgically remove the body of Japanese 

spirituality and graft in its place Catholic Christianity, creating a great deal of hostility 

and friction.  Unlike Buddhism, whose militant sects became incorporated into the 

national order, the Catholic mission was perceived by powerful Japanese leaders as a 

foreign threat that had to be eliminated.   

Meanwhile, the brief foothold Europeans had established on Japanese soil was 

ended by the unification of the country under a single regime with a unilateral foreign 

policy.  The fact that the samurai armies of the new order were primarily armed with 

muskets demonstrates the centrality of firearms in this process.  The Western wave of 

technology accelerated the consolidation of Japan under one ruler, giving society on the 

archipelago the ability to build a resistance to the West.   

Post-unification, the Jesuits and later the Spanish Franciscans were tolerated, 

though, because of the Japanese interest in European commodities.  It was the fortuitous 

arrival of the English navigator, William Adams, which provided the non-religious trade 

alternative.  Bereft of every selective advantage the religious mission had previously 

enjoyed, and facing battle-hardened samurai now armed with European cannon and 

firearms, the padres were forced out and the religion aggressively purged from the 

archipelago.   

This rejection of Western religion was accompanied by an even more dramatic 

nativist turn away from Western technology, specifically the very firearms that had 

unified the country.  Today we think of the samurai as characteristically defined by the 
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sword, yet this romantic image developed only after the gun arrived, became the 

mainstay of samurai warfare, and was then abandoned.  Consequently, academic and 

popular books dedicated to the “samurai martial arts” completely ignore the most pivotal 

weapon in samurai history: the matchlock musket. 

Since this project is a new approach to historical research as well as a history of 

these events, I have devoted Part I to describing cultural evolutionary theory and what it 

contributes to the modern Academy.  Having briefly outlined the main terminology and 

concepts of modern Darwinian cultural evolution, I then apply them in Parts II and III to 

the case of sixteenth-century Japan.  This paper thus is part of an attempt to reconcile the 

social sciences with the biological, as has occurred between the biological and physical.   

Too often, recent debate has expressed fears and hopes for a “takeover” of the 

social sciences by the biological ones, as if there is no interesting phenomena outside of 

human genes or psychology.  This mistaken notion is precisely why cultural 

anthropologists and sociologists know so little about human bodies and brains, and 

biologists know so little about human societies.  As I will argue, a reconciliation requires 

a theory of cultural evolution that can stand on its own, but is properly integrated into the 

continuum of understanding, from the global to the sub-atomic.  As recent work has 

shown, such a synthetic theory must necessarily be Darwinian in nature. 
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Part 1: Why The Human Social Sciences Need Darwin 

1.1 Sugita Gempaku’s Shocking Discovery 

In a way, the problems faced by the social sciences today are the same as those 

faced by Sugita Gempaku, a Japanese doctor from the eighteenth century.  Long after the 

closure of Japan to the West, Sugita was one of a handful of scholars who had access to 

Western ideas and technology via the Dutch trading post at Deshima.  By chance, a 

Dutch book of anatomy had come into his possession, and Sugita was surprised to find 

the European drawings of the human body differed so dramatically from the Chinese 

model he and every other doctor in Japan had been taught. (see 

Figure 2) In order to resolve this discrepancy Sugita, with 

several of his colleagues, took the unprecedented step of 

actually dissecting a cadaver to see which paradigm was more 

accurate.  The autopsy did not go as expected, and afterwards 

Sugita wrote that 

We felt ashamed of ourselves for having come this far in our lives 
without being aware of our own ignorance.  How presumptuous on 
our part to have served our lordships and pretended to carry out our 
duties as official doctors when we were totally without knowledge of 
the true makeup of our bodies, which should be the foundation of the 
art of healing!6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 - A Chinese Anatomy Diagram, c. 19307 

 
 

                                                 
6De Bary and Dykstra, Sources of Japanese Tradition, 373. 
7William R. Morse, Chinese Medicine (New York: P.B. Hoeber Inc., 1934), 151. 
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 This discrepancy between the Chinese model and the actual internal makeup of 

the body had been noticed before by the Japanese, Sugita relates, but it was simply 

assumed that the Japanese and Chinese must have different internal anatomies!   

This story is not intended to disparage eighteenth-century East Asian medicine, 

whose holistic, functional approach remains a respected body of healing techniques.  

Sugita himself is clear where he thinks the problem lies: while the applied techniques 

derived from the Eastern paradigm are effective, the “books of China are concerned with 

techniques and not with principles; they are not lacking in principles, but the provenance 

of those principles is not clear.”  8 (emphasis mine)  Writing in the 1930s, William Morse 

echoes these sentiments, lamenting that the “objective truth of the content of anatomy 

seemed unimportant to them [the Chinese doctors].”9 Since the inferred assumptions 

about the body provided a plausible explanation for every observable medical 

phenomena, the reasoning goes, why investigate those assumptions any further?10 Yet 

since the validity of these assumptions was outside the scope of investigation, the 

paradigm lacked a solid explanation for why its diagnoses, surgeries, and procedures 

should work.  There was no second-order explanation for the explanation.   

Similarly, many social science techniques today rely upon principles that 

themselves remain uninterrogated.  Hegel’s dialectic process of “thesis-antithesis-

synthesis” and Marx’s variant, “position-negation-negation of the negation”, are both put 

forward as the driving mechanisms of social change, and can be used to make sense of 

empirical evidence, but these processes themselves hang on nothing.  Durkheim asserted 

                                                 
8John Whitney Hall, The Cambridge History of Japan, 6 vols., vol. 5 (Cambridge, Cambridgeshire; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 99. . 
9Morse, Chinese Medicine, 53. 
10Morse, Chinese Medicine, 70. 
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that society was a homeostatic solidarity-regulator, adapting in response to departures 

from equilibrium.  Likewise, Adam Smith assumed that it was “human nature” to pursue 

self-interest, and Weber that societies were progressing towards greater institutional 

rationality.  None of these foundational axioms are derived from anything, but rather 

indirectly inferred from observation.  Whether human beings actually have a neural 

circuit system which can be called the “Id”, or have an innate “spiritual essence” that 

make them ”species beings”, or an evolved psychological capacity to experience 

“anomie” is outside the scope of the models.  These perspectives aid interpretation and 

application but, much without any investigation of their assumptions about humans, they 

are just as likely inaccurate as the East Asian anatomical paradigm.  

Unfortunately, these gaps in our social understanding are much, much harder to 

resolve than Sugita’s.  We cannot simply carve up a society to see what it really looks 

like, or omnisciently watch the firing patterns of a population’s brains.  In light of such 

difficulties, a dominant Western trope has developed that naively sees the physical 

sciences are “hard”, exact, useful, and eternal, while the social sciences are “soft”, 

mushy, woolly-headed, politically-correct nonsense.  Yet, as E.O. Wilson (1998) points 

out, this is completely backwards.  The social sciences are the hardest and most 

convoluted subjects in the known universe.  To call what we currently have incomplete 

(or even inadequate, considering the current state of world affairs) is certainly accurate, 

but the fact remains a single conversation between two people is more complicated than 

anything in the “easy” sciences, including stars, quantum mechanics, or rocket science.  

Physicist and Nobel Laureate Richard Feynman writes that on a neurobiological level, 
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“[if] we could even figure out how a dog works, we would have gone pretty far.  Dogs 

are easier to understand [than people], but nobody yet knows how dogs work.”11  

In light of such frustrating complexity, many scholars – particularly historians – 

have tended toward theoretical agnosticism.  Preferring to immerse themselves in 

empirical realism, these scholars abstain from generalized model-building because, as 

historian Marc Bloch quipped, “nasty facts destroy lovely theories”.12  Historians today 

are following in the tradition of Leopold von Ranke and Otto Hintze, who argued that 

there are no general laws governing human behavior.  Situations may have proximate 

explanations, but there is no ultimate causality, no “why” for human history.  

Furthermore, each moment in our lives is so unique that very little can be applied to other 

situations in any but the most metaphorical of ways.  Historians Martha Howell and 

Walter Prevenier argue that, contra many social science paradigms, a shared human 

nature exists “only at the most trivial level”, and no single body of theory can accurately 

model human behavior as we are simply “too complex”.13 

This is essentially an argument from incredulity, as scholars are asserting that 

because no theories currently exist that robustly describe human behavior, no such 

theories can exist.  While this is certainly a possibility, we do not know this for certain, 

and I see no reason to abandon the positivist proposition of universal commensurability 

just yet.  After all, such complexity has been tamed before.   

                                                 
11Richard P. Feynman, Robert B. Leighton, Matthew Sands, The Feynman Lectures on Physics, 
vol. 1 (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1963(1977)), 3-9. 
12Martha Howell and Walter Prevenier, From Reliable Sources: An Introduction to Historical 
Methods (Cornell University Press, 2001), 96. 
13Howell and Prevenier, From Reliable Sources: An Introduction to Historical Methods, 125, 97.  
There is also a deeper flaw in this reasoning.  Complexity is not related to ease of theoretical 
mastery.  Indeed, some of the most complex things in the universe – computer processors, 
ontogenic programs, and human languages, require some kind of arbitrary standardization and 
predictability in order to even function.  What Howell and Prevenier really mean is that humans 
are too chaotic, which has little to do with complexity and is a separate debate altogether.   
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The problems we currently face in human sciences are strikingly similar to the 

situation in the biological sciences before the work of Charles Darwin.  If humans are the 

most complex subjects on earth, animals are certainly number two.  Much like human 

research, the great puzzle facing nineteenth-century zoology was explaining why animals 

looked and behaved as they did.  Animal populations were exquisitely well-adapted to 

their environments, yet the exact nature and origin of this adaptation was not understood.  

A cornucopia of different explanations (or, more precisely, non-explanations) was put 

forward, including “animal intentionality”, “divine will” or simply “nature”, yet none had 

any second-order explanation – none were based on any knowledge at a more 

fundamental level of organization.  Like the contemporary social sciences, the great 

problems of zoology were compounded by the fact that no one could access the mental 

processes of organisms, and even today the nervous systems of simple invertebrates 

remain poorly understood.   

Darwin sidestepped this problem by developing a model not of how organisms 

behave, but of how their populations change over the long term.  He realized that the core 

of this theory had to be the system of reproduction itself, essentially the fundamental 

definition of life itself.  Darwin observed that certain differences between individuals in a 

population lead to differential reproductive success in a given environment.  Animals 

with the most successful of these variants come to dominate the population, thus causing 

evolutionary change.  The compounding of this process over time directly predicts the 

amazing adaptation of animal morphology and behavior that had so long puzzled 

naturalists.  Thus, the solution was finally found.  In this way, Darwin outlined an 

explicit, testable theory for why populations change over time, and how they adapt 
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themselves to the environment.  Evolution by natural selection thus became a second-

order explanation for the explanation.14 

Today, our understanding of all life on earth (with the exception of humans) is 

founded on the Neo-Darwinian synthesis, for its experimental and observational 

prediction has been so accurate Theodosius Dobzhansky went so far as to assert that 

without it, literally nothing in biology makes any sense.  While we do not understand the 

mental life of dogs, we understand how they evolved, and what forces sculpted their 

brains on a functional level.15  Many scholars have attempted to apply Darwinian 

biological concepts to humans because of their tremendous success in understanding the 

rest of life on Earth.  This endeavor has been less successful. 

 

1.2 The Adaptationist Dilemma 

The general way evolutionary theory is today applied to humans has been to 

‘reverse-engineer’ the human brain based on the hypothesized adaptive problems it once 

had to solve.  In a cruder form, what evolutionary psychologist Donald Symons calls 

“Darwinian Social Science”, such work follows the assumption that humans generally act 

to maximize genetic fitness.  

                                                 
14Without any knowledge of genetics, Darwin could go no deeper in this explanation and his 
model of genetic inheritance was the same mistaken assumption most biologists had at the time: 
Lamarckianism.  The third-order understanding was developed by Mendel and his successors 
and fused together with Darwinism into what is now called the Neo-Darwinian synthesis.  In this 
way, genetics was “plugged into” evolution just as biology must be plugged into anthropology.  
15 Dogs are essentially byproducts of human needs over the last dozen millennia, and are just as 
much our creations via artificial selection as they are the creations of natural selection. 



