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1 
Two Principles

The Kojiki and the Nihongi were completed in the early eighth century.  These two books recorded matters from the beginning of the territory of the Japanese kings and queens to the seventh century.  Both of these books seem to have two different principles for the legitimacy of an imperial genealogy.  One has been regarded as traditional Japanese thought while the other as Chinese thought; however, the former was probably a product of the creation, in these books, of an unbroken line of emperors from heavenly deities.  This essay intends to investigate the relationship between the two thoughts.
2 
Genealogy of the twenty-sixth king Keitai
The Kojiki and the Nihongi recorded the genealogy of the kings and queens from the first king.  The preface of the Kojiki recorded a king’s edict that stressed the importance of the imperial genealogy:

Whereupon, the Emperor said:

“I hear that the Imperial Chronicles and Fundamental Dicta handed down by the various houses have come to differ from the truth and that many falsehoods have been added to them.  If these errors are not remedied at this time, their meaning will be lost before many years have passed.  This is the framework of the state, the great foundation of the imperial influence. Therefore, recording the Imperial Chronicle and examining the Ancient Dicta, discarding the mistaken and establishing the true, I desire to hand them on to later generations.”(1)

Readers of the Kojiki and the Nihongi may think that the imperial genealogy was compiled carefully in order to realise the edict.  The genealogy in the two books was:
Jimmu (1) – Suizei (2) – Annei (3) – Itoku (4) – Koushou (5) – Kouan (6) – Kourei (7) 

  Kougen (8) – Kaika (9) – Sujin (10) – Suinin (11) – Keikou (12)     YamatoTakeru – Chuai (14)  
                                         







    Seimu (13)

    Oujin (15) 
 Nintoku (16)    Richu (17)      Itinofe no Osifa       Ninken (24)     Buretsu (25)
                       

       Hanzei (18)          Kenzo (23)

                        

       Ingyou (19)       Ankou (20) 

                                     


       Yuuryaku (21) – Seinei (22)

            
   Fiko Usi    Keitai (26) 


 
Ankan (27)

 
Senka (28)

    Kimmei (29)   
  Bidatsu (30) ​–  Osisaka Fikofito     Jomei (34) 

        Youmei (31)


        Tinu     Kougyoku (35)/  Saimei (37)

        Suiko (33)



        Koutoku (36)

        Sushun (32)

 
Tenchi (38) – Jitou (40)

 
Temmu (39)
In the above table, the horizontal lines indicate the succession to the throne from father to child; the vertical lines, the succession amongst siblings.  In this genealogy there is an unusual succession to the throne:  the case of the twenty-sixth king Keitai, who succeeded to the throne in the year 507 AD.  The Kojiki recorded his succession as follows:
“After the death of the emperor, there was no prince to assume the sun-lineage.  Thereupon a descendant in the fifth generation of Emperor Fomuda, Wofodo no Mikoto, was brought up from the land of Tika-tu-Afumi, and being united with Tasiraga no Mikoto, was given [rule over] the kingdom.” 
“Emperor Fomuda” is the fifteenth king Oujin and “Wofodo no Mikoto” is the twenty-sixth king Keitai in the genealogy.  The Nihongi contains more details about Keitai, so from now on this essay will mainly trace these descriptions in the Nihongi because the Kojiki has no details about him except his position in the genealogy as quoted above.  The Nihongi documented:
“The Emperor Wofodo [otherwise called Fiko-futo no Mikoto] was the son of Prince Fiko Usi, a descendant in the fifth generation of the Emperor Fomuda.”(2) 
The most important part of the genealogy is coherent with the Kojiki.  The name of Keitai’s father, Fiko Usi, is new information; however, the father was not recorded with his father’s name.  Therefore, even through the Nihongi, readers cannot trace three generations between Keitai’s father and Oujin.
Keitai being “a descendant in the fifth generation” of the fifteenth king Oujin tells the readers about his distant relationship from Oujin.  In the two books, no kings or queens were recorded as having succeeded to the throne from such a distant relationship.  Besides, the two books did not record all of the names of princes between Oujin and Keitai.
However, readers can find the names of princes between those kings in another document:– an annotation of the Nihongi called the Shaku Nihongi – which is a record of lectures about the Nihongi by a Shinto scholar in the thirteenth century.  In order to know the princes’ names, the Shaku Nihongi referred to a document named the Jouguki (Records of Prince Jougu) which had been lost.  Therefore the readers of the Kojiki and the Nihongi can know those princes’ names only by the annotation in the Shaku Nihongi.  If the compilers saw the Jouguki or its material, why didn’t they record the princes’ names in their books?  Although in the eighteenth century Norinaga Motoori (3) was indebted to the Jouguki for providing the missing rungs between the fifteenth king Oujin and the twenty-sixth king Keitai, the princes’ names do not appear reliable because the compilers of both the Kojiki and the Nihongi had not noted them – if indeed they had seen the document.  The readers of the two books can only be sure that the compilers of these two books recorded the twenty-sixth king as a “descendant in the fifth generation” of the fifteenth king Oujin, without the names of the generations between them.
In 1952, Yu Mizuno (4) discussed the changes of dynasties behind the descriptions in the Kojiki and the Nihongi.  He concluded that there were three dynasties in ancient Japan.  One of the two changes between the three dynasties was from the former dynasty to that of the twenty-sixth king Keitai.  The unusual succession to the throne by Keitai seems to be explained by Mizuno.  In fact, as he mentioned, not only the descriptions of Keitai himself but also the descriptions of the former kings seem to be coherent with his thinking.
3 
Former kings before the twenty-sixth king Keitai

