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Abstract

Our Dead and Yasukuni Shrine

Amanda Rae Karchaske, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012

Supervisor:  John W. Traphagan

This thesis reviews Yasukuni’s symbolic power and transformation from its 

foundation in 1869 to contemporary times in order to analyze the potent and variant 

meanings of the Yasukuni symbol. The paramount importance of the site is to ritualize the 

war dead, whether for national, personal, or religious purposes. While examining the 

shrine’s many functions, this paper does not try  to defend or obscure the serious 

causal effects of the shrine’s symbolic power but to situate the intentions and 

controversies in a historical context to see how Yasukuni became what it  is, and how it 

remains important to the Japanese.



Beyond looking at Yasukuni through its many controversies (mondai), this thesis 

explains how the shrine has been important and continues to be a highly active ritual site 

with deep cultural and religious meaning.

 In order to understand current Japanese opinions of the significance of Yasukuni 

shrine, fieldwork was undertaken from June 2011 to October 2012. Research was 

conducted primarily in the Kanagawa prefecture of Japan. The Kanagawa prefecture,  

close to the Tokyo area, facilitated repeat visits to the shrine. 
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 Introduction: The Yasukuni Mondai

 Asahi Shimbun, major leftist newspaper in Japan, provided context for the recent 

protests errupting all over China over the Japanese government’s purchase and possible 

nationalization of three islands, known as the Senkaku Islands by explaining: “Sino-

Japanese relations have long been plagued by China's bitter memories of Japan's military 

aggression in the 1930s and 1940s….”1 Further, a Chinese official stated a few days 

before the protests that “China was willing to risk a minor conflict” over the disputed 

territory.2 

 On another front, South Korean President Lee Myung Bak demanded in his 

speech on August 15, 2012, the 67th anniversary of the liberation of Korea from Japan’s 

colonial rule, that the Japanese government take “responsible measures” for the comfort 

women issue.3

 And finally, in March 2011, known as 3/11, a devastating tsunami struck the 

Sendai region in northern Japan following major earthquakes. It resulted in extensive 

damage and an estimated deathtoll of over 20,000. The Empress Michiko of Japan 

composed a poem which expressed her feelings for the families that suffered missing 

1

1 Reuters, “Anti-Japanese protests erupt in China over islands row,”in Asahi Shimbun, September 15, 2012, 
accessed September 18, 2012, http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049.

2 Kenji Minemura, “China willing to risk ‘conflict’ as it claims waters around Senkakus,” in Asahi 
Shimbun, September 15, 2012, accessed September 18, 2012, http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/
AJ201209150064.

3 Jiji Press, “Lee presses Japan on comfort women issue,” in Yomiuri Shimbun, August 16, 2012, accessed 
September 18, 2012, http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm.

http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm


loved ones, “but also for the Japanese who were repatriated after World War II.” It reads: 

“To stand there and wait/For someone to come back home/ Through the four seasons/ So 

no ‘shore’ do we find.”4 The ‘shore’ motif (kishi) endows the poem with the meaning of 

waiting for lost ones not only on a literal, single shore but stuck somehow in a liminal 

zone between land and sea to describe that lack of wholeness from losing a loved one.

 These three recent examples evidence the live pulse of war memory between 

Japan and neighboring countries. War memory is not only rhetoric to comfort the 

grieving but a strongly contested topic fueling acerbic political debates. One of the 

2

4 “Emperor, Empress compose poems for disaster areas” in Asahi Shimbun, January 12, 2012, accessed 
January 2012, http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065.

Figure 1: Fire Damage to Main Gate. Photograph taken by author, December 
2011.

http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065


persistent international debates that recalls past war and threatens future agression is the 

controversial Yasukuni Shrine located across the street from the Imperial Palace in 

Tokyo. 