 20 

 Opponents of evolutionary anthropology are quick to point out, though, that from 

a standpoint of individual genetic fitness, we often behave wildly at odds with our genetic 

best interests.16 As Symons describes, the essential problem is that today, 

A reasonably young male member of the Forbes’ 400 could use his fortune to construct a 
reproductive paradise in which women and their children could live in modest affluence 
and security for life (as long as paternity was verified).  Such a man might well sire two 
orders of magnitude more offspring than the current average for male members of the 
Forbes’ 400.17 

 
In such a society, there would be no such thing as religious or patriotic sacrifice.   

Attempts to cuckold would be frequent, paternity would be obsessively checked, 

adoption would be nonexistent, and institutions such as sperm banks would be subject to 

intense competition for entry (and, as Symons points out, in constant danger of reverse-

embezzlement by male employees!).  A society where humans act in their genetic best 

interests is difficult to picture, Symons argues, because “such a society would have so 

little in common with our own.”18  Yet Darwinian biology seems to predict that this is 

what our society should look like.  The central problem of modern evolutionary 

anthropology, then, has been explaining this major difference between theory and 

observation.  Why is modern human behavior so genetically maladaptive?  Currently, 

there have been three major groups of hypotheses: 

 

 

                                                 
16see Susan McKinnon, Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary 
Psychology (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2005), Marshall David Sahlins, The Use and 
Abuse of Biology: An Anthropological Critique of Sociobiology (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1976). 
17Jerome H. Barkow, Leda Cosmides, & John Tooby, The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary 
Psychology and the Generation of Culture (Oxford University press, 1992), 154. 
18Barkow, The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture, 155.   
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First Position: We have transcended evolution; it’s  not 
important. 
 

Many social scientists, especially cultural anthropologists, have adopted the view 

that we are no longer undergoing selection on a genetic level, culture has rendered our 

behaviors essentially arbitrary.  What’s more, this theory goes, we have evolved out of 

the very constraints of our biology.  In their influential primer on historical research 

methods, Martha Howell and Walter Prevenier deny biology any causal role in human 

history, except in “trivial and highly unstable ways”.19 Cultural anthropologist Susan 

McKinnon asserts the human capacity for culture exempts us from selective forces, 

writing that our ability to “make meaningful distinctions, understand the world, and act 

within and upon it” overrides the biological pressures toward fitness maximization.20 

Likewise, criminologist Gregory C. Leavitt argues that the plasticity of the mind makes 

our biology “largely irrelevant to explanations of complex human behavior”.21   

Although this is the dominant view of many social sciences and humanities, it is 

accompanied by a shocking lack of familiarity with basic biological terminology and 

concepts, and an unwillingness to learn.  In McKinnon’s heavily distorted version of 

evolution, behavior can be divided into “genotypic forms” or “phenotypic forms”, which 

are equivalent to the Geertzian concepts of “deep structure and surface structure”.22    

What’s more, she argues, evolutionary biologists are fundamentally rooted in a moral 

                                                 
19Howell and Prevenier, From Reliable Sources: An Introduction to Historical Methods, 135. For 
these historians, it seems, almost everything is trivial! 
20McKinnon, Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary Psychology, 6. 
21Gregory C. Leavitt, Incest and Inbreeding Avoidance: A Critique of Darwinian Social Science 
(Lewiston: The Edwin Mellon Press, 2005), 112. 
22McKinnon, Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary Psychology, 114, 
41. As anyone who has taken high school biology learns, the genotype is the genetic material that 
codes for proteins, the phenotype is the observable morphology and behavior of an organism. By 
definition, all behavior is phenotypic, yet all behavior is affected by genotype.   
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philosophy where social services should be privatized, markets should be deregulated, 

and society should become a Hobbesean war of all against all, “regardless of the social 

consequences”.23 She concludes from this gross misperception, understandably, that 

biologists are sexist Western imperialists with a right-wing agenda, and that the 

evolutionary core of the life sciences is nothing more than “fiction”.24   

Likewise, Leavitt approvingly cites Creationist arguments against evolution, such 

as the assertion that the tails of bacteria are “irreducibly complex” and thus presumably 

require an Intelligent Designer.  As a criminologist it is unlikely he is a competent judge 

of topics in microbiology, and he does so in ignorance of the large body of work that has 

soundly demonstrated this claim to be false.25 Despite his use of “irreducible complexity” 

in denouncing evolutionary biology, Leavitt seems completely unaware that this pseudo-

scientific notion has essentially zero support in the professional community.  While these 

authors rightly argue that the human capacity for culture has to be taken into account to 

make any sense of recent human history, their academic xenophobia does not assist in 

this enterprise, and should be seen as the deleterious consequences of social science 

endogamy. 

 
 
 

                                                 
23McKinnon, Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary Psychology, 44. 
24McKinnon, Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary Psychology, 4. 
25Leavitt, Incest and Inbreeding Avoidance: A Critique of Darwinian Social Science, 13. for 
examples see Ariel Blocker, Kaoru Komoriya, and Shin-Ichi Aizawa, "Type Iii Secretion Systems 
and Bacterial Flagella: Insights into Their Function from Structural Similarities," Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Science 100, no. 6 (2003), T Cavalier-Smith, "The Origin of Eukaryote 
and Archaebacterial Cells," Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 503 (1987), T 
Cavalier-Smith, "The Phagotrophic Origin of Eukaryotes and Phylogenetic Classification of 
Protozoa," International Journal of Systematic and Evolutionary Microbiology 52 (2002), Claim 
Cb200.1:Bacterial Flagella and Eukaryotic Cilia Are Irreducibly Complex (The Talk Origins 
Archive, [cited 2006]); available from http://www.talkorigins.org/indexcc/CB/CB200_1.html. 
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Second Position: Our bodies and brains are adapted,  but not for 
modern civilization.   
 

Despite the self-imposed isolation of many of the social sciences, evolutionary 

theory is making important inroads.  The main paths today are taken by biologically-

trained anthropologists and psychologists, such as Don Symons, John Tooby, Leda 

Cosmides and Steven Gaulin at the Center of Evolutionary Psychology at UC Santa 

Barbara.  These scholars, together with Stephen Pinker, David Buss, and Margo and Daly 

Wilson, have developed a new perspective on the brain/mind they call “evolutionary 

psychology”.   

The evolutionary psychologist’s answer to the problem of frequent and severe 

human maladaptiveness is the hypothesis that our bodies and brains are well-adapted, but 

not to modern civilization.  Rather, our brains and the genes behind their architecture 

evolved for life as Pleistocene hunter-gatherers, in what these researchers call the 

“Environment of Evolutionary Adaptiveness” (EEA).  As a result, this paradigm goes, 

one can “reverse-engineer” the human brain, from food and mating preferences, to 

language capacity and the social functioning, to understand what roles it might have 

played in the hunter-gatherer lifestyle for which we were literally made.   

The addition of evolution to psychology has been a major breakthrough, and is 

currently spreading across the social sciences like wildfire.  Yet, inclusion of 

evolutionary analysis in studying human psychology is not a panacea for social-level 

mysteries.  While evolutionary psychology may help us understand the functional nature 

of the human brain as it relates to the EEA, the character of the process that has taken us 

out of the EEA is still a complete mystery.   
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Evolutionary psychologists are very clear about the limitations of psychology 

itself: "Culture is not simply human psychology, not even evolutionary psychology, ‘writ 

large.’” writes Jerome Barkow, “We still need the social sciences.  But psychology 

underlies culture and society, and biological evolution underlies psychology."26 Despite 

the usefulness of evolutionary psychology, we are still in the dark on culture.  Luckily, 

this biological and anthropological cross-pollination has resulted in a new field of cultural 

anthropology, which is based on the premise that culture itself is undergoing Darwinian 

evolution, independent of genes. 

 

Third Position: Culture is co-evolving, along with genes. 

The assertion that culture itself is evolving has a long and storied history, one that 

dates back to long before Darwin.  As it is clear that culture changes over time, many 

people assumed (and still assume) there must be a theory that can reliably explain this 

change.  Hegelians argue that human civilization is following a path of rational 

awakening driven by a pseudo-divine evolutionary process, while Marx famously 

modified this into his mechanism of dialectic materialism.  Max Weber laid the 

foundations of what would be called Modernization theory with his assertion that social 

progress could be ranked by the rationality of a society’s institutions.  Weber did not 

specifically define what rationality was, but more recent work has employed metrics such 

as GDP, energy consumption, or economic efficiency.  Although Weber himself 

cautioned against assuming that our civilization is the ‘best’, many practitioners of 

                                                 
26Barkow, The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture, 635. 
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Modernization theory today implicitly assume this as they forcibly develop the third 

world.   

The most salient abuse of cultural evolution has been Social Darwinism, a thinly-

veiled ideological enterprise that was used to justify imperialism, slavery, genocide, 

racism, and aggression in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The human sciences 

have not quite recovered from this Hobbesian repackaging of Darwinian ideas, and after 

the horrors of Nazi eugenics, few scholars have attempted serious work in the subject.  

As a result, twentieth-century work in cultural evolutionary theory eschewed both Darwin 

and selection, seeking another less-Machiavellian mechanism of adaptive change.   

These attempts have generally been unsuccessful.  Anthropologist Leslie White 

conceived of a unilineal model of evolution measuring “progress” by thermodynamic 

efficiency.  This approach was followed by Marshall Sahlins, Elman Service, and 

Thomas Harding in Evolution and Culture (1960), which argued with vague universal 

laws that "evolution generates progress: higher forms arise from, and surpass, lower.” 

(see Figure 3) 

The major weakness of all of these theories, from Marx, Hegel, and Weber to the 

anthropological work of the twentieth century, is that the posited mechanisms of change 

themselves had no explanation.  While these theories may add depth to our understanding 

of historical change by inducing general principles, “the provenance of those principles is 

unclear”, as Sugita said about his anatomy training. 
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Figure 3 - Historically, cultural evolutionists have had a very poor understanding of evolutionary 
theory (taken from Sahlins et al., Evolution and Culture, 1960) 
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Few scholars now study cultural change in an evolutionary framework, and even 

its former advocates such as Marshall Sahlins have abnegated their theories.  Since then, 

cultural evolutionary theory has come to occupy a bizarre liminal space between the 

social and the biological, and seen by both fields as largely a methodological dead end.     

Anthropology today distances itself from evolutionary theory as much as possible, as 

questions like the following still appear on exams in Cultural Anthropology courses: 

Question : According to lecture, cultural evolutionists agree to which of the following 
statements about human civilization? 
Correct Answer : Individuals from primitive societies can become more intelligent 
through exposure to civilization.27 

 
Yet, despite the current unpopularity of cultural evolution, three key facts remain:  

1. We still do not have a solid grasp of the mechanisms responsible for why human 

societies change over time. 

2. Darwinian processes have provided such an explanation for our genetic system of 

inheritance, and remain the foundation of modern biology.  As Theodosius 

Dobzhansky said, “Nothing in biology makes sense except in light of evolution.”  

3. Cultural anthropologists continually arrive back at pseudo-Darwinian concepts.  In 

Sahlins’ critique of sociobiology, he stressed the importance of "cultural selection" 

overriding natural selection, but he does not describe what this is.28 Likewise, 

anthropologists commonly use the word adaptation but without any understanding of 

the functional purpose of adaptation. 

The solution hit upon by work in the last thirty years, which I argue is the solution to the 

maladaptive riddle of recent human history is that we are the first species of life on earth 

that is subject to two separate systems of hereditary information.  Cultural evolution has 
                                                 
27Actual question from the Fall 2001 final exam in Anthropology 2: “Intro to Cultural Anthropology” 
at the University of California, Santa Barbara.   
28Sahlins, The Use and Abuse of Biology: An Anthropological Critique of Sociobiology, 14. 
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been so unsuccessful in the past precisely because it was not, and must be, set in its own 

framework of Darwinian information inheritance, subject to its own evolutionary forces.  

As such, the theory is essentially one of “information ecology.” 

