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The Theories of Kinjiro Ninomiya as Teaching Material for Moral Education
Toshiaki Itoh and Yuriko Ishimura
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Abstract : The purpose of this paper is to examine and criticize Kinjiro Ninomiya’s moral theories. The life
story of Kinjiro is widely used as teaching material for moral education to teach the virtue of industrious-
ness, drawing on the exceeding value of both his thoughts and actions. However, it is only the industrious-
ness of his childhood that draws people’s attention, and his moral theories have been left largely undiscussed.

Kinjiro tried to explain his moral theories as developing the ‘fields of the mind’. This ‘vegetable model’ is
rooted in the life of a farmer, but treats children as entirely passive. Kinjiro believed that there was virtue in
everything, however, given that virtue is always good, his explanation that even a wasteland is virtuous is
mistaken.

A characteristic of Kinjiro’s moral theory is the emphasis not on egoism but on altruism. Kinjiro lauded
industriousness, thrift and compassion for others. He gave his savings to his family and relatives, but also to
others or for the benefit of the village. This altruism may well be the reason why Kinjiro gained prominence.
Industriousness to Kinjiro was to assist in providing a livelihood for others, yet in schools, only the industri-

ousness part of Kinjiro’s whole theory is taught, and the rest ignored.
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For Kinjiro, to be ethical meant to master benevolence, justice, courtesy and wisdom. However, he failed

to give a detailed explanation of what an ideal human with these virtues would actually look like and how

such a person should be raised. Furthermore, Kinjiro’s way of thinking maintains the class system in those

days.

Kinjiro’s life story is indeed useful as teaching material for moral education to learn the importance of in-

dustriousness. However, industriousness is only a part of Kinjiro’s entire theory and does not provide an

overall explanation of his ideas. On the other hand, it is true that industriousness is a virtue, but it should be

taught alongside altruism in addition to egoism.
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