 Due to Yasukuni’s function in the Asia-Pacific war and past official patronage, it 

has become a location where war memory issues converge. Most importantly, Yasukuni 

has become a symbol of Japan’s alleged lack of war contrition. The narrative at the 

Yūshūkan war museum, located on site and controlled by the shrine, is an on-going 

source of contention contributing to the militaristic reading of the Yasukuni symbol. Just 

before New Year’s 2012, Yasukuni suffered an arson attempt where the large cypress 

doors to the main gate were set on fire. Though the massive doors suffered minimal 

damage the incident was reported on widely in China and Japan (See Figure 1).5 The 

responses within Japan were varied. In an online forum responding to an article in Japan 

Today reporting the incident, one person remarked that it was a: “shame it wasn’t a better 

job that burned the place down,” where another said: 

Yasukuni shrine is the most beautiful place in Japan. It is simply magic. It is where 
real Japanese pay their respects to our ancestors who gave their valuable lives to 
protect this country. I feel contempt for someone who puts fire in a place so sacred 
to the Japanese people.6

3

5 Kyodo News Agency, “Warrant issued for Yasukuni arsonist,” in Japan Times, December 26, 2011, 
accessed December 28, 201, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html. 

6 “Yasukuni shrine hit by arson attack,” in Japan Today, December 26, 2011, accessed December 28, 2011 
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack.

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack


These two responses are good representations of the diverse, strong feelings the shrine 

evokes. The diversity is not only due to individual variation, but also according to 

competing war narratives.

 Yasukuni’s past symbolic functions, discussed below, show how the shrine has 

become a multi-layered symbol carrying potent meanings domestically and 

internationally. The postwar desire to preserve Yasukuni for historical and religious 

reasons has slowed changes to the narrative at the Yūshūkan war museum. The 

accusation that Yasukuni remains a symbol of Japan’s former militarism, a possible 

symbolic power to enable remilitarization today, is the crucial controversy facing the 

shrine.

 On one hand, Japan’s responses concerning Yasukuni raises questions for China 

with regard to Japan’s “suitability to have a permanent seat on the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC).”7 While responses to the shrine are not unilateral, generally 

the Japanese defend visits to the shrine as ways of honoring and remembering the war 

dead. Also, the attempts at public apologies for Japan’s past military aggression are 

complicated by perceived ambiguity in public actions and popular responses by Japanese 

citizens in opposition to the apologies. Public apologies followed by visits to Yasukuni on 

days with historical significance for both China and Japan by Prime Minister Koizumi 

caused trade relations with China to come to a standstill in 2005, according to Chinese 

4

7 Caroline Rose, “Stalemate: The Yasukuni Shrine Problem in Sino-Japanese Relations,” in Yasukuni, the 
War Dead, and the Struggle for Japan’s Past, ed. John Breen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2008),44.



President Hu Jintao “solely over this shrine.”8 Internationally, Yasukuni has become both 

a symbol of Japanese unwillingness to reckon with past wartime deeds and the one 

question whose answer will determine how future international relations will go.

 On the other hand, a pro-Yasukuni stance is a good way for a politician to garner 

popular support in Japan. Asahi Shimbun in August 2011 interviewed a candidate running 

under the Democratic Party, now Prime Minister Noda, on his opinions of Yasukuni. His 

response caused some concern for future relations with China. Prime Minster Noda’s 

opinion on worshipping at Yasukuni was that the war criminals were no longer criminals 

since they have fulfilled their sentence, though he would not go while in office. The 

article censures the then cabinet member to increase discretion in order not to thwart 

progress that has already been made in regard to international concerns over the shrine. 

There was no concern, however, that his pro-Yasukuni stance might hurt his ratings, 

merely that if he was elected, his opinions might offend the rising global superpower. To 

be pro-Yasukuni has come to mean strong, traditional, and Japanese who resists 

international pressures. 

 The whole narrative of the Yūshūkan war museum is the story of Japan’s role in 

international conflict, couched in terms of Japan’s constant and valiant resistance to 

hostile outside influences. Yasukuni shrine is the vibrant symbol and conduit of that 

continued resistance. Yasukuni has become a symbolic byword gauging power between 

Japan and China. Both sides have used the shrine as a symbol for political gain.