 

1.3 Towards a Robust Theory of Cultural Evolution 

Before we can explore whether culture evolves, it is important to create a working 

definition of what culture is.  Evolutionary social science treats the concept of culture as 

essentially virulent information.  Richerson & Boyd (1985, 2005) specifically mean any 

information that is passed from one individual to another that affects the receiver’s 

phenotypic behavior.29  Using this definition, recent work has developed a model of 

social change where culture functions as the second system of inheritance, alongside but 

independent from genetic transmission.  Together, genetic and cultural evolution 

encompass what Boyd and Richerson call Dual-Inheritance Theory (DIT).   

Yet, the two systems are very, very different from each other.  DNA stores 

information that is read-only, and travels only vertically to direct biological descendents.  

On the other hand, cultural information is constantly changing, and flows within a 

population of individuals independent of genetic relationships.  Consequently, the level 

of analysis in cultural evolution is not populations of people, but rather populations of 

ideas.    

Accepting such a framework in an analysis of Japanese history, it becomes 

possible to map the progress of these cultural variants through time as they spread and are 

                                                 
29Robert Boyd and Peter J. Richerson, Culture and the Evolutionary Process (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1985), 33. 
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forgotten among the Japanese population.  With enough data, we might even be able to 

precisely measure the speed at which European culture moved across the archipelago.   

The really interesting question, though, is what caused these populations of ideas 

to spread and retreat across the cultural landscape of Japan?  Darwin’s key contribution 

was providing a second-order foundation for population-level processes, one derived 

from the system of transmission itself.  As both the system and the derivation can be 

readily tested, Darwinian processes thus provide the great “why” to not only life, but also 

the life of ideas.   

In cultural terms, natural selection occurs when ideas spread at different rates, and 

some not at all, emergent from the interaction of cultural variants and their environments.  

Consequently, the environment can be said to “select” certain variants, and this process 

can be described by selection pressures or selection forces.  When aggregated, these 

pressures steer a variant’s population size and composition, and since these forces 

determine which information is accumulated they – and only they – cause adaptation to 

occur.   

The central force is natural selection itself.  As cultural variants affect the way in 

which people behave, natural selection favors variants which change “people’s behavior 

in ways that affect the probability that they transmit their beliefs to others.”30 A 

population of cultural ideas undergoing such selection will eventually become dominated 

by those variants.  Large world religions are excellent examples of variants that 

encourage their hosts to actively spread the variant, though well-adapted cultural variants 

can include essentially any ideology or discursive formation.   

                                                 
30Peter J. Richerson and Robert Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human 
Evolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 76. 
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While natural selection operates on the host’s ability to transmit the variants, the 

remaining selection pressures are exerted by the differential probability that a variant will 

be received.  This relies directly on the human psychology, of which we know very little.  

Boyd and Richerson develop a set of hypothetical psychological tendencies that they 

argue play a key role in evolution, and in my analysis utterly dominate this evolutionary 

process in sixteenth-century Japan.   

The first of these psychological tendencies is the content bias, which results from 

the direct appeal (or unappeal) of a particular idea or artifact.31  This value or meaning is 

assigned specifically by the individual assessor, and has nothing to do with the number of 

people using it or status-correlations.  Rather, it is the perceived content of the cultural 

variant that determines its appeal in the mind of the viewer, which is itself under the 

influence of evolved adaptations and experience.   

 Strategically speaking, though, assessing the inherent value of a particular cultural 

variant or idea is an extremely expensive undertaking, and humans seem to have 

developed a number of psychological short-cuts to get around this process.  One of the 

easiest heuristics is simply to emulate those who you perceive as successful in everything 

they think and do, regardless of the actual value of these behaviors.  For example, during 

the late nineteenth century several Japanese scholars, rushing to build a modernized 

country that could defy the West, converted to Christianity specifically because of its 

association with the power of the Europeans.  This model bias often leads to a “runaway” 

process analogous to sexual selection, as variants spread not because they are perceived 

as valuable, but only because the host individual is perceived as enviable.32 

                                                 
31Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 69. 
32Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 69. 
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 Likewise, frequency-dependent biases often affect the spread of variants 

regardless of their content.33  These include the conformist bias, which makes variants 

more likely to be adopted only because they are in the majority.34  The opposite tendency 

also exists in the nonconformist bias, where variants are favored again not because of 

any inherent properties, but only because few people possess them.  Most “fads” seem to 

rely on the nonconformist bias, including the ones of medieval Japan.35   

Like the eighteenth-century East Asian view of the body, these forces are really 

just a set of heuristic approximations about how the brain functions.  Unlike the Chinese 

model, though, these models of the brain enjoy both inductive and deductive support.  

That is, not only do they correspond with empirical evidence, but they are also 

specifically predicted by evolutionary game theory in the Dual Inheritance model.  As the 

science of biopsychology comes into full bloom this century, the phenomena now 

approximated by the concepts of frequency-dependent bias, content bias, and model bias 

will be continually refined.  For now, though, they will have to do.   

  Up to this point, the description of Darwinian cultural evolution closely 

resembles the structural domination of both the Historical Materialism of Marx and the 

Structural Functionalism of A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and Émile Durkheim.  A common 

criticism of both of these perspectives is that neither account well for human agency nor 

the ability to change what one is born into.  Cultural innovation, known in Darwin’s 

terms as variation, is accomplished in two ways in DIT. 

 The first is the inherent inexactness of the transmission system.  Much like Victor 

Turner, Clifford Geertz, and other scholars who paved the way for the “semiotic turn” of 

                                                 
33Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 69. 
34Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 120. 
35Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 121. 
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the 1970s and 80s, cultural evolutionary theory accounts for the unique meaning each 

individual assigns to shared cultural information.  This continual individual recoding of 

meaning is in many ways analogous to DNA mutation.  In biological evolution, however, 

the DNA double-helix is a stable-state memory storage device, and entropic mutations 

occur only because of copying errors during the replication process.  Cultural 

transmission, on the other hand, has no stable states.36 Mutations occur not just from 

copying, but when information is learned inexactly, taught poorly, or remembered 

differently.  And, to make matters worse, this is accomplished by copying phenotype, 

rather than some cultural equivalent of DNA.  Consequently, mutation plays a much 

more active role in cultural evolution than in genetic evolution, and cultural transmission 

is not unlike the children’s game of “telephone” on a society level. 

The single greatest challenge in information evolution is stable-state definitions.    

Richard Dawkins’ concept of a meme, introduced in his work The Selfish Gene and now 

officially part of the English language, suffers from exactly this problem of definition.   

Sperber (1996) has argued that the indeterminacy of cultural variants makes them so 

unstable that no reliable evolutionary patterns can emerge at all.     

One way to sidestep this problem to focus on variants that are relatively easy to 

define and track.  The two variants I have chosen, firearms and Christian Catholicism, 

meet this condition.  Christianity revolves around a canonical body of symbols and ideas, 

while military technology (like technology in general) embodies a material physicality 

from which phylogenies can be traced.  In addition, they are “foreign” cultural variants in 

the sixteenth-century Japanese context, and as a result both stand out so readily they 

might as well be from another planet.   
                                                 
36see Dan Sperber, Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996). 
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Although mutation cannot be ignored, the real source of variation, at least in the 

case of feudal Japan, is the capacity for humans to deliberately change that which they 

have inherited, or generate altogether new information.  Rather than the entropic changes 

that take place due to imperfect communication, cultural information is primarily 

changed when humans create new information through behavioral modification.  Because 

this variation involves executive-level, conscious deliberation, rather than random 

recombination, DIT calls it guided variation.  Although this process is poorly 

understood, the ability for organisms to vary their phenotypes is observed even in simple 

nervous systems, and the sheer computational scale at which humans evaluate and 

modify behaviors is one of the most characteristic features of human consciousness.  

 There are two important limitations on guided variation, though.  The first is that 

cultural innovators are limited by their transmission environment.  A new variant, no 

matter how useful, will die an ignoble death if it cannot integrate itself into the 

preexisting structure used by potential hosts.  The second limitation is that, from a macro-

evolutionary point of view, no single mortal can contribute more than a small amount of 

new information to the vast body of human culture.  As a result, large-scale change is the 

collective contribution of an entire population of cultural participants.  As Boyd and 

Richerson (2005) put it, “Even the greatest human innovators are, in the great scheme of 

things, midgets standing on the shoulders of a vast pyramid of midgets.”37  

This outlines the core of Boyd and Richerson’s model.  Selection operates on 

variants based on their capacity to transmit, but the biases of the receiver, mutation, and 

the human capacity to innovate all play a role as well.  The key approach to any given 

                                                 
37Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 50.  
This is in direct contrast to Issac Newton’s famous quote about standing on the shoulders of 
intellectual giants.   
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historical situation, then, is to see it as a particular path resulting from multiple selection 

pressures and variations, which are themselves emergent from the environment.   

 Dual Inheritance Theory as it currently exists is an effective means of viewing the 

world, but it is primarily inspired by one of several branches of evolutionary biology: 

population genetics.  One weakness of the theory is that it has difficulty studying changes 

on multiple levels of organization.  In order to add another dimension to the theory, I will 

attempt to integrate DIT with William Wimsatt’s notion of generative entrenchment.38  

Inspired by developmental biology, generative entrenchment describes how changes at 

lower and higher levels of organization have differential weights in a system.  This is 

accomplished because of “entrenchment”, a locking-in process where phenomena come 

to rely upon standardization at more fundamental levels of organization.  Good examples 

are the need for solid foundations in skyscrapers, the entrenchment of computer 

keyboards according to the QWERTY layout, or the need for regularity in physical laws 

governing atomic bonding before organic compounds can evolve.   

This concept applies no less to culture than it does to any other complex system, 

and generative entrenchment is necessary to understand exactly why Christianity failed in 

Japan.  The essential problem faced by the Jesuits is well-described by Wimsatt’s 

observation that "the more fundamental the change, the less likely it will work, and the 

broader its effects; so the more work it will make for others, who therefore resist it 

actively."39 Following Wimsatt and Griesemer (2006), I argue the Jesuits were effectively 

trying to put the scaffolding in place for the development of a ‘Japanese Catholicism’, 

                                                 
38 see William C. Wimsatt, "Generative Entrenchment and the Developmental Systems Approach 
to Evolutionary Processes," in Cycles of Contingency: Developmental Systems and Evolution, ed. 
R. Gray S. Oyama, and P. Griffiths (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001). for an overview of GE theory. 
39 Wimsatt, "Generative Entrenchment and the Developmental Systems Approach to Evolutionary 
Processes," 219. 
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and in this attempt they were unsuccessful.  Thus, while DIT allows us to understand the 

selection pressures operating in a situation, the development of complex systems such as 

human society is best taken into account once when we incorporate the concepts of 

scaffolding and generative entrenchment.   

The initial reception of this work in the human science community has been cold.    

Famed biologist Richard C. Lewontin and historian Joseph Fracchia argue that 

applications of Darwinian cultural evolution “do not work, nor do they contribute 

anything new except a misleading vocabulary that anesthetizes history.”40 These critics 

see cultural evolutionary analysis as the worst kind of generalizing, since from “their 

distant viewpoint cultural evolutionists willingly see only the broad patterns of cultural 

evolution, and ignore the inconvenient and contingent details of history that do not fit 

into those patterns."41  

In one sense it is true that cultural evolutionary analysis is a reductionistic 

approach, as it breaks a given event down into selection pressures and environmental 

circumstances.  Yet, like evolutionary theory in general, it cannot be just that.  Nothing is 

described by a list of environmental prerequisites, and to invoke a selection pressure 

without any environmental explanation is absurd.  Variation with selective retention, the 

heart of the evolutionary process, is emergent only from the interaction of ideas and their 

human environments.  As my thesis aims to demonstrate, this process also involves 

feedback loops: selection pressures change the environment, thus changing the selection 

pressures.   

                                                 
40Joseph Fracchia and Richard C. Lewontin, "The Price of Metaphor," History and Theory 44 
(Feb. 2005): 14.    
41Richard C. Lewontin and Joseph Fracchia, "Does Culture Evolve?," History and Theory 38, no. 
4 (1999): 77. 
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Furthermore, this Darwinian account of the first Euro-Japanese interaction does 

not gloss over the contingencies of history; rather, it has found contingency to play the 

leading role.  This is in direct opposition to argument made by the canonical Cambridge 

History of Japan, which sees the expulsion of Christianity as an “inevitable” outcome of 

national unification.42  

Thus, Lewontin and Fracchia’s critique has been turned on its head: it is the 

current historical consensus that denies the role of contingency, and cultural evolutionary 

theory that argues that Japanese history since 1543 is utterly path-dependent on the 

accidents of circumstance.  It is not difficult to imagine global history proceeding in 

wildly divergent ways had, for example, Lord Tanegashima Tokitaka not asked two 

European explorers about the odd metal rods they were carrying. 