The Nihongi described him:

“When the Emperor attained to manhood, he loved the people, and was courteous to men of worth.  He was of a generous disposition.”

Keitai was recorded as a man of virtue.  The chronological records of his ascending the throne portrayed him in the same way:
“1st year, Spring, 1st month, 4th day.  The Ofomuraji, Ofotomo no Kanamura, again counselled, saying : - “Prince Wofodo is of an affectionate and dutiful disposition.  He is a fit person to take over the Celestial succession.  Let us, therefore, courteously offer it to him, and thus continue the prosperity of the Imperial institution.”  Mononobe no Arakabi no Ofomuraji, with Kose no Wobito no Ofo-omi and others, all said :“ On a careful review of the branch descendants, there is no other worthy person but Prince Wofodo.”
“2nd month, 4th day.  The Ofomuraji, Ofotomo no Kanamura, went to his knees, and, with repeated obeisances, presented the Mirror, the Sword, and the Imperial Signet.  The Emperor Wofodo declined them, saying:  “It is not light matter to be a father to the people and to rule the state.  I, the unworthy one, am deficient in ability, and do not deserve to be thought fit for it.  I pray thee, after the purpose, and select some wise person, for I, the unworthy one, do not dare to accept.”  Ofotomo no Ofomuraji, bowing down to the ground, persisted in his request.  Then the Emperor Wofodo, facing the west, declined three times, and facing the south, declined twice. The Emperor Wofodo said: “Ye Ofo-omi and Ofomuraji, and all ye high officials!  Since you all urge me, the unworthy one, I, the unworthy one, do not presume to oppose you.”  So he accepted the Imperial Signet.”

His personality is in clear contrast to the twenty-fifth king Buretsu, whom the Nihongi described:

“When he grew to manhood, he was fond of criminal law, and was well versed in the statutes.”

“In deciding cases he attained to the facts.  But he worked much evil, and accomplished no good thing.  He never omitted to witness in person cruel punishments of all kinds, and the people of whole land were all in terror of him.”
After these general descriptions, the Nihongi gave details of his acts:

“2nd year, autumn, 9th month. The Emperor ripped up the belly of a pregnant woman and inspected the pregnant womb.  

3rd year, winter, 10th month.  He plucked out men’s nails, and made them dig up yams.”

4th year, summer, 4th month.  He pulled out hair of men’s heads, made them climb to the tops of trees, and then cut down the trees, so that the men who had climbed were killed by the fall.  This he took a delight in.”

5th year, summer, 6th month.  The Emperor made men lie down on their faces in the sluice of a dam and caused them to be washed away : with a three-bladed lance he stabbed them.  In this he took delight.” 