5
8 Rose, “Stalemate: The Yasukuni Shrine Problem in Sino-Japanese Relations,”28.



 As one of the symbols which threaten Japan’s relations with her Asian neighbors, 

possibly leading to future war, understanding Yasukuni’s importance to Japan today is a 

key issue for the strengthening of peaceful bilateral relationships.9 

 This thesis reviews Yasukuni’s symbolic power and transformation from its 

foundation in 1869 to contemporary times in order to analyze the potent and variant 

meanings of the Yasukuni symbol. The paramount importance of the site is to ritualize the 

war dead, whether for national, personal, or religious purposes. While examining the 

shrine’s many functions, this paper does not try to defend or obscure the serious causal 

effects of the shrine’s symbolic power but to situate the intentions and controversies in a 

historical context to see how Yasukuni became what it is, and how it remains important to 

the Japanese. 

Organization

 This thesis is organized in a chronological format discussing the religious history 

of the shrine from its foundation to today. Chapter 1, Yasukuni as a Historical Symbol, 

covers the construction of the shrine, both physically and ideologically, and follows the 

shrine’s development into the prime of imperial expansion. Chapter 2 covers the 

immediate postwar period. This period is treated separately since many of the changes 

had important ramifications altering the reception of Yasukuni as an important cultural 

6

9 Sheila Miyoshi Jager and Rana Mitter, “Epilogue: New Global Conflict? War, Memory, and Post-9/11 
Asia,” in Ruptured Histories: War, Memory, and the Post-Cold War in Asia, Sheila Miyoshi Jager and Rana 
Mitter, eds. (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 2007), 322-328.



symbol. Chapter 3 signifies another period of history where Yasukuni developed as a 

contested site of memory during the 1980s and 90s when war memory issues were first 

becoming global issues. Chapter 4 focuses on religious conceptions of Yasukuni today 

with a section devoted to how the Yūshūkan functions as an extension of the shrine.  

Methodology

 Field work was focused in the Kanagawa prefecture, around Zama City where a 

small US Army post is located, southwest of Tokyo about 25 miles.. Camp Zama is also 

home to the JSDF Engineering corp and the housing for new Japanese JSDF families is 

currently being expanded. In total, with civilian workers the community numbers around 

2,000. I used two methods in my sampling of informants. I approached random strangers 

around train stations in the area and the snowball sampling technique through 

acquaintances so my sampling would be random and the results not biased. Being close 

to Tokyo by train, approximately an hour away, facilitated repeat visits to the shrine so 

that I could observe ritual activity and distinguish between days that attracted many 

patrons. Many informal conversations, interviews, and repeat interviews substantiated the 

hypothesis that the controversial shrine was still an active ritual site and an important 

cultural symbol. 

 Researching the meaning of a controversial cultural symbol requires familiarity 

not only with current diverse reactions to the shrine, but the history of arguments the 

opinions often reference. Many informants expressed opinions on the shrine which follow 
7



major dominant narratives, polarized as for or against the shrine. Trying to find out how 

this very controversial place has meaning required repeat interviews with many 

informants, as the topic was often labeled “difficult” (katai hanashi), and informants 

were often unwilling to speak candidly during their first interview. Several informants 

had family members enshrined at Yasukuni and so had an intimate connection with the 

site. All names are anonymized to protect the identities of the informants, due to the 

controversial and political ramifications for expressing one’s views about the shrine. 

  

8



Chapter 1: Yasukuni as a Historical Symbol

 This chapter will explore the transformation of Yasukuni’s symbolic function 

from the time of its foundation throughout the period of State Shintō (1869-1945). The 

religious history of the shrine presents a framework where the significance of Yasukuni 

practices can be examined. Without considering the possibilities of religious meaning, 

Yasukuni is denied important meanings that continue today and relegated to merely a 

former device of imperial Japan. In other words, understanding Yasukuni can not be 

accomplished without situating the evolving meanings of the shrine within religious, 

historical contexts. 