 

 

Part 2: Arrival & Spread 

2.1 The Acquisition of Firearms 

 As far as the records indicate, the first Europeans to arrive in Japan were two 

Portuguese adventurers aboard a Chinese junk in 1543.  Blown off course in a storm, the 

ship made landfall at the tiny south-western island of Tanegashima, where the Europeans 

were given an audience with the local diamyo (feudal lord), Tanegashima Tokitaka.  The 

daimyo was curious about the matchlock muskets (or arquebus) carried by the 

Portuguese, and after witnessed a shooting demonstration he purchased the two of them 

outright.  Not only did this purchase introduce the firearm into Japanese history, but it 

                                                 
42Hall, The Cambridge History of Japan, 331. 
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also inaugurated a long and fruitful economic and cultural relationship between Japan and 

the West.  Lord Tanegashima immediately began reverse-engineering the weapons for 

mass production, hoping for a military advantage against his rivals.  Tanegashima’s 

enthusiasm over the acquisition apparently could not be kept secret – the domain’s allies 

and commercial partners soon had copies of their own, and thereafter the gun spread like 

wildfire.  Within ten years, native-made guns were serving in battles throughout the 

archipelago. 

 

Figure 4- If theTanegashima municipal government is correct, the upper musket is one of the 
original two European prototypes sold to Tokitaka, and the lower is the first copy made by the 
Japanese.  The same basic design, including the small stock, thus was inherited in all muskets in 
Japan.43  
 

The strength of an evolutionary analysis of culture is that, like in biology, there is a great 

appreciation for the interdependency of environmental conditions.  John Lewis Gaddis 

recently argued in the Landscape of History that historians must not fall into the trap of 

searching for a single determining variable.  Rather, we must look at history as biologists 

                                                 
43Olof G. Lidin, Tanegashima: The Arrival of Europe in Japan, Nordic Institute of Asian Studies 
Monograph Series ; No. 90 (Copenhagen Great Britain: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2002), 
5. 
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might: ecologically.44  We can trace the singular path of history, but we must understand 

that multiple selection pressures – often in direct opposition to each other – are shaping 

that path.   

Considering the current state of firearms technology, historians easily assume the 

Tanegashima matchlocks were clearly superior weapons.45  Yet, there are a number of 

major weaknesses associated with the first muskets in Japan, and from a selective 

standpoint it is hard to ignore the negative selection pressures that had to have been 

generated.  The weapon that arrived was expensive to purchase and even more expensive 

to manufacture.  It was dangerous to its user, extremely unreliable, and very slow - even 

the best-trained musketeer took an agonizingly long time to fire a single shot.  The parts 

were not standardized, and replacement parts from Europe (if available) had to be 

laboriously custom-fitted.  More than once poor quality gunpowder spared the lives of 

targets, and the weapon was often worthless in Japan’s frequently wet weather.  Perhaps 

most importantly, the weapon came to Japan without any “documentation” – auxiliary 

information on how to use it in combat.  Consequently, the technology did not mesh well 

with contemporary military norms.  In one early combat experience, the common samurai 

formality of introducing oneself to the enemy at the start of battle did not give the 

musketeers enough time to load the weapons, rendering them useless.46  Oda Nobunaga, 

famous for his tactical skills and the first of the “three unifiers” of Japan, did not seem to 

                                                 
44John Lewis Gaddis, The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 54. One caveat: Gaddis argues for an ecological approach to the 
exclusion of a reductionistic approach.  Such an extreme distinction is unnecessary (see Section 
3.1), and ironically inconsistent with the way ecologists employ their own approach.   
45 For example, Liden writes “The first who seems to have understood the superiority of the new 
weapon was Oda Nobunaga.” (emphasis mine) Lidin, Tanegashima: The Arrival of Europe in 
Japan, 92. 
46Noel Perrin, Giving up the Gun: Japan's Reversion to the Sword, 1543-1879 (Boston: D. R. 
Godine, 1979), 17. 
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think much of the muskets, and was reported to have said among popular weapons of war 

“recently guns have become all the rage.  These weapons all have their advantages, but I 

intend to make the spear the weapon on which to rely in battle.”47 The matchlock was an 

expensive investment whose use did not net any serious returns for over three decades.   

Given these prohibitive factors, we might expect little interest in the firearm at the 

time of its introduction.  Yet the gun did spread, and rapidly.  Shimazu Takahisa was the 

first daimyo to use the weapon in combat, six years after the European prototypes first 

arrived.  Takeda Shingen purchased 300 muskets in 1555, and made them the most 

important weapons in his army.  Uesugi Kenshin and Shingen used them at their repeated 

standoffs at Kawanakajima, the Mori clan employed them at Miyajima, and the 

Hosokawa and Miyoshi both used them in the street fighting in Kyoto in 1550.  The 

ailing Shimazu clan’s fortunes were reversed because the new weapon.  Even the 

skeptical Oda Nobunaga was an early customer of Japanese gunsmiths, ordering the 

weapons in 1553, and using them decisively at the battle of Anegawa in 1570.  Oda 

would go on to base his entire military strategy off firearms, but perhaps the greatest 

indicator of the gun’s growing importance was that Takeda and Oda both died of bullet 

wounds.48  

From a cultural evolutionary perspective, there had to have been positive 

selection pressures acting on the gun to overcome its many weaknesses.  As all cultural 

selection pressures are emergent from the environment, one method of analysis involves 

looking directly at the cultural environment itself.  The central fact of the archipelago at 

                                                 
47Perrin, Giving up the Gun: Japan's Reversion to the Sword, 1543-1879, 14. 
48Lidin, Tanegashima: The Arrival of Europe in Japan, 94, Stephen R. Turnbull, The Samurai: A 
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the time was that it was going through what historians call the Sengoku (Warring States) 

period.  As military historian Steven Turnbull writes,  

by the middle of the sixteenth century Japan was in a worse state of confusion than had 
ever existed in the country's history.  There was no longer any central government, while 
warlords fought for their own little kingdoms, allying with and betraying each other at 
frequent intervals.49   

 

Olof Liden writes that in such an environment “it is natural that the daimyo took an 

interest in the new weapon.”  But this only begs the question, “Why is this natural?”  

Again, there has to be an explanation for the explanation.   

Evolutionary game theory provides this: in populations of strategists, conflict 

tends to exert intense selective advantage toward novel strategies.  This is true from 

unthinking biological arms races to the nuclear arms race of the Cold War.  This “Red 

Queen” effect, named after the Alice in Wonderland character, requires competitors to 

constantly develop new strategies in order to essentially stay in the same place.50  The 

Red Queen applies just as much in human conflict as it does in the coevolution of 

diseases and the immune system, perhaps even more so considering the power of human 

strategic planning. 

By saying that it is “natural” for daimyo to do this, Lidin is appealing to common-

sense notions about human psychology.  But, like Sugita’s view of the human body, 

common-sense can be overly simplistic and often wrong.  In this case, Dual-Inheritance 

Theory predicts that in conflict scenarios humans will generally be more receptive to 

novel strategies than well-known ones.  New strategies were constantly innovated to 

exploit the weaknesses of opponents.  Daimyo were famous for “single-use” tricks like 
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battlefield puppets (see Figure 5), and even using rivers as siege weapons by rerouting 

their flow.  Just as the first guns had no tactical packaging to make them effective, no 

tactical countermeasures had been developed in response to the guns.  Thus, despite the 

matchlock’s many weaknesses, its sheer novelty in a nonconformist environment was its 

greatest strength.  “Both psychologically and technologically,” Turnbull describes, “the 

arquebus arrived at exactly the right time.”51 DIT thus articulates two major forces: 

guided variation and the nonconformist transmission bias.  While the exact neural basis 

of these forces remains to be understood, the two are directly predicted by evolutionary 

game theory, and the effects of guided variation and the nonconformist bias are visibly 

present in Sengoku-era warfare.   

Without a competitive environment, the nonconformist bias and guided variation 

are also absent.  The relatively peaceful Joseon dynasty of Korea showed little interest in 

the new weapons, despite contact with the Portuguese and the Japanese.  This disinterest 

continued until the Japanese invasion of Korea in 1592, where the samurai used firearms 

to cut a swath of death and destruction up the peninsula.  With their backs against the 

wall, the Koreans responded by quickly reverse-engineering captured muskets and 

producing their own.52  The Red Queen effect on military technology is visibly present in 

an actual or perceived state of conflict.    
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Figure 5 - Battlefield puppets were used by several daimyo during the Sengoku era as feints, although 
the technique obviously would only be effective on the first use, when it was unexpected. 
 
 

The firearm also spread so rapidly because it was incidentally pre-adapted for 

Japanese military trends.  The new weapons arrived at a time when daimyo were using 

mass armies of poorly-trained foot soldiers, instead of mounted knights.  While bows and 

arrows were cheaper to make than muskets, the training to use them effectively was more 

expensive.  Stephen Turnbull writes that "whereas it took years of practice and the 

developing of strong muscles to shoot well with the bow, a peasant could be taught 

within a few days to shoot an arquebus with all the accuracy of which the weapon was 

capable."53  It was thus possible to have large contingents of musketeers at the same price 

as only a few archers.   
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A fourth advantage (and one actually related to gun’s performance on the 

battlefield) was the loud report of the matchlock.  Even if contemporary firearms were 

slow-loading and short-range, en masse the percussion of the explosions would have 

produced a tremendous psychological advantage.   

For these reasons, the arrival of firearms was greeted enthusiastically by Japan’s 

military leaders, and the technology spread rapidly over the island chain.  This initial 

momentum, which had little to do with the actual value of the weapons as weapons, 

allowed innovators on the islands to solve the gun’s engineering problems.  

Guided variation was used to negate many of the initial disadvantages.  The most 

important innovation was the native ability to manufacture the weapon.  Japanese 

blacksmiths were used to working with steel, but without efficient manufacturing routines 

the initial prototypes were difficult to copy.  In economic parlance, the fixed costs of 

production were initially a major obstacle to the spread of the weapon, but as the 

cumulative nature of technological innovation progressed, the information on how to 

efficiently manufacture and repair them became widely available. 

In addition to technical design, other innovations were made to solve the guns' 

tactical weaknesses.  A waterproofing system of lacquered storage boxes and umbrella-

like covers to protect the firing mechanism were developed to allow the weapons to not 

only be transported but also to be fired in the rain.54  Japanese tacticians also innovated 

their own battle tactics to make use of the weapons.  Military manuals exist which 

describe how to use a matchlock while on horseback, on a boat, and how to use masses of 

musketeers effectively.  As a result of these adaptive changes, firearms were becoming 
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increasingly effective in many battles across the archipelago only a few years after they 

first arrived.   

 It was not until Oda Nobunaga, who previously dismissed firearms, that military 

strategy fully meshed with the technology to produce a devastating advantage.  At the 

battle of Nagashino in 1575, Oda tricked a more mobile and better-trained army to charge 

across a marshy river at his force of 3,000 musketeers.  It was a massacre.  Firing in three 

staggered lines, a technique that originated from this battle, his arquebusiers mowed the 

opposing force down with mechanical regularity, discharging an amazing three rounds 

per minute.  The outcome itself was not greatly changed: Oda already had a force twice 

the size of his opponent’s.  But the use of firearms to utterly annihilate the opponent with 

minimal losses was major validation for the gun itself, and a clear sign to any ambitious 

daimyo of the necessity of not just the weapon, but the weapons system - tactics included.  

Thus, the content bias and military viability selection began as negative selection 

pressures acting against the firearm’s spread, but over time shifted to positive selection 

pressures furthering its entrenchment in Japanese warfare. 