This contrast reminds the readers of the kings who generated the changes of dynasties in Chinese history.  The Historical Records compiled in the early first century BC by Sima Qian recorded that the last king of the Xia dynasty was so cruel that he was killed by a man of virtue because the cruel king, Jie, lost his subjects’ support.  That man of virtue, Tang, founded the Shang dynasty.  However, his descendant, Chou, was so cruel that the dynasty was destroyed by a man of virtue, Wu, who founded the Zhou dynasty.  These changes of Chinese dynasties from Xia to Zhou through Shang were described by a pattern: a dynasty started with a man of virtue and ended with a man of cruelty.  The Nihongi’s descriptions of the twenty-fifth king Buretsu and the twenty-sixth king Keitai seem to follow the Chinese way of changing dynasties.  Besides, the sixteenth king Nintoku was portrayed as a man of virtue:

“3rd month, 21st day.  The following decree was issued: - “From this time forward, for the space of three years, let forced labour be entirely abolished, and let the people have rest from toil.”  From this day forth his robes of state and shoes did not wear out, and none were made.  The warm food and hot broths did not become sour or putrid, and were not renewed.  He disciplined his heart and restrained his impulses so that he discharged his functions without effort ... for the space of three autumns the people had plenty, the praises of his virtue filled the land, and the smoke of cooking was also thick.”

“Therefore up to the present day he is known as the Sage Emperor.”

Also the Kojiki described him as a “saintly ruler”:

“At this time the emperor climbed up a high mountain and, viewing the lands of the four quarters, said : ”There is no smoke rising in the land.  The entire land is impoverished.  For a period of three years the people are released from all taxes and conscription.”  For this reason, the palace became dilapidated; although the rain leaked in everywhere, no repairs were made.  The dripping rain was caught in vessels, and the inhabitants moved around to places where it did not leak.  Later, when he viewed the land [ again ], the entire land filled with smoke.  Therefore realising that the people were now rich, he reinstated taxes and conscription.  For this reason, the common people flourished and did not suffer from his conscription.  Thus his reign is praised as being the reign of a saintly ruler.”

The descriptions of those three Japanese kings seem to give a picture of a change of dynasties from the dynasty of the sixteenth king Nintoku to that of the twenty-sixth king Keitai.  The principle of those descriptions was Chinese thought as recorded in classical documents such as the Historical Records by Sima Qian – regarded to be one of the most important classical books by Japanese courtiers and administrators in the seventh and eighth centuries.  In fact, as the Shoki Shikkai (Collected Annotations of Nihongi) (5) by Kawamura pointed out, the Nihongi owed many of its descriptions, apart from those of kings, to the Historical Records.  Besides, textbooks at the supreme school in the eighth century were decided by a civil code, namely the Taihou Ryou of 701.  The textbooks were selected from Chinese classical documents, one of which was the Yi.  The Tuan’s annotation of the Yi explained the meaning of “revolution”:

“Heaven and earth revolutionise and the four seasons realise.  Tang and Wu revolutionised the houses by responding to Heaven and by conforming to Man.

How great the time of revolution!”

The two kings in Tuan’s annotation, Tang and Wu, were documented in the Historical Records as the founders of the Shang and Zhou dynasties and as being sage kings. The Japanese courtiers and administrators studied the Yi with the annotations, as did their Chinese counterparts.  
The descriptions of the three Japanese kings which appear to tell of a change of dynasties could be understood and written about by the Japanese courtiers and administrators even though the descriptions were based on a foreign principle.  However, the two books connected all of the kings and queens by a line instead of recording the change of dynasties.  

4 
Influence of Chinese thought

Although Keitai’s succession to the throne was unusual, he was connected with the first king through the fifteenth king Oujin.  After Keitai, all of the kings and queens to the time of the Kojiki and the Nihongi were recorded as his descendants.  This line of kings and queens from the first king was seen as originating from the deities in heaven because the first king Jimmu was documented as a descendant of a deity from heaven.  One line of kings and queens from the deities in heaven does not seem to be coherent with the Chinese thought that legitimised the changes of dynasties.  
Keitai’s role, however, included a contradiction.  If the legitimacy of the Japanese kings and queens were guaranteed by a direct line from the gods, descriptions of the cruel and sage kings were not required.  It may be possible to resolve that problem by thinking like Norinaga Motoori who, in the Kojiki Den (Annotation of the Kojiki), claimed that the old documents were badly influenced by Chinese thought, particularly in the Nihongi.  His opinion was based on his belief that the Japanese kings and queens succeeded to the throne without any break, and that this unbroken succession to the throne was purely Japanese. 
In spite of Norinaga Motoori’s claim, readers of the two books cannot ignore the fact that the descriptions of the cruel king and the sage kings are inseparable from their figures.
Chinese historiographies left clues to make us think about the contradiction between a line of kings and queens, and the descriptions of the kings based on Chinese thought.