 Murakami, a Japanese scholar, “views State Shinto as having controlled Japanese 

people spiritually over an eighty-year period from the very start of the Meiji Restoration 

through the defeat of Japan in World War II.”10 But several postwar scholars, Ashizu 

Uzuhiko, Sakamoto Koremaru, Nitta Hitoshi, and Shimazono Susumu have tried to show 

the complexity of the time period suggesting that State Shinto evolved in its reception 

and implementation from idealized concepts to on-the-ground practice. The complexity 

also reveals the active reception of the Japanese at times, as well as rejection, of state 

efforts. 

9

10 Shimazono Susumu and Ryan Murphy (trans.), “State Shinto in the Lives of the People: The 
Establishment of Emperor Worship, Modern Nationalism, and Shrine Shinto in Late Meiji,” in Journal of 
Japanese Studies, 36:1 (2009), 95.



 The evolution can better be distinguished by dividing the time period marking 

general patterns. This paper utilizes State Shinto period markers put forth by Susumu. 

The history of Yasukuni and developments of State Shinto share many commonalities.

1868-1890, the Formative Period, is characterized by the formation of concepts and the 

idealized roles those concepts would play. 1890-1910, the Establishment Period, is when 

rituals, training of Shrine priests, and education of important concepts began. During the 

Penetration Period, 1910-1931, State Shinto “took on a strongly popular character in the 

lives of the people.”11 And 1931-1945 is labeled the Fascist Period.

 In order to show how Yasukuni also evolved over time, this discussion focuses on 

making distinctions between state ideals and concepts relevant to the people. By focusing 

on the popularity of the shrine, the general public contesting war efforts, and religious 

concepts that created meaning for the Japanese become apparent. Why Yasukuni was 

popular before it became instrumental to the state can be relevant to determining 

Yasukuni’s significance to the Japanese today.12

10

11 Susumu and Murphy, “State Shinto in the Lives of the People: The Establishment of Emperor Worship, 
Modern Nationalism, and Shrine Shinto in Late Meiji,”120.

12 Nelson emphasizes the popularity of Yasukuni with the general public before military expansion as an 
indicator of its significance other than being an instrument of the state. 
John Nelson,“Social Memory as Ritual Practice: Commemorating Spirits of the Military Dead at Yasukuni 
Shinto Shrine,” The Journal of Asian Studies 62:2 (May 2003), 449, accessed April 19, 2011, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/3096245.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245


Foundation of Yasukuni: Constructing a Symbol (Establishment Period)

 The state’s role in constructing Yasukuni has been well established.13 It can be 

argued that the state’s management of Yasukuni as a symbol continues today. However, at 

the foundation of the shrine in 1869, during the Formative Period of State Shinto, 

1868-1910, many important concepts were only sketches in the plans for the new nation. 

In other words, the importance of the shrine was not fully realized, even at a conceptual 

level, at the time of its foundation. 

 The erection of the humble wooden structure on Kudan hill in Tokyo, which 

survives today, was not an extraordinary gesture (See Figure 2). Placating the dead was 

customary and not novel. Also, the use of religion in governmental or state rights had 

been long established as a form of court custom predating the seventh century. Buddhism 

had enjoyed state patronage from the seventh century until 1868 when it fell out of favor 

due to its association with the Tokugawa regime. The religious nature of the shrine and its 

relationship with the imperial state was not a new idea.  

11

13 Helen Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989). 

Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2002), 82-100.



 

New Japan

 Yasukuni was built close to the new capital in Tokyo, approximately 2 kilometers or 

a little over 1 mile from the Imperial Palace with the hopes of granting the new nation a 

feeling of legitimacy. The need for legitimation arose from the tumultuous time period 

when the shrine was founded. Political power had shifted from the Tokugawa shogunate 

Figure 2: 1889 Yasukuni Shrine. EG Stillman Album, Views of Tokyo , page 9. 
Courtesy of Special Collections, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University

12



to the imperial court following the Boshin War (1867-1868), a bloody civil war which 

abandoned the goal to “expel the barbarians” and instead urged Japan to modernize.