The increasingly dominant role of firearms is illustrated by the battle of Nagakute 

in 1584.  After Oda’s assassination, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu fought 

for control of Japan.  Both had been allies of Oda and witness to his stunning victory at 

Nagashino, so it is not surprising they both had large matchlock regiments.  Unwilling to 

repeat the mistakes of that battle by a direct charge, the armies entrenched themselves 

behind forts and long earthworks similar to World War I trenches.  The stalemate lasted 

several months, broken only by a flanking maneuver foiled when Mori Nagayoshi, a 

general in the Toyotomi force, was literally shot right off his horse.  The standoff was so 
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time-consuming that Hideyoshi and Ieyasu eventually declared a truce, and together 

began seeking out less well-armed prey.55  From this point on, firearms would become 

the weapon on the Japanese battlefield, deciding the course of entire campaigns and 

eventually enabling the unification of a long-fractured country. 

 

2.2 The Spread of Christianity 

 The first European missionaries arrived in 1549, the same year the new guns first 

saw combat in Japan.  Francis Xavier, a founding member of the Society of Jesus (also 

called the Jesuits) and two of his companions landed at Kagoshima on the southern island 

of Kyushu, looking forward to opening a new country to Catholic Christianity.   

 Previous scholarship, familiar with the concept of what a missionary was, has 

taken it for granted that the Christian mission of conversion would be part of the West’s 

radiation across the globe.  Few consider that from an evolutionary standpoint, the 

missionary phenomenon itself is extremely unusual.  In the calculus of genetic fitness, a 

movement of hundreds of young men remaining celibate while spreading their religion on 

the other side of the world is the pinnacle of human maladaptiveness.56  Thus, 

evolutionary analysis highlights an explanation which itself demands an explanation 

Such an answer is obviously related to culture.  Without the human capacity for 

cultural transmission, the phenomenon could never have evolved, and any such altruists 

would be quickly selected out of the populations of any other species.  The question, 

then, is how did this cultural paradigm evolve? 
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 In the language of DIT, Christianity (in this case, Jesuit Catholic Christianity) is 

an extremely well-adapted psychological technology.  The desire to save the souls of 

others, in the calculus of the fitness of cultural variants, is an extremely powerful means 

of spreading the religion, prompting an amazing degree of altruistic self-sacrifice and 

determination.  The religion enables its participants to face massive cultural persecution, 

even to the bitter end. 

 For now, though, it is enough to mention that the body of Japanese culture had no 

idea what it was facing when three missionaries arrived in Kyushu with a religion that – 

along with Islam - was the virulent faith in human history.  When Christianity was 

spreading across the Roman Empire, the qualities of the religion that motivated such 

intense altruism (especially reciprocal altruism between Christians) gave it a selective 

advantage over its competitors.57  The religion that arrived in Japan was even further 

prepared for expansion, with over a thousand years of theological adaptation scaffolded 

by constant conflict with Islam in Spain and the Middle East and the recent Catholic 

consolidation during the Counter-Reformation.  Add to that the European technological 

advantages and the zeal of the Jesuits, and the Japanese cultural landscape was on the 

verge of a fierce war of attrition.   

 The primary strategy of the Jesuits in East Asia was “trickle-down” conversion, 

focusing first on the elites, then on the rest of the population.  This strategy met with 

rapid success, and the total Christian population of Japan peaked at several hundred 

thousand.  What’s more amazing is that this was accomplished with less than one 

hundred missionaries.  The tremendous early success of the Jesuit mission to Japan had 
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little to do with the selective advantages of the religion, though.  Three key 

environmental circumstances – the association between the Jesuits and firearms, co-

incidental exaptations between the Iberians and the Japanese, and changes made by the 

Jesuits to the religion itself, were the driving forces behind the Japanese acceptance of 

Christianity.   

 

Linkage to Firearms 

From the beginning, the spread of Christianity was utterly dependent on a 

Japanese model bias.  Xavier understood that he was being hosted in Kagoshima because 

of the expected trade (especially in munitions) from Portuguese merchants.58  As J.S.A. 

Elisonas put it, “a niche existed for the foreigners whose commerce might put one of the 

ambitious contenders (the daimyo) at an advantage over his adversaries.”59 During the 

Jesuits’ first year in Japan, however, no Portuguese ships arrived and as a result the 

missionaries were expelled from the domain.  The connection between guns and God was 

an accident of origin more than anything else, and the Jesuits initially refused to 

capitalize on the daimyo desire for weapons.   

Their resolve was eroded, however, when they realized how little interest the 

Japanese elites had in the religion itself.  After several frustrating months, including a 

failed attempt at an audience with the emperor, Xavier hit upon a new strategy for 

winning over the elites. The Cambridge History describes that after a disastrous first visit 

to a Kyushu daimyo as a humble monk: 

On his second visit…Xavier appeared before Yoshitaka in the capacity of an envoy of the 
highest authorities of Portuguese India, equipped with letters from the governor and the 
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bishop of Goa, bearing exotic presents, and dressed in a splendid costume…Yoshitaka 
was impressed.60 

 
The nineteenth-century historian James Murdoch writes that Xavier’s gifts included 

European clocks and harpsichords, and “[w]hat really caused Xavier to be taken seriously 

by the Japanese was his knowledge of astronomy.”61  

After this new strategy, the Jesuits increasingly emphasized the worldly benefits 

of Portuguese trade, especially in munitions, until this became the main selling point of 

conversion.  Missionaries would arrange for Portuguese ships to arrive in a territory’s 

harbors while pointing out that baptism would guarantee return visits.  This also extended 

to direct military aid; in 1567 a Jesuit-piloted ship literally came sailing to the rescue as 

Arima Yoshisada’s last fortress was in flames, using the ship’s cannons to win his 

support for the new religion.62  The same story was repeated on several other occasions, 

and the end result was the conversion of much of the military aristocracy of the island of 

Kyushu, who in turn forced the conversion of their territories and granted the Jesuits a 

religious monopoly.  However, it is well understood by historians that the daimyo interest 

in the religion was often less than sincere.63  Although this connect was a critical strength 

in the missionary plan to assimilate Japan, by arming the daimyo with extraordinarily 

effective weapon systems the Christian mission was unwittingly enabling its own doom. 
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Exaptation for Success 

In evolutionary terms, a pre-adaptation or exaptation is a particular feature of 

organisms that, when placed in a novel environment, will coincidentally be well-suited to 

survival and reproduction in that environment.  Pre-adaptations are essentially windfalls, 

where an environment and an organism happen to be a good fit for each other (Steven Jay 

Gould argued they should be renamed exaptations to remove any smattering implications 

of teleology).  In the case of early Japanese Christianity, the Japanese desire for Western 

military technology and the Portuguese desire to export their religion were well-suited to 

each other, and in this way the Catholic Christian linkage to firearms can be regarded as a 

major exaptation.  But it was only one of several exaptations that assisted the religion 

immensely.    

Another key coincidence the Jesuits were able to capitalize on was the similarity  

between Christianity and Buddhism.  The Portuguese had traveled to Japan east around 

Africa, rather than west around the Americas.  Consequently, when the Jesuits described 

to the Japanese where they had come from, including their Indian base at Goa, many 

Japanese assumed that they had originated from Tenjiku, the mythical western homeland 

of Buddhism.  Lord � uchi Yoshitaka, whom Xavier had impressed with his European 

gifts and ambassadorial credentials, recorded that they were “monks who come from the 

western region [India] to spread the law of Buddha (bupp�  o sh� ry�  no tame)”, while the 

Japanese writer Sess�  was under the impression that Christ had been a student of the 

historical Buddha, and had founded a heretical offshoot of the Indian religion.64  
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As a result, much to the Jesuits’ good fortune, Christianity was constantly 

confused as a Buddhist variant even until the 1800s.  This is understandable, as the two 

world religions have unusually similar cosmology and religious idioms.  Both religions 

employ rosaries and asceticism.  Latin prayers were understood as s� tras, and the 

iconography of angels and saints is strikingly similar to the iconography of the 

bodhisattvas (and in later periods the two symbolic systems were actually merged as 

one). 

In addition to symbols and performances, there are also many doctrinal 

similarities.  Like Catholicism, Japanese schools of Buddhism stressed the inherently evil 

nature of humans, and the need for redemption through loyalty to a divinity.  However, 

while Catholicism required observance of an elaborate set of rules, as well as the 

institution of Penance to make up for infractions, the Pure Land Buddhists stressed that 

faith in Amida Buddha was enough to bring salvation, and faith alone could absolve any 

wrongdoing.  

The Christian concept of sin was also similar enough to pass as the Japanese 

concept of pollution (tsumi), and the Catholic ethos of confession connected to 

purification rituals common in Japanese religious traditions.65 One Jesuit wrote that the 

Japanese have “a natural inclination to compensate for the sins they committed.”66    

It did not clarify matters that Jesuits initially mistranslated the Portuguese “Deus” (God) 

as “Dainichi”, the central deity of Shingon Buddhism.  As a somewhat comedic result, 

Xavier arrived in Yamaguchi in 1551 to find his Buddhist “enemies” unexpectedly 

supportive of his work.  As he unhappily discovered later, this was because at the time he 
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was preaching in a Shingon vocabulary.67 Mark Mullins writes that “from the Buddhist 

point of view…Christianity seemed to be just another denomination of Buddhism.”68  As 

a result of these coincidences, Christianity was able to market itself using preexisting 

Buddhist concepts to appeal to the population of Japan, even as it was aggressively 

working to purge rival faiths from the archipelago. 

 

Guided Accommodation 

 Despite technological and commercial incentives, and religious similarities, the 

Jesuit mission was slowed by the perception that they were a foreign religion.  The racial 

differences between the Europeans and the Japanese were never overcome, but they 

could have been easily mitigated if Japanese converts had been allowed to become 

missionaries.  Incredibly, the Jesuits after Xavier refused to allow this.  In addition, they 

insisted missionaries dress in European clothes, use European customs and social 

manners, and encouraged their converts to do the same.  In assessing the situation in 

Japan, Alessandro Valignano laments that “we are stuck with the reputation of savages 

and people of no breeding.”69  In his recommendations to the missionaries, he advised 

that they treat converts as equals, and the unconverted Japanese with respect.  Among his 

recommended changes, the Jesuits should follow Japanese customs of dress and social 

norms, and eat Japanese cuisine. 

Some changes to the faith were out of necessity – baptismal anointing oil blessed 

by a bishop was hard to come by, so it was removed from the ceremony.70  Others were 
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designed to broaden the appeal of the religion by making it more familiar; Christian 

pamphlets in Japan were modeled in a Buddhist style of religious dialogue.71  The 

hierarchy and terminology systems of Buddhist temples were adopted, including the 

Buddhist title of d� juku, who functioned as assistants to the padres.  Churches were built 

with Japanese-style architecture, the padres began dressing as Buddhist monks, and 

shaving their heads. 

Perhaps most notably, Jesuit theology was modified on certain key issues to 

appeal more to the samurai elite.  The fourth of the Ten Commandments, “Honor your 

Father and Mother”, was extended to include feudal obligations, and the fifth 

commandment, “Thou shall not murder”, was relaxed “when there was a good reason to 

kill one’s vassals.”72  In fact, the murderers of the Ashikaga Shogun, Yoshiteru, had been 

among the first Kyoto converts.73 

This strategy of accommodation was consciously geared towards preserving as 

many of the superficial Japanese customs while surgically removing the religious core of 

Shinto, Confucianism, and Buddhism, and grafting in Christian traditions in their place.  

