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How Earthquakes were Described in Official Documents of Ancient Japan :

A Sociological Study of the Earthquake (2)

HARADA Takashi

Abstract : This is the second part of a research project on a sociological study of the earthquake. In this paper,
I have focused on the descriptions of the earthquakes in Nihon shoki, Shoku nihongi, and Nihon koki. These are
the first three documents of Rikkokushi (Six National Histories) edited between 720 and 901 A. D. by Japanese
national government. They tell the birth-myth of the Japan and official events and ceremonies of Nara and He-
ian Periods as official history.

In these documents, rainfalls, droughts, heavy winds and earthquakes were written as some of the negative
signs to the government from heaven, in comparison with positive signs such as white pigeons, red crows and
lucky clouds. This comes from Saii-Zuisho (unfortune-fortunate) thought based on Chinese principles of yin and
yang.

Meanwhile, in ancient Japan, rice farming was a major industry. National government depended on the in-
come from farming people. So, emperors and empresses and officials were so keen to the rainfalls and
droughts, as they connected directly the harvest of each year, that special messengers were sent to the shrines
to pray rainfall and that emperors granted the amnesty. Moreover, we can find several descriptions about the
disasters caused by rainfalls, droughts and heavy earthquakes.

As a whole, we could conclude that earthquake was described, in national documents, as one of the ’natural’

phenomena involved directly in national politics in ancient Japan.
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