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[Abstract])

The Nation as Sacred Realm:
The Establishment of the Concept of the “Sacred Nation”

SENDA Minoru

International Research Center for Japanese Studies

(1) When a nation is called a “sacred country,” one tends to think of its entire territory as sacred
space. Let us consider what the basis for this kind of thinking is.

One explanation states that the entire island of Japan was created and protected by the kami. If
there was one simple definition for a sacred nation, it would not be difficult to analyze, but the
relation between Shinto and the state is extremely complex. The fact that Japan was perceived as
being sacred is related to the establishment of the imperial title *Tennou’. According to one theory,
the Chinese Taoist supreme deity was the origin of the Japanese tenno. If one thinks that this
accounts for the creation of the Japanese nation, it should explain how the titles for the Japanese
emperor, nation and kami are all related. But over time, this triple relation was disregarded until it
was eventually taken up.

In Empress Jingu’s account in the Nihon Shoki, the King of Silla stated that “I have heard that
there is a sacred country in the East which is called Nihon. The virtuous ruler who reigns over this
country is called the tenno.” This was the first instance in which the word “sacred country”
appeared in the imperial history. Within the context of the Nihon Shoki, shinkoku could be
interpreted as land of the gods. But it also seems to include connotation of the land of the emperor.

(2) The medieval text that directly discussed the concept of the sacred country was the Jinno
Shotoki compiled by Kitabatake Chikafusa. “Japan is a sacred country. The creator laid down its
foundation and the sun deity reigned over the land for ages. Our country is the only land that
experienced this. That is why our land is called a sacred country. Although people say that China is
a large country, when compared to India it is merely a small domain. Japan is in the middle of the
ocean northeast of India and China. It is a land that is governed by the gods.” This text seems to
link the emperor to Amaterasu. At the same time, since the title of the chapter is Jinno, it is possible
to interpret the emperor as a kami.

(3) The notion of the sacred country can also be observed during Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s
campaign against Korea. The ultimate goal of Hideyoshi had been to defeat the weakening Ming
dynasty. But he encountered attacks both from China and Korea, so Hideyoshi had to eventually
settle for a truce. When a false envoy from the Ming court arrived in Nagoya in Hizen (Fukuoka
Prefecture), the Hideyoshi’s regime demanded a set of conditions that should be submitted to Ming
court. (1) Japan is a sacred country and Hideyoshi is the son of the sun. His unification of Japan
was pre-destined in the heavenly realm. (2) In accordance with the request to control pirates,
Hideyoshi settled the sea routes. But the Ming court did not send any words expressing gratitude.
The Hiyoshi regime felt that the Ming court looked down upon his regime, because Japan is a small
country. For this reason, it is recorded that Hideyoshi sent troops to invade China. For Hideyoshi,
the notion of a sacred country extended from the kami’s intervention during a national crisis such as
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the time of the Mongal invasion during the thirteenth century.

(4) When national learning became the foundation for intellectual trends at the end of Edo
period, anti-foreign sentiments were instigated and the Japanese emperor became the center of
Shinto state. Over time people became indoctrinated with the idea that the emperor is a kami, and
the notion of the sacred country developed with an ambiguous historical basis. That is why it was
difficult to question the validity of the false notion of the sacred country in early modern times.