 The original name for the shrine was Tōkyō shōkonsha (Tokyo spirit invoking 

shrine). As the name indicates, the purpose of Yasukuni was to console the dead. Tōkyō 

shōkonsha was renamed Yasukuni Shrine (shrine of the peaceful country) by imperial 

decree in 1874, the renaming and the relocation of the shrine occurred at the same time. 

However, the shrine privileged only those loyalists that fought and died fighting for the 

emperor during the Meiji Restoration. From the onset Yasukuni had strong connections to 

the imperial court and the military. For example, the shrine was overseen jointly by the 

Navy and the Army ministries from its foundation. Also, chief priests including the first, 

Aoyama Kiyoshi, often come from military backgrounds and some even without any 

experience serving as a Shinto priests. For example, the current chief priest, Takahara 

Kyogoku, also served in Japanese Self Defense Forces and had no previous experience as 

a Shinto priest before his appointment. Early celebrants all bore arms.14 These 

connections carried potent symbolic power to the populace as a militaristic shrine, some 

forbear from patronizing the shrine even with their family members there specifically 

because of these connections.15 Also, by 1893 a large bronze statue, the first Japanese 

13

14 John Breen, “Introduction: A Yasukuni Genealogy,” in Yasukuni, the War Dead, and the Struggle for 
Japan’s Past, ed. John Breen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 13.

15 Two of my 55 informants had a family policy to not go to the shrine because of it’s militaristic past even 
though they had family members there.



western-style statue, of Omura Masujiro was erected. He earned this honor as the founder 

of the modern Japanese army. 

 The physical elements of the shrine were also carefully constructed to carry 

symbolic meaning of legitimation for the new nation. Yasukuni’s prime location in Tokyo 

together with the “state-of-the-art architecture and technology” enabled the site to be a 

“landmark in the transition from Edo to Tōkyō.”16 The proximity of the shrine to the 

Imperial Palace also was a physical reminder of the shrine’s status and legitimacy. 

Exorbitant funds (second only to Ise) and special control of the shrine by ministries of the 

Army and Navy (instead of the Ministry of Home Affairs) added to the message that this 

shrine was special. Yasukuni was even designated as a Special Government shrine 

(bekkaku kampeisha) in 1875. 

 As early as 1870 another symbolic element developed on the grounds of 

Yasukuni: the first cherry trees were planted. Later on, the ephemeral cherry blossom 

became a metaphor for the soldier’s lives, and many pilots went to their deaths with 

sprigs of cherry blossoms from Yasukuni Shrine tucked into their pockets. “It was even 

said that those who died in the war would be reborn as the blossoms on the cherry trees 

that graced Yasukuni Shrine.”17 Today meteorological reports of hanami or cherry 

14

16 Franziska Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005. (Massachusetts and London: 
Harvard University Asia Center, 2006), 231.

17John Dower, Ways of Forgetting, Ways of Remembering:Japan in the Modern World. (New York: The 
New Press, 2012), 75.
Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2002), 82-100.



blossom viewing are based on the cherry trees at Yasukuni. The shrine also enjoys 

increased patronage in this season (See Figure 3 and 4).

 The expansive grounds enabled the spring and fall festivals to become “elaborate 

public events complete with popular entertainment such as circuses, horse races, 

panoramas, and kabuki performances” as early as 1890.18 The nogakudo (Noh theater) 

was built in 1881 and moved to Yasukuni in 1903. These festivals were accompanied by 

15
18 Ibid.

Figure 3: Yasukuni Cherry Blossoms. Photograph taken by author, April 2012.



displays of victor’s of spoils of war, which quickly expanded. The growing collection 

created the need for the storehouse and display museum, the Yūshūkan, built in 1881.The 

gradual increase in public awareness and patronage of Yasukuni cemented the shrine as a 

symbol during the Russo-Japan war (1904-1905). Emperor Meiji first worshipped in 

person at Yasukuni on a rainy morning December 17, 1894, shortly after the start of the 

First Sino-Japanese War, further solidifying the shrine as a symbol of modern Japan.19 

The beginning of the emperor’s army and the new nation were legitimized through 

employing Yasukuni as a comforting and grand site. The banner with sixteen-petal 

16

19 Makito Saya, The Sino-Japanese War:and the Birth of Japanese Nationalism, trans. David Noble (Japan: 
International House of Japan, 2011), 145.