“The Records of the Eastern Barbarians” in the History of the Song Dynasty reserved a diplomatic letter in the year of 478 AD from the Japanese king Yuuryaku.  He requested that a title be bestowed by the king of the Song dynasty:

“Our country which is admitted as a kingdom by His Majesty is far and defends the border of His Majesty’s central area …We were ready to equip our ships and were ready to pass through Paikche in order to serve His Majesty.  However, Kogryo rudely disturbed our delegation from passing through the road and invaded the border … If we shall be able to defeat the strong enemy by His Majesty’s virtue, we will not change the precedents of our ancestors.  We will be loyal to His Majesty if we can have the title of His Majesty’s government.”

“Therefore His Majesty appointed Yuuryaku the King of Japan and the Holder of the Imperial Edict for Japan, Silla, Jinna, Kara, Quian Korea, Bo Korea, and Six Countries’ Military Affairs’ Great General to Conquer the East.” 

This record tells that Yuuryaku was keen to be appointed a general.  The title was for a military commander in the Chinese government.  Yuuryaku’s diplomatic letter referred to Korean kingdoms, Kogryo and Paikche.  He also asked that the title cover other Korean kingdoms.  It suggests that being the general in the Chinese king’s government gave Yuuryaku a stronger position against the Korean kingdoms.  In that diplomacy, Yuuryaku legitimised himself by the Chinese king’s authority.  The record also documented that Yuuryaku’s ancestors also asked to be appointed generals by subsequent kings of the Song dynasty. 
About two hundred years before Yuuryaku and his ancestors, a queen of a Japanese kingdom sent a diplomatic delegation to the king of the Wei dynasty.  “The Record of the Eastern Barbarians” in the History of the Wei Dynasty documented that in the year of 239 AD an edict by king Ming appointed the queen, Fimiko, “King of Japan who cooperates with Wei”.  According to that record, in another year the queen Fimiko reported to the king that her kingdom was at war against another kingdom in the Japanese archipelago.  It suggests that the queen Fimiko intended to utilise the authority bestowed by the Wei king to control not only her own kingdom but also another kingdom in the Japanese archipelago.  Probably Yuurayku and his ancestors were not queen Fimiko’s descendants, however, readers of those Chinese historiographies can know that from the third to the fifth centuries, the queen and kings in the Japanese archipelago adopted  a similar diplomatic policy in order to control their own kingdoms and the Korean kingdoms by legitimising themselves in the name of the Chinese dynasties’ kings, even though the priority of their policies differed from domestic to foreign affairs. 
About two hundred years before queen Fimiko, a Japanese king sent a diplomatic delegation to the king of the Western Han dynasty.  “The record of the Eastern Barbarians” in the History of Western Han Dynasty documented that in the year of 57 AD the Western Han’s king, Guang Wu, gave him a seal.  Sadao Nishijima (6) revealed that in the Western Han’s political system some types of seals were given to foreign kings as evidence of those kings’ obedience to Western Han rulers.  A gold seal probably from that time was unearthed in 1784 from an island to the north of Kyushu.  On it were inscribed the Chinese characters “King of Na in Han’s Japan”.  This title is similar to the one that was given to queen Fimiko by another Chinese dynasty’s king in the year of 239 AD. 
The record in the year of 57 AD is the first appearance of Japanese kingdoms in written history.  The details of that Japanese kingdom and its king’s policy were not recorded; however, the readers may be allowed to guess that the Japanese king tried to control his kingdom by the same policy used by the later queen and kings in the Japanese archipelago.  Similar to that of the Chinese dynasties, it was maintained from the first century to the fifth century, despite the monarchs of the first and third centuries probably not being ancestors of the fifth century’s kings.  This similarity of policies suggests that, beyond the differences of their houses, it was important for the kings and queen in the Japanese archipelago to have a relationship with the Chinese dynasties that allowed them to exercise their authority.  

