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Changes in Scenery from the Perspectire of Overseas Shrine Remains

NakaJIMA Michio

The number of overseas shrines built in the Asian region from the Meiji Restoration until Japan’s defeat in
1945 have been identified to date is over 1600. There is clearly an opportunity to conduct further research in
this area and since 1990 my team has been investigating the remains of these shrines. To date we have
surveyed 79 sites, a figure which amounts to only 5% of the total. Based on these surveys this discussion will
analyze changes in the scenery of the sites of these former overseas shrines and the major causes of such
changes.

Initially one must consider how the remains of the 79 shrines are being used at present and how each site has
changed with the passing of time. The sites can be divided into the following four categories. The most
common category, with 53 examples or 67% of the survey, are shrine remains that have in some manner been
transformed through human intervention. Examples of this transformation include the creation of parks,
religious or remembrance sites, and one can often see the establishment of memorial stones, museums and
other education-related facilities. The second most common category, with 20 examples or 25% of the survey,
is where the remains of the shrine are neglected and unused so that in some instances the sites were
completely consumed by the jungle. In the third category, of which there are 5 examples or 6% of the survey,
all in the Micronesian region (formerly known in Japan as Nanyo), although the activities of the shrines were
halted with the end of the war, they have been rebuilt and reconsecrated since the 1980s. In the fourth
category, of which there is only one example or 1% of the survey, a shrine established over a former site of
worship was returned to its original state after the war and ‘resurrected’. This example is the shrine
devoted to Coxinga (Tei Seiko in Japanese) in Taiwan. So the four categories can thus be labelled: 1)
transformed; 2) neglected; 3) rebuilt; and 4) resurrected.

Having considered various changes in the appearance of overseas shrines, questions now remain over what
instigated them.

Firstly there were the many political issues within pre-war Japan’s colonies and possessions and its field of
influence overall, regarding Japan’s relationship with each emerging postwar nation. The strength of this
relationship depended on what national structure was adopted (socialist or capitalist), and even in cases
where capitalism similar to that of Japan was adopted various historical complications have remained. This
issue goes some way to explain why all the rebuilt shrines discovered to date are solely in the Micronesian
region. Secondly, even within the same national structure, there can be special cases where a nation or
society dramatically changes direction. Examples of this are the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in
Communist China and the February 28 Incident of 1947 in Taiwan. Thirdly, these changes depend on a
number of geographical factors including the extent of development of the nation or region concerned,
whether it is an urban or rural area, and in the case of an urban area, whether it is in the center of town or on
the outskirts. Generally, as development of an area increases, shrine sites are less neglected and the sites are
likely to be transformed in some manner. Fourthly, the causes of change are related to the cultural traditions
of the nation or region concerned. This is the primary reason why transformation to another kind of religious
site was most obvious in Taiwan and Micronesia. Fifthly, in a diversion from the previous four interrelated
factors, where the shrine was a perceived symbol of Japanese domination, the shrine site became a place
where it was possible to demonstrate a shift in political dominance and the religion that accompanied it by
acting as a ‘seal’ denoting the new order. In this way many shrine sites in Taiwan have been transformed
into sites of remembrance or Sun Yat-sen parks (where statues of Sun have been erected).

Undoubtedly these five causes are intertwined, exacerbate each other, and in some cases offset each other to
produce the complex picture of the various overseas shrine remains that has emerged.
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