Figure 4: Yasukuni Honden. Photograph taken by author, April 2012.



imperial chrysanthemum crest, hanging from the main hall of the shrine since its 

foundation remains today (See Figure 3). Just decades after Yasukuni’s founding, the 

shrine had become a tourist attraction and a symbol of a new nation.

 No doubt Yasukuni was carefully constructed, both physically from its ideal 

location and symbolically with ornaments designed explicitly to evoke the power of the 

imperial household. However, the carefulness with which this shrine was constructed 

does not reduce the function of the site to only a state device. The care also indicates the 

importance of the sacred site designed to console the dead, and, by extension, to protect 

the new nation.

 “Yasukuni played an important role in unification of the nation.”20 The period was 

characterized by violent peasant revolts. After being placated by tax promises by the new 

imperial regime, the Conscription Act of January 10, 1873 “gave rise to the most violent 

rural disturbances of the period.”21 The law required military service of three years. The 

conscription law was labeled a “blood tax.”22 Appeasing strong protests against 

government conscription was accomplished through Yasukuni through the honor of 

enshrinement.

17

20 Akihiko Tanaka, “The Yasukuni Issue and Japan’s International Relations,” in East Asia’s Haunted 
Present: Historical Memories and the Resurgence of Nationalism, Tsyuoshi Hasegawa and Kazuhiko Togo 
eds., (2008), 121.

21 Stephen Vlastos, “Chapter 6: Opposition movements in early Meiji, 1868-1885,” in The Cambridge 
History of Japan, Volume 5 The Nineteenth Century, DOI: 10.1017/CHOL9780521223560.008, 1989, 370.

22 Ibid.



 Yasukuni was founded with the beginning of the modern nation and from this 

timely construction had the potential of being a center of patriotism for the new 

nationalism budding in Japan. The success of Yasukuni as a symbol of a new Japan 

propelled the state to harness and control the symbolic potential of the site to become a 

vehicle for war.   

Enshrinement 

 Initially, enshrinement of the war dead was a solution to the problem arising when 

potentially dangerous spirits are robbed of having a normal life.23 Enshrinement is the 

ritual process of binding the spirits of the dead in a fixed location for further ritual care, 

to prevent possible dangerous spirit assaults and in some ways to continue the 

relationship with the dead. A historical account given by Bushō in 1873 records in his 

bestselling book Tokyō shin hanjō ki (A record of Tokyo flourishing anew) that the 

elevated site of Kudan Hill in Tokyo was chosen specifically because it enabled the 

spirits of the enshrined to look out over the new capital and offer protection.24 John Breen 

notes that the purposeful creation of this unique site can be viewed two ways: as 

constructed (using elements to ideologically deceive the people intentionally for military 

purposes) or as a genuine new solution to the problem of so many young dead becoming 
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23 Robert John Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1974).
Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, 82. 

24 Breen, “Introduction: A Yasukuni Genealogy,” 15-16.



dangerous spirits.25 The second option being a religious innovation, the modern problem 

of war met with Shinto.

 Before Yasukuni, enshrinement was common on a familial level where spirits 

were daily cared for and called for special events and memorial rites. While there is no 

consensus of exactly where the spirits reside, it is also complicated by the feeling that the 

permanent structures where they are thought to be contained in must be protected.26 

“During air raids memorial tablets and (when they could) altars were the only things 

people sought to save in fires.”27 Yasukuni became increasingly endowed with religious 

significance as name by name, the total number enshrined steadily grew through the war 

years (See Table 1).28

Table 1 Enshrinements by Conflict
Conflict description Number of Enshrined

The Meiji Restoration (1867-1868)-civil war 7751

Seinan War (1877)-civil war 6971

Taiwan Annexation (1874) 1130
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25 Ibid., 13.
Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, 82-83. She states at the start of the Meiji restoration Yasukuni was founded because the 
“state was primarily concerned with the need to appease the dead.”