Valignano conceived of “replacement” holidays to eliminate the cultural influences of 

Japanese holidays.  Instead of the Japanese New Years celebration, for example, the 

Jesuits advertised a theologically-safe alternative focusing on the Virgin Mary.74  

Although Valignano could not have known it, his strategy was the same as the early 

Christians’ repackaging of pagan holidays as the now-familiar Easter and Christmas.   
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Thus, the religious linkage to weapons technology and trade, a preexisting appeal 

to due similarities with native religious traditions, and a Jesuit willingness to 

accommodate the potential converts led to spectacular Catholic gains.  By 1580, only 

thirty-one years after Xavier first set foot on Kyushu unable to speak Japanese, 

Christianity was a well-established part of Japanese religious landscape.  Over 150,000 

Japanese had been converted, including several of the most powerful daimyo, and 

Christians held a religious monopoly in many of their territories.  Jesuit seminaries and 

colleges were being opened in various parts of Japan, with the intention of raising the 

sons of high-ranking samurai as Catholics.  Toyotomi Hideyoshi, the most powerful 

daimyo and soon-to-be overlord of Japan, commonly dressed in Portuguese clothing, 

complete with rosaries, reliquaries, and crosses.75 The Jesuits were active in every large 

metropolis, and were given military control of the key port city of Nagasaki.  All of this 

was accomplished with around 64 missionaries.76   

In fact, the single greatest problem to spreading the religion was the 

overwhelming demand; each missionary had literally tens of thousands of converts he 

was “responsible” for, and it was demographically impossible for most Japanese 

Christians to interact directly with a European priest.  One notable outcome of this 

missionary shortage was the Jesuit creation of several “prayers of contrition”, to be used 

as substitutes for an actual priest in Confession and Last Rites.77  By all accounts, the 

Japanese mission had been wildly successful, and by 1600 society in the archipelago 

seemed well on to including Christianity as part of its permanent religious landscape.  
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Yet there was a key weakness in the Jesuit situation that would ultimately bring 

about their defeat, a weakness highlighted by their need to change components of the 

religion.  Historians tend to describe the changes as voluntary on the Jesuits account, in 

part because they regarded Japanese culture so highly.  Historians also share in the 

Japanophila, writing that the Japanese were a “highly cultured people”, and this European 

respect was understandable.78  While Jesuit respect for Japanese culture may have been 

genuine, it was not disinterested.  In Japan, Europeans were not military occupiers, as in 

the Philippines or the New World, but invited guests.  They relied upon the patronage of 

the Japanese elite, and if that patronage turned to hostility, the Jesuit mission would 

collapse. 
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Figure 6 – Redrawn from C. R. Boxer. The Christian Century in Japan, 1549-1650. (Berkeley,: 
University of California Press, 1951)  All of the “very concentrated” areas were also the major 
population centers.   
 
 
 
 
 

Part 3: Rejection 

3.1 The Rejection of Christianity 

 The official persecution of Japanese Christianity began in 1614 with the 

government proclamation, “The Statement on the Expulsion of the Bateren 

[missionaries]”.  For the next 260 years, Christianity was illegal in Japan.  The European 

missionaries were forced to either leave or hide, as they faced torture and death once 
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arrested, and over the next several decades the padres’ numbers waned to nothing.  In 

1619 the bakufu introduced financial rewards for reporting Christians to the authorities.  

Registration at a Buddhist temple became mandatory, and the gonin gumi (five-family) 

system used collective punishment as another means to encourage religious persecution.79  

However, a large population of Christians still existed, especially in the Western regions 

where the religion had first arrived two generations earlier.  For the most part, Japanese 

Christians on Kyushu were left alone, provided they practiced the religion discretely.80   

The critical break came in 1638, with a revolt in the Shimabara province near 

Nagasaki.  The revolt was proximately over high taxes, but framed in the context of an 

unpopular non-Christian daimyo taking office in a largely Christian province.  If the 

revolt was not over Christianity initially, the religion certainly became the symbol of 

rebel solidarity.  The revolting peasants reportedly adopted Catholic iconography, and 

used the Portuguese war cries of “Jesus” “Maria” and the battle cry of Spain, “St. Iago”.81  

In addition, the rebel standard during Shimabara rebellion included angels, crosses, and 

the Portuguese inscription "Praised be the Blessed Sacrament."82  

 The federal government of Japan took extreme measures in response to the 

rebellion, as this was the first open revolt in Japan that appeared to be a precursor to 

foreign invasion.  Once the bakufu army retook Shimabara castle, they slaughtered every 

man, woman, and child who had been involved in the revolt.  The Edict of 1638 

prohibited all trade with Portugal and Spain, and threatened that any arriving ships would 
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be burned and their crews executed.  The cited justification for this was that the 

Portuguese were bringing in missionaries in defiance of Japanese law.    

 When the Portuguese sent an embassy to try to reestablish relations, the Japanese 

publicly beheaded the diplomats and sent their servants back to Maçao as witnesses.  The 

bakufu decreed that it took these actions “exclusively on account of the Christian 

religion”, and erected a proclamation that threatened, 

So long as the sun warms the earth, let no Christian be so bold as to come to Japan, and 
let all know that if King Philip [of Spain] himself, or even the very God of the 
Christians…contravene this proposition, they shall pay for it with their heads!83 

 
While the Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions were eliminating heresy back in Europe, 

in 1640 the unintentionally ironic Office of the Religious Inquisitor (sh� mon aratame 

yaku) was created to stamp out Catholicism in Japan.84  

It is useful to think of the systematic elimination of Christianity in Japan as the 

containment of a pathogen, as that is how the bakufu authorities seemed to view it.  The 

expulsion order of 1614 specifically refers to Christianity as the “germs of disaster”.85  

Likewise, Inquisition documents reflect an epidemiological point of view: “If the 

husband is Christian, so is the wife.  If the child is Christian, so is the parent.  If the father 

and mother are Christian, so are the children.”86 Families of apostatized Christians were 

regularly inspected for the rest of their lives to look for signs of a 'recurrence' of the 

religion.  After 1687, this policy was formally extended to a full seven generations of a 

family that had been Christian, as the lineage was thought to have a hereditary 

predisposition to the religion.87 
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One common method employed against converted Christians was forced signing 

of oaths of apostasy (korobi sh� mon) which had to be endorsed by a village headman and 

local Buddhist temple.  Another started in 1631 was the fumie test, where accused 

Christians had to disrespectfully step on metal plates engraved with images of Christ or 

Mary, to demonstrate they held no value in the images.88 

Although the Catholic Spanish and Portuguese were kicked out, the Dutch were 

allowed to stay, as “they were not carriers of the Catholic contagion,” as J.S.A Elisonas 

put it.89 The extreme xenophobia of the era is reflected by the view that Europeans and 

their religion were inherently unclean.  The Dutch were forced into 'cultural quarantine' 

on the artificial island of Deshima, prohibited from conducting religious services or 

possessing Christian literature or symbols.  Christians, both European and Japanese, were 

also prevented from burying their dead in Japanese soil, and in an incident in 1657 the 

government actually dug up the bones of Christians in a village graveyard and threw 

them into the sea.90 

The crackdown on Christianity targeted every major vector of infection.  

Incoming European ships were inspected from bow to stern, looking for hidden 

missionaries or Christian paraphernalia.  No mention of Christianity, except in 

government-approved propaganda, was allowed to be published or even displayed 

publicly.  Murdoch describes one incident where the Inquisition officials made the Dutch 

tear down a newly-erected building on Deshima whose dedication reckoned the date by 

Anno Domini.91   
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As bad as the Inquisition was for the Europeans, those Japanese Christians who 

had been arrested experienced the worst of the persecutions.  Initially, Japanese 

authorities simply executed unrepentant Christians via beheading, burning, boiling, or 

crucifixion.  Over the course of the persecutions, from the 1610s to the 1870s, there are 

around 4000 recorded executions, although some estimates range much, much higher.92  

While the Christian mission ultimately collapsed in Tokugawa Japan, it did not go 

down without a fight.  One of Christianity’s greatest strengths as a religion is its ability to 

mobilize its members to publicly and willingly die for their faith.  Many Jesuits 

consciously choose martyrdom rather than leave the country, and encouraged their 

followers to do the same.  Christian documents circulating during this era argued that 

persecution was part of God’s plan, as a means of testing the faith of the Christians.  

Furthermore, the pamphlets praised martyrdom, and gave instructions on how one could 

become a martyr.93 Historical precedents such as the Roman persecutions were cited, and 

the policy was made clear that one had to actually die, willingly and without resistance, 

to officially become a martyr. 

 The many executions of Christian women and children may have actually 

generated sympathy for the Christians, and the bakufu switched tactics.  New methods of 

torture, such as the infamous pit suspension94, were innovated not to kill but rather to 

force a public renunciation of the faith, thus discrediting the apparent supernatural power 

of its martyrs.  The persecution's greatest success was in 1633, when the then-leader of 

the Jesuits in Japan, Cristovao Ferreira, was forced to renounce his faith by this method, 
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take a Japanese name, and cooperate in the persecution of other Christians.  While the 

religion was well-suited for martyrdom, it was beaten by grueling psychological torture.  

The result of these seventeenth-century programs was the complete extinction of a 

publicly practiced Christianity.   

 Although historians cite different proximate causes for the persecutions, the 

general theme is inherent incompatibility.  The Cambridge History of Japan asserts the 

outcome was inevitable, as “the subjugation of religious institutions to central hegemonic 

control was a major part of the general agenda of [Japan’s] reunification"95  Miyazaki 

Kentaro argues the persecution stemmed from the fortuitous arrival of the Dutch, whose 

interests in trade without religious strings attached was preferred over the Catholics, 

“who were a hindrance for the government’s stability.”96  Several authors pin the blame 

on Christian intolerance,97 and Murdoch argues that the arrival of the Spanish 

Franciscans and the resulting “sectarian bitterness” between the two missionary groups 

convinced the Japanese the religion was dangerous to social stability.98 

 Yet, while there is evidence supporting all of these as contributing factors, they 

are only proximal explanations.  Why was the bakufu able to expel Christianity at all, as 

this was certainly not a luxury available to the Inca or the Aztec?  How close did 

Christianity come to establishing itself permanently?  And, perhaps most importantly, 

why did Christianity not become incorporated into the national religious system?  After 

all, the militant Buddhist sects were just as zealous as the Christians, and were a much 

greater threat to samurai rule.  Yet, once the new order was established, Buddhism 
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became an integral pillar of the new samurai government.  Why did Christianity not 

become a second pillar? 

 Following the ecological approach laid out by historians like Gaddis, we see that 

none of the explanations put forth is the ‘real’ one.  Rather, they are all contributions to 

the situational whole, itself an amalgam of many more causes unconsidered by the 

historiography.  If Japan had not been exposed to smallpox in the seventh century, if the 

islands had been formed a few miles farther away from mainland Eurasia, if the strength 

of gravity on Earth’s surface wasn’t ~9.8 m/s2, then the human population of the 

archipelago would not have rejected Christianity in the seventeenth century.  Although 

searching for “the” answer in this chaotic mass is futile, we can try to identify those 

elements of the ecology that made the most difference.  I identify three: the collision of 

the cultural and religious superstructures exacerbated by the founder effect, the 

unification of the country via firearms, and the arrival of the Englishman William Adams 

aboard a lost Dutch merchant marine.  These causes are by no means exhaustive, but if 

we could go back in time they would be the three that by changing would make the most 

difference.   

 

Colliding Entrenchments 99 

In explaining why Japan rejected Christianity, scholars and laypeople often 

assume the two are simply incompatible.  Yet, this is a trope that evolved from the 

rejection of Christianity, and is not necessarily responsible for the rejection.  While 

language differences, social structure, and cultural idioms all served as barriers to entry, 
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the greatest source of friction was the zeal with which the Iberian missionaries assaulted 

Japanese religious traditions.  The friction caused by this collision was one of the most 

important factors influencing the development of a nativist response.  While it may have 

been impossible for the Jesuits to accomplish the complete eradication of Japanese 

religious traditions (short of a brutal military occupation as in the New World) there is no 

reason to think the religion could not have established a more modest permanence.   

The most obvious cultural barrier to conversion was language.  Translation 

problems had plagued the Jesuits their days preaching Dainichi, but the real problem in 

bringing the Japanese to Christ had much more to do with incompatible cultural 

superstructures.  Higashibaba writes that the great majority of the hundreds of thousands 

of newly converted Christians “probably kept using Christian symbols and participated in 

[Christian] rituals without a deep knowledge of them, maintaining the religious views and 

practices they had inherited from the traditions of their local communities.”100  While 

crucifixes, Catholic rosaries, Latin and Portuguese phrases spread very rapidly, the whole 

conceptual “package” of the religion did not.   