The Chinese dynasties’ kings were successfully able to use their authority to influence Japanese kingdoms because of their advanced political system that was supported by highly advanced technologies such as the writing system.  By introducing the writing system, the Japanese governments were probably able to develop their administrative organisations such as taxation and conscription.  Before the introduction of the Chinese characters, the Japanese people did not have their own writing system – this started to develop after the ninth century by simplifying the Chinese characters which were initially used not for their own language but for a foreign language.  Because of the function of the Chinese characters – where each character represents both its sound and its meaning– learning and writing Chinese meant accepting and writing Chinese thought.  The most usual way to use a foreign language is to copy the native intelligent writers’ works.  Japanese governments of the seventh and eighth centuries arranged an educational system that would teach Japanese administrators to read Chinese documents. High ranking administrators and courtiers had to share knowledge with their Chinese counterparts in order to succeed diplomatically.  By the eighth century the Chinese model must have been the most persuasive way to portray their kings and queens, even though these monarchs were not Chinese.

Considering the history of policy run by the Japanese kingdoms and the necessity to know the Chinese letters, it is highly probable that the records of the Japanese kings by Japanese historians were initially written using Chinese to describe the Chinese method of succession to the throne; in other words, the portrayals of the cruel and the sage kings in the Kojiki and the Nihongi must have been in the old records in which Japanese historians had legitimised the twenty-sixth king Keitai using the Chinese way of succession which had been based on the theory of revolution.

5 
A line of kings and queens

The introduction of the Chinese system of succession to the throne might have been convenient for Keitai and his successors; however, it was a double-edged sword because that theory could legitimise anybody who got power.  Once the Keitai dynasty was established, the Chinese model could turn into a dangerous weapon and work against Keitai’s successors.  The danger became reality when one of his descendants was killed by the head of a clan.  The Nihongi recorded that Umako Soga ordered one of his men to kill king Sushun, who was a grand son of Keitai but the house of Soga was so powerful that the king’s family could do nothing against it.  The Nihongi described how Umako treated himself and his children like royalty.  It was fifty-three years after the assassination before one of the princes of the king’s family succeeded in destroying the main house of Soga in 645.  The king’s government lead by the prince started to strengthen the kingship and in 668 King Tenchi succeeded to the throne, the twelfth king in 161 years after Keitai’s ascending the throne in 507. 

Tenchi maintained contact with the Chinese and Korean kingdoms in order to introduce their advanced technologies.  However, he did not ask for any title from the Chinese government.  On the contrary, he tried to cultivate independence from China even though in 618 China established the powerful Tang dynasty after a long political confusion.  The most significant sign of Tenchi’s policy was a battle at a Korean bay, Haku Son Ko, against Tang’s navy in 663.  After losing, he constructed defence lines in Japan against Tang’s possible invasion.  His foreign policy was obviously different from the diplomatic attitude of the Japanese kingdoms from the first to at least the fifth century.  

This change in diplomatic relations, however, did had started sixty-one years before Tenchi’s succession to the throne, when a queen, Suiko, sent a diplomatic delegation to a Sui dynasty’s king in 607.  “The Records of the Eastern Barbarians” in the History of the Sui Dynasty documented that on that occasion the diplomatic letter was refused by the Sui dynasty’s king because it was written in a form that addressed an equal.  Tenchi inherited that Japanese government’s new policy.  The failure of exchanging diplomatic letters and the military campaign did not stop Tenchi developing an independent policy from the Chinese empire.  The legitimisation of the Japanese kingship which had been based on the Chinese theory could not be free from that change of diplomacy.  It is logical to guess that a non Chinese way of legitimisation of the Japanese kingship was also required by the new policy.

