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Americans stationed in occupied Japan at the close of World War II claimed to be bringing religious 
freedom to a country where it did not exist. They described Japan’s 1889 constitutional guarantee of 
religious freedom as a fake, and they claimed to be implanting “real religious freedom” in its stead. But in 
making such claims, the occupiers overlooked inconvenient historical facts. Countering the victors’ 
narrative, Jolyon Thomas shows that Japanese people were actually involved in a robust debate about 
religious freedom for decades before the occupation began; he also demonstrates that the American 
occupiers were far less certain about how to define and protect religious freedom than their triumphalist 
rhetoric suggested. And whereas post-Occupation histories have commonly assumed that the occupiers 
introduced the human right of religious freedom to Japan, Thomas argues that the inherently 
transnational circumstances of military occupation prompted stakeholders to conceive religious freedom 
as a "human right" in the first place. Along the way, the occupiers and their Japanese counterparts 
collaboratively constructed a new technical vocabulary about “good” and “bad” religion. The categories 
they developed in the late 1940s still dictate how academics, journalists, and policymakers working today 
imagine who deserves religious freedom, what kinds of political practices infringe on religious liberty, and 
who bears responsibility for doing anything about it. 

Jolyon Thomas is Assistant Professor of Religious Studies in the Department of Religious Studies at the 
University of Pennsylvania. His publications include “The Buddhist Virtues of Raging Lust and Crass 
Materialism in Contemporary Japan,” Material Religion 11, no. 4 (2016): 485–506; “Varieties of Religious 
Freedom in Japanese Buddhist Responses to the 1899 Religions Bill,” The Asian Journal of Law & Society 3, 
no. 1 (2016): 49–70; “Religions Policies during the Allied Occupation of Japan, 1945–1952,” Religion Compass 
8, no. 9 (2014): 275–286; and Drawing on Tradition: Manga, Anime, and Religion in Contemporary Japan 
(University of Hawaii Press, 2012). 

For questions contact ccarter@lit.kyushu-u.ac.jp (Caleb Carter, IMAP/IDOC in Japanese Humanities) 

自由の偽装―アメリカ占領下日本における信教の自由 

mailto:ccarter@lit.kyushu-u.ac.jp
mailto:ccarter@lit.kyushu-u.ac.jp