One cultural element that continually failed to be transmitted was the nature of the 

Crucifixion from the New Testament.  There is a great deal of evidence that Japanese 

Christians believed that Jesus himself was guilty of some crime.  The Biblical synopsis 

“The Beginning of Heaven and Earth”, written by hidden Japanese Catholics after the 

missionaries had left, indicates that core theology of the religion had been lost in 

translation.  In the Japanese Christian account, Christ died not for others, but because of 

his own personal guilt at having indirectly caused the deaths of so many children in 

Bethlehem during King Herod’s (called King Yorotetsu’s) search.  God tells Jesus, 
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“Thousands of infants lost their lives on your account…For their sake in the next world, 

you must be tortured and trodden upon, suffer and give up your body.”101 Redeeming a 

social obligation, rather than taking on the guilt of others, was the central message of the 

Crucifixion.102 There is evidence that this was not a corruption of the religion after the 

missionaries were expelled, but rather a persistent miscommunication of ideas.  Jesuit 

pamphlets, presumably geared towards addressing “Frequently Asked Questions”, 

specifically emphasized that Jesus’ death was directly the result of the sins of others, and 

that as a result we owed him repayment.103  Perhaps expressing frustration at this deep 

cultural disconnect, the Jesuit pamphlets stress that even if their ideas are not understood, 

they should still be believed and adhered to.104 

Likewise, Japanese Christian writers demonstrated they were not operating within 

a European understanding of the theology.  Fabian Fucan, one of the most theologically 

learned Japanese Christians, had only a limited understanding of the religion he had 

adopted.  Fabian at least understood that Jesus was crucified to redeem the sins of others 

rather than his own, but refers only once to Jesus in his writings, instead emphasizing 

God the Father “almost exclusively.”105  The communication barriers, and the conceptual 

differences in the Japanese and European cultural frameworks, both served as major 

barriers to the religion’s spread.     
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Yet, a difference in symbols and trope packages is not a sufficient explanation.  

There is no reason why a line of Christianity framed in Japanese terms could not have 

established itself permanently.  Indeed, even under the extreme persecution the 

Tokugawa Christian population hovered between 75.000 and 300,000 (although from a 

European perspective the adherents of this syncretistic faith would have been no 

Christian population at all).  The religion may have not been adopted as completely as the 

Jesuits had hoped, but it was passed on in some form.  Why, then, was it the target of 

such fierce animosity? 

Perhaps the most radical element of the new religion was its absolute denial of the 

cosmologies of other faiths.  While many sects of Buddhism stressed a single bodhisattva 

over others, the fact that they acknowledged the existence of other divinities marks the 

difference between monopraxis and monotheism.  Catholicism introduced a God who had 

created the universe, and everything in it.  In such a cosmology, any other supernatural 

being was undeserving of worship.  Teaching of a single divinity not uncommon in 

Japan, but to do so to the exclusion of all others was “unique and potentially 

conflictive.”106  

A letter sent from Hideyoshi to a Portuguese viceroy in India chastises that, “In 

lands like yours, one doctrine is taught to the exclusion of others, and you are unaware of 

the Way of humanity and rightness.”107  In contrast, the letter describes, Japanese religion 

as a blend of the “Three Powers”, that is, Shinto, Confucianism, and Buddhism.  Yet, this 

difference is insufficient to explain the friction – the Christians in the Roman Empire 

                                                 
106Higashibaba, Christianity in Early Modern Japan: Kirishitan Belief and Practice, 89. 
107De Bary and Dykstra, Sources of Japanese Tradition, 170. 



 65 

were also attempting to colonize a pluralistic religious landscape with monotheism, so we 

at least know that such a take-over is possible.   

The fight over monotheism was unavoidable once Christianity showed up, but it 

was only exacerbated by which Christians showed up.  One of the most important ways 

contingency comes into play in evolution, both cultural and genetic, is the founder effect.  

In this case, Japan’s view of the hundreds of millions of Christians was informed by 

contact with only a few dozen Catholic missionaries whose interaction would provide the 

scaffolding for the later immunity against the religion.  In such a case, Japan was 

introduced to Catholic Christianity by its most militant, aggressive, and orthodox 

representatives. 

Once the Jesuits realized their theology was being confused with Buddhism, they 

set upon a course of action to create as much of a break as possible.  When a daimyo 

extended his protection over the missionaries, their first goals were the destruction of 

Buddhist temples, Shinto shrines, and the expulsion of non-Christian priests.108  Book 

burning, clerical harassment, and artifact destruction were three methods employed to 

make a population Christian de facto by eliminating all competition.  What little capital 

the Jesuits had as visiting scholars from India was squandered in such aggressive 

evangelism. 

The scope of Jesuit intolerance was unprecedented in Japanese religious history, 

targeting not only religious professionals, deities and doctrines, but also the popular 

customs such as marriage practices, religious festivals and ancestor reverence.  One key 

conflict was over the doctrinal relationship between the newly converted and their 
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ancestors.  Revering one’s family line was a major part of East Asian culture, and Jesuits 

had difficulty telling potential converts their heathen ancestors were burning in Hell.109 

A second problem was the Jesuit moral norms regarding sexuality and the family.  The 

common Japanese practices of sodomy, polygamy, bisexuality, abortion, and infanticide 

were all targets of Jesuit criticism, and undoubtedly a barrier to conversion for many of 

the samurai.  The animosity between the Christians and the rest of the Japanese religious 

landscape made it impossible to integrate the two together, and Christianity made many 

enemies in a country it did not have control over.  

Catholic intolerance is often cited as the reason the religion failed in Japan, and it 

certainly made the most difference in terms of entrenched incompatibilities.  Yet, this 

answer is unsatisfying.  The Catholic mission was just as intolerant in Central and South 

America, but the critical difference was that there the Europeans could be.  In the case of 

Japan, it was not just that the Jesuits had fundamental incompatibilities with Japanese 

culture, it is that the Japanese had the organizational ability to resist and expel the West.  

This ability was ironically enabled by the Europeans themselves. 

 

Unification by Matchlock 

In a sense, the Jesuits’ most successful means of selling the religion contained 

within it the seeds of their demise.  When they first arrived, Japan was broken up into 

dozens of tiny states controlled by loosely-allied daimyo.  During this time, Christian 

persecution in one domain was offset by wholehearted support in another, and the 

Catholics relied upon this disunity to gain a foothold. The unification of the country by 
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Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa Ieyasu reversed this advantage, and 

allowed the Japanese government to stamp out the nascent religion just as it was 

establishing itself.  Ironically, the primary means of this unification that was so 

detrimental to Western relations was none other than the firearm itself.   

Not only did the Sengoku era of fractured territories and squabbling daimyo give 

way to a new national order, but also gave the Japanese the technology to stand up to 

European military strength.  The advantage of firearms is commonly understood by 

military historians to have provided the key to uniting war-torn Japan.  Turbull writes 

that,   

In the hands of the two or three warlords who had both the tactical acumen and the 
economic wherewithal to employ firearms massively, guns that evolved from the 
Tanegashima prototype would, later in the sixteenth century, become the indispensable 
tools of Japan's military reunification.110  

 
Lidin adds, 

It is no exaggeration to say that it was in all cases the new weapon that created the new 
order, and the man who had most [sic] muskets could dictate the future for the whole 
country.111  

 
Oda Nobunaga, the first of the three unifiers, was also the first daimyo to use firearms 

effectively at Nagashino.  His successors Toyotomi Hideyoshi and Tokugawa Ieyasu both 

relied heavily on the weapon to subjugate the remaining warlords of Japan.  Hideyoshi’s 

invasion of Korea was built primarily upon the matchlock, and once he died, Ieyasu 

would use them to defeat the Toyotomi clan and take full control of the archipelago.  The 

Tokugawa bakufu that ruled Japan for nearly three hundred years was built on the 

European import.   
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 The Jesuits’ only remaining military advantage was that they had been granted 

military control of the city of Nagasaki in 1580 by a Christian daimyo.  Toyotomi 

Hideyoshi, whose cannon and muskets were conquering Japan from east to west, took 

control of the city in 1587, thus ending a brief period of European control over a piece of 

Japanese home soil.  From that point onward, the missionaries could no longer rely upon 

the support of the Christian daimyo, whose primary allegiance was to the samurai 

hegemon, not the religion.   

Thus, by the year 1600, the unification of Japan tightened the noose around the 

neck of Japanese Christianity.  However, European trade was still very desirable, and the 

persecution of the religion was checked by the need for ongoing economic relations.  

This last advantage of the Jesuits was upset, though, by a single English sailor who 

drifted in from the Pacific.   

 

William Adams  

The first Englishman in Japan, William Adams, unintentionally caused a major 

pivot in Euro-Japanese relations.  He is well-known from James Clavell’s semi-fictional 

novel Sh� gun, yet Adams’ colorful life was itself difficult to exaggerate.  As navigator in 

a Dutch fleet of five ships, Adams participated in raids along the African coast, rounded 

the Cape of South America, visited Hawaii nearly two hundred years before Cook, and 

navigated his crew to the islands of Japan.112  Out of the five original ships in the fleet, 

only his survived the journey, and the crew arrived dying of scurvy and starvation in 

Japan in 1600.  At this moment, Tokugawa Ieyasu was using firearms to complete his 
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unification of the country, and the Dutch and English presented the new government 

something Japan had never had: alternatives to the Catholics.   

The Jesuits, predictably, wanted their Protestant rivals either dead or leaving, and 

made it clear to the bakufu that the new arrivals were their enemies.  In retrospect, this 

was not a wise move, as Tokugawa Ieyasu immediately perceived the potential for Dutch 

leverage against the Portuguese and Spanish.  Adams was brought to Osaka, inspected, 

and questioned relentlessly by Ieyasu about European politics.  The warlord realized the 

Protestants could offer European trade without religious strings attached, as he perceived 

the Catholic mission as a threat to his rule.  The Dutch were encouraged to establish a 

trading post, which they did in 1609, and Adams personally ensured that the English 

followed suit. 

The Englishman became increasingly influential within the shogunate.  He was 

granted the full titles, land, and status of a samurai and was well-known among the 

nobility of the archipelago.  Adams became a close confidant of Ieyasu’s and was part of 

the shogun’s “brain trust” that built the administrative architecture of the Tokugawa 

bakufu.  Meanwhile, the Catholic merchants and missionaries could only watch as their 

most valuable means of ensuring favored status with the Japanese elite – their monopoly 

on foreign trade - was rendered useless, foreshadowing their expulsion. 

In sum, the essential challenge for the Christian missionaries was the scaffolding 

of a native Christian tradition that could sustain and protect itself against nativist 

resistance.  In this, they came very close.  Several of the most powerful Japanese elites 

had converted, Christian schools were set up, and in regions like Nagasaki three 

generations of Christians had practiced the religion openly before the persecutions began.  
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Had the Catholics found some way to sidestep the cultural incompatibilities with 

Japanese religious traditions, maintained a military supremacy over the Japanese, or 

successfully outmaneuvered the Protestants, it is possible that the persecutions would 

have been unfeasible. 

Thus, far from an inevitability, the reasons for the religion’s defeat were path-

dependent outcomes of complex, contingent interaction.  All three of these important 

factors – the arrival of armed Europeans in a country eager for firearms, the Jesuit and 

Franciscan founder effect, and the haphazard journey of a single Dutch ship, were by no 

means inevitable, yet played determining roles in the missionary failure.  Without the 

negative selection pressures resulting from these events, today a “Japanese Catholicism” 

might make up a substantial part of the archipelago’s religious landscape. 

 

3.2 The Rejection of Firearms 

 The effects of the Shimabara rebellion were not just confined to a crackdown on 

Christianity.  An assessment written by a government official reports that Shimabara was 

“not an ordinary conflict” in that farmers were able to successfully stand up against 

samurai “because firearms are used.”113  This assessment was an indicator of another 

nativist trend.  The firearm, so instrumental in the unification of the country, was 

becoming marginalized in military arsenals around the archipelago.  Once the dominant 

weapon in Japanese warfare, the musket fell into obsolesence in favor of the traditional 

bow, spear, and sword.  This is one of the few times in world history, perhaps the only 
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time, where firearms actually fell into disuse after serving as the primary weapon of a 

military arsenal for several decades. 