The genealogy of the Japanese kings and queens, particularly Keitai, was probably reorganised under the influence of a combination of domestic and foreign affairs in the sixth and seventh centuries.  Despite the remains of Chinese thought, Keitai was probably newly documented at that time as “a descendant in the fifth generation” of Oujin in the records of the Kojiki and the Nihongi.  This clue of “the fifth” helps narrow the age when Keitai became “a descendant” of a former king.
In 701, the criminal and civil codes were finally decided by the Japanese government.  One of the articles of the civil codes decided the status of the imperial family members as follows:
“The sixth generation of the sons of a king shall not be included in the imperial family members although they are titled prince. In other words, the fifth generation from a king would be the last generation of the imperial family members. Within the newly formed legal system, Keitai was an imperial family member and could be legitimised as a king even though he was in the most distant generation.  The Kojiki and the Nihongi in which Keitai was documented as “a descendant in the fifth generation” of a former king were completed in 712 and 720.  It is highly improbable to interpret the consistency as a co-incidence. This understanding of the new path of succession to the throne can explain why the names of princes between Keitai and a former king were not documented in the Kojiki and the Nihongi.  When the compilers started the two books, they probably had the documents where Keitai was connected with a former king only by “the fifth generation”.

6 
Invention of a tradition

Once Keitai was documented as a descendant of the fifteenth king Oujin, he acquired the status of a descendant of the first king.  But the new record perhaps lacked authority, while the descriptions in the former records had been legitimised by the Chinese way of succession which was also the intellectual background for the Japanese courtiers and administrators.  The policy of independence from the Chinese empire required another mode of thought that could support the new policy.  A line of kings and queens without changes of dynasties could be an answer to the requirement.  At the same time, in order to meet the requirement, this line needed to be retrospectively expanded to the age of the heavenly deities because this celestial unbroken line of kings and queens could be superior to Chinese thought which was only on the human level.  Kings of virtue were supported by men when the kings started their dynasties, while kings of cruelty lost their subjects’ support when their dynasties were overturned.  On the other hand, a line of kings and queens from the deities in heaven was based on a principle beyond human power.  The imperial genealogy legitimised itself by the holy blood from the deities of heaven against Chinese thought.  Even after creating the new principle, compilers of the two books, particularly the Nihongi, reserved the shadow of the theory of revolution.  They could not completely erase the descriptions in the old records probably because their intellectual training was based on the Chinese classical books.

This essay’s reconstruction of the process of documentation differs from that of Norinaga Motoori.  He believed that the old Japanese way was wrongly influenced by the Chinese way.  He concentrated on reconstructing the old Japanese way by admiring the Kojiki and accusing the Nihongi because it was significantly written in Chinese.  His opinion had been encouraged by the Japanese government from the middle of the nineteenth century in particular.  The first article of The Constitution of the Empire of Japan which was promulgated in 1889 declared:

The Empire of Japan shall be reigned over and governed by a line of Emperors unbroken for ages eternal.

This article discouraged researchers from examining the Kojiki and the Nihongi in different ways of thinking from Norinaga’s. The researchers were liberated from governmental suppression after the constitution was abolished as a result of the Japanese government’s surrender in 1945.  It was not coincidence that nobody discussed changes of dynasties behind the genealogy until Yu Mizuno did in 1952. 

Even in 2003 the mythology of a line of kings and queens from the deities in heaven is officially effective.  In 1966, the Japanese government decided that the eleventh of February should be a national holiday known as National Foundation Day – the day when the first king ascended the throne, according to the Nihongi, and also when the Constitution of the Empire of Japan was promulgated in 1889.  It became a national holiday in 1872 for the first time but it was abolished as a result of the abolition of the Constitution of the Empire of Japan.

In spite of the importance of Mizuno’s opinion, recording the change of Japanese dynasties was not the intention of the compilers of the Kojiki and the Nihongi.  But readers of the two books cannot ignore the records of the cruel king and the sage kings.  The resolution to the contradiction between the remnants of the change of dynasties and a line of kings in the two books is to think of at least two stages of the recording of Japanese kings and queens. As Norinaga Motoori claimed, and the Japanese government in the nineteenth century declared, a non Chinese way of succession to the throne had been regarded as the original Japanese way.  However, considering the relations between domestic and foreign affairs until the age of the compilation in the eighth century, it is more probable that a line of kings and queens from the deities in heaven was an invention against Chinese tradition.  Once this invention was officially documented in the two books, it turned into a Japanese tradition that has lasted 1300 years.
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