In a cultural evolutionary framework, the reversal of fortunes for the firearm 

occurred either because the selection pressures promoting its use ceased to exist, or some 

new negative selection pressures overwhelmed the positive pressures, or some 

combination of both.  Two major changes occurred in the adaptive environment: peace 

under the new federal government structure, and the lack of any major foreign threat.  

Much like Christianity, the shifting situation robbed the firearm of those advantages it 

enjoyed during the Sengoku era, and also encouraged the growth of selection pressures 

against its use.   

Indeed, in the new Tokugawa order, it makes perfect sense that the government 

began controlling gun production in order to ensure its hegemony.  In addition to 

requiring federal approval for castle upgrades, daimyo could now only order the weapons 

if the shogunate allowed it, which was rare.  Previously its greatest patrons, the samurai 

of the Sengoku era were corralled into new forms of (mostly) non-lethal competition.  

For the daimyo themselves, the shogunate required alternate years of attendance at the 

capital city of Edo (Tokyo), often pitting rival daimyo against each both as a means of 

checking their power, and as a channel for them to compete with extravagant military 

processions, as well as prestigious honor guard positions.114 

Just as the Koreans did not begin arming themselves with available matchlocks, 

the Japanese showed no interest in Western improvements in firearms technology once 

peace set in.  The Dutch reportedly gave a new flintlock musket to the Tokugawa shogun, 
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but, unlike Lord Tanegashima Tokitaka in 1543, the Tokugawa made no effort to 

reproduce this technology.  This once again demonstrates that in the absence of the right 

environment, the selection pressures discourage the proliferation of a cultural or 

technological variant.   

This is not to say that guns were seen as useless.  Englebert Kaempfer, a German 

doctor visiting the Dutch trading post, clearly described the presence of musketeers in a 

daimyo procession he witnessed.115  In addition, historian Toshio Tsukahira describes a 

common expression for signs that a disloyal daimyo was planning a coup in Edo, where 

their families were forced to reside, was to look for “outgoing women, incoming guns” 

(de-onna ni iri-depp� ).116 

Oddly, though, guided variation played an interesting role in the way the culture 

of guns changed.  Just as they fell out of favor with samurai, they became popular with 

peasants.  Tokugawa historian Furushima Toshio writes, 

in rural areas farmers were permitted to keep guns for hunting and to fire blanks in order 
to prevent wildlife from destroying crops.  They were, however, expected to register these 
guns with regional officials.  The size of the ammunition they used was regulated, and the 
number of guns held by a village was checked annually.117   
 

With Tokugawa Japan’s frequent rural unrest, however, it is extremely likely peasants 

could imagine other uses for their hunting muskets.  Mark Ravina describes several 

instances during the Tokugawa era where rioting peasants used firearms against 
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merchants, landowners, or local officials, sometimes assembling a force of up to 200 

guns.118 

Thus, we can visibly see the important effects of Europe on Japanese society 

during the Tokugawa era.  Once Europe introduced the firearm in 1543 to a country 

locked in civil war, the new weapons rapidly proliferated across the island and began 

occupying numerous military and economic niches.  What’s more, the presence of the 

gun in Tokugawa society is an active reminder of one of the primary reasons the West 

was unable to convert Japan or strong-arm the people of the archipelago, a visible sign of 

the inoculation that had taken place.   

 

 

Conclusion: The Legacy of Inoculation 

During the Tokugawa era a Japanese discourse evolved that utterly vilified the 

Catholic mission, and remembered the events of the early Jesuit activity as an attempt to 

subjugate Japan to Europe via a “fifth column” of Japanese Christians.  This distrust of 

the “foreign” religion continued in its active form the end of World War Two, but even 

today the notion that Christianity is a religion of foreigners, not Japanese is an important 

mediating trope.   

A second outcome of this inoculation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

was the evolution of the discourse of “Western science, Eastern ethics.”  Despite the 

intense positive selection pressures on Westernization after Perry’s arrival in 1853, this 

cultural firewall allowed the adoption of the West’s superior technology, but divorced of 
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foreign philosophy or religious traditions.  These are both visible legacies of the failed  

scaffolding of a Japanese Christianity.   

Although I have only given a preliminary treatment of the first Euro-Japanese 

contact, the results are enough to show that current notions regarding the “inevitability” 

of the European expulsion of the seventeenth century are likely more post hoc 

conclusions than accurate forecasting.   

Lewontin and Fracchia feel that such evolutionary analysis demands “the 

reduction of society and culture to inheritance systems” and “history to ‘evolution’.”119 

By tracing the various evolutionary forces at work on Christianity and firearms, however, 

it is clear that the path taken utterly relies on contingency over continuity.   

My study aspires to show that cultural evolution does not detract from history or 

rob our ancestors of their humanity.  Rather, it deepens and enriches our understanding of 

that history.  None of the events from 1600 to 2006 would have proceeded as they did 

without the arrival of William Adams, a lower-class sailor from Kent who in the right 

circumstances pivoted the trajectory of international relations.  Indeed, it is clear that 

throughout this period of history, individual variation had dramatic effects on the tortuous 

path of cultural evolution - Oda at Nagashino, the Jesuit decision to help arm the samurai 

in exchange for converts, and Valignano’s attempts to find a cultural compromise 

between Jesuits and Japanese.  These individuals cannot be “reduced” to their twin 

inheritances any more than a human body can be reduced to its skeleton.   

Yet, cultural evolutionary theory empowers us to see why their actions failed or 

succeeded, based on what we know at present about human psychology, cultural 

transmission technology, and statistical processes.  Like genetic evolution, cultural 
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evolution provides the seabed to which our social science models may be anchored.  As 

Boyd and Richerson (2005) write,  

Many cultural scientists of our acquaintance are infected with a certain ennui.  They seem 
to feel that the late “Great Men” of their fields, Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Parsons, and so 
on, said most of what can be said about the human condition.  Contemporary scholars 
can mine thin ore that the Great Men passed over; they can slice, dice and recombine old 
arguments to get interesting but not very novel new variants; or they can abandon 
science altogether for personalized accounts of human behavior in the humanistic 
vein.120  

 
Yet, in terms of what is possible, the social sciences are only beginning to emerge as a 

rigorous, predictive body of knowledge.  Despite the work that has been done to improve 

human societies, the fact remains that the intolerance and violence between the 

Europeans and Japanese of the sixteenth century are not unfamiliar to humans of the 

twenty-first century.  While the academic environment and its selection pressures will be 

the ultimate judge of cultural evolution’s merits, I feel that this theory is the best chance 

to build a science of humanity that can understand, and possibly prevent, such conflict in 

the future.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
120Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human Evolution, 250. 
 



 76 

 
 
Works Cited 
 
 
Barkow, Jerome H., Leda Cosmides, & John Tooby. The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology 

and the Generation of Culture: Oxford University press, 1992. 

Blocker, Ariel, Kaoru Komoriya, and Shin-Ichi Aizawa. "Type Iii Secretion Systems and Bacterial 
Flagella: Insights into Their Function from Structural Similarities." Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Science 100, no. 6 (2003): 3027-30. 

Boyd, Robert, and Peter J. Richerson. Culture and the Evolutionary Process. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1985. 

Cavalier-Smith, T. "The Origin of Eukaryote and Archaebacterial Cells." Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences 503 (1987): 17-54. 

———. "The Phagotrophic Origin of Eukaryotes and Phylogenetic Classification of Protozoa." 
International Journal of Systematic and Evolutionary Microbiology 52 (2002): 297-354. 

Christian Deputation to Japan., Douglas Horton, and Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in 
America. The Return to Japan: Report ... October - November, 1945. New York: Pub. for 
the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America etc. by Friendship Press /, 
1945. 

Claim Cb200.1:Bacterial Flagella and Eukaryotic Cilia Are Irreducibly Complex The Talk Origins 
Archive, [cited 2006]. Available from 
http://www.talkorigins.org/indexcc/CB/CB200_1.html. 

Cooper, Michael. The Southern Barbarians; the First Europeans in Japan. Tokyo, Palo Alto, 
Calif.,: Kodansha International in cooperation with Sophia University, 1971. 

De Bary, William Theodore, and Yoshiko Kurata Dykstra. Sources of Japanese Tradition. 2nd ed, 
Introduction to Asian Civilizations. New York: Columbia University Press, 2001. 

Feynman, Richard P., Robert B. Leighton, Matthew Sands. The Feynman Lectures on Physics. 
Vol. 1. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1963(1977). 

Fracchia, Joseph, and Richard C. Lewontin. "The Price of Metaphor." History and Theory 44 
(Feb. 2005): 14-29. 

Gaddis, John Lewis. The Landscape of History: How Historians Map the Past. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002. 

Hall, John Whitney. The Cambridge History of Japan. 6 vols. Vol. 4. Cambridge, Cambridgeshire; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988. 

———. The Cambridge History of Japan. 6 vols. Vol. 5. Cambridge, Cambridgeshire; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988. 

Harrington, Ann. Japan's Hidden Christians. Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1993. 



 77 

Higashibaba, Ikuo. Christianity in Early Modern Japan: Kirishitan Belief & Practice. Leiden: Brill, 
2001. 

———. Christianity in Early Modern Japan: Kirishitan Belief and Practice, Brill's Japanese 
Studies Library, V. 16. Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2001. 

Howell, Martha, and Walter Prevenier. From Reliable Sources: An Introduction to Historical 
Methods: Cornell University Press, 2001. 

Leavitt, Gregory C. Incest and Inbreeding Avoidance: A Critique of Darwinian Social Science. 
Lewiston: The Edwin Mellon Press, 2005. 

Lewontin, Richard C., and Joseph Fracchia. "Does Culture Evolve?" History and Theory 38, no. 4 
(1999): 52-78. 

Lidin, Olof G. Tanegashima: The Arrival of Europe in Japan, Nordic Institute of Asian Studies 
Monograph Series ; No. 90. Copenhagen Great Britain: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 
2002. 

McKinnon, Susan. Neo-Liberal Genetics: The Myths and Moral Tales of Evolutionary Psychology. 
Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2005. 

McNeill, William Hardy. The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community: With a 
Retrospective Essay. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991. 

Milton, Giles. Samurai William : The Adventurer Who Unlocked Japan. London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 2002. 

Morse, William R. Chinese Medicine. New York: P.B. Hoeber Inc., 1934. 

Mullins, Mark. Handbook of Christianity in Japan. Leiden ; Boston, MA: Brill, 2003. 

Murdoch, James. A History of Japan. Vol. 2. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1926. 

Olson, Ted. "Pastor Wanted for Wedding. No Religion Required." Christianity Today 2003. 

Perrin, Noel. Giving up the Gun: Japan's Reversion to the Sword, 1543-1879. Boston: D. R. 
Godine, 1979. 

Ravina, Mark. Land and Lordship in Early Modern Japan. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, 1999. 

Richerson, Peter J., and Robert Boyd. Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human 
Evolution. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

Ridley, Matt. The Red Queen: Sex and the Evolution of Human Nature. New York: Macmillan 
Pub. Co., 1994. 

Sahlins, Marshall David. The Use and Abuse of Biology: An Anthropological Critique of 
Sociobiology. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1976. 

Sansom, George. A History of Japan. Vol. 3. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958. 

Sperber, Dan. Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996. 



 78 

Tsukahira, Toshio G. Feudal Control in Tokugawa Japan: The Sankin Kotai System: East Asian 
Research Center, Harvard University, 1966. 

Tsukahira, Toshio George. Feudal Control in Tokugawa Japan; the Sankin Kotai System, Harvard 
East Asian Monographs 20. Cambridge,: East Asian Research Center Harvard 
University; distributed by Harvard University Press, 1966. 

Turnbull, Stephen R. The Samurai: A Military History. 1st American ed. New York: Macmillan, 
1977. 

Whelan, Christal. The Beginning of Heaven and Earth: The Sacred Book of Japan's Hidden 
Christians. Honolulu: University of Hawai*i Press, 1996. 

Wilson, Edward O. Consilience : The Unity of Knowledge. 1st ed. New York: Knopf, 1998. 

Wimsatt, William C. "Generative Entrenchment and the Developmental Systems Approach to 
Evolutionary Processes." In Cycles of Contingency: Developmental Systems and 
Evolution, edited by R. Gray S. Oyama, and P. Griffiths, 219-37. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2001. 

 