26 Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan.
John Traphagan, The Practice of Concern: Ritual, Well-Being, and Aging in Rural Japan. (Durham: 
Carolina Academic Press, 2004.)

27Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan, 84.

28 Certain individual identifiers were required in order to enshrine a soldier: name, cause of death, location, 
etc.



Conflict description Number of Enshrined

Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) 13619

Hokushin Incident (Boxer Rebellion) (1901) 1256

Russo-Japanese War and Korean Annexation (1904-1905) 88429

World War I and Siberian Invasion (1914-1918) 4850

Saishin Incident (1928) 185

Manchurian Incident (1931) 17175

War with China (1937-1945) 191218

The Greater East Asian War (1941-1945) 2133760

Total number of enshrined                                                                                                                             :                                                                                       
2,446, 344

Total number of enshrined                                                                                                                             :                                                                                       
2,446, 344

Source: YuzuruTamura. “Yasukuni ni kansuru ikkou sai,” in Journal of Matsuyama, 13:5, December 2001, 
347-348.
Source: YuzuruTamura. “Yasukuni ni kansuru ikkou sai,” in Journal of Matsuyama, 13:5, December 2001, 
347-348.

*Not included in the total: 1998, 8 people, 1999 4 people, 2000 12 people enshrined.
*Included: 57, 000 women and 21,181 Koreans and 27, 863 Taiwanese
*Not included in the total: 1998, 8 people, 1999 4 people, 2000 12 people enshrined.
*Included: 57, 000 women and 21,181 Koreans and 27, 863 Taiwanese

Table 1, cont.

 Originally only those killed in action were enshrined. Some of those not eligible 

for enshrinement included, for example, those who died in the service of starvation, or 

illness. About 14,000 Japanese died in the first Sino-Japanese War, most lost due to 

illness. This exclusionary policy was quickly changed in 1898 (only two years after the 

first enshrinement of war dead from that conflict) to include all those that died in the 

service. However, enshrinement was reserved for the military war dead, excluding 

civilians, with few exceptions. So those lost in the March 1945 fire bombings, in 

Okinawa, and the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are all denied a place at 

20



Yasukuni. Breen notes these exclusions “undermine the shrine’s claim to be a national 

site of mourning.”29

 The difference between familial enshrinement and the rituals that occurred at 

Yasukuni is that with Yasukuni enshrinement regular people are made into gods. This 

innovation of using the ancestor cult in state rites for military dead has been called a 

“perversion.”30 However, individual excellence qualifies regular people for the honor of 

being worshipped as a Shinto god. “The easiest way for ordinary people to earn this 

distinction was to die honorably in war.”31 Enshrining men’s spirits to be revered as kami 

was not new, but typically reserved for former emperors ( i.e. Meiji Jingu), members of 

imperial families, and other great individuals-- “Yasukuni was a shrine for ordinary 

people.”32

 The military war dead (senbotsusha or eirei) are first enshrined, transforming 

spirits into deities (kami), which then are daily consoled by ritual care resembling 

activities that the living might enjoy, i.e. meals and entertainment.33 The enshrinement 

21

29 Breen, “Yasukuni and the Loss of Historical Memory,”149.

30 Cyril Powles, “Yasukuni Jinja Hoan: Religion and Politics in Contemporary Japan,” Pacific Affairs, 49:3 
(1976), 497.
Helen Hardacre also called State Shinto, including Yasukuni, an “invented tradition.” 
Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 22.

31 Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan, 45-46.

32 Tanaka, “The Yasukuni Issue and Japan’s International Relations,” 120.

33 Senbotsusha, is a more generic term meaning “war dead person.” Whereas, eirei denotes more emotive 
meaning, it is translated as “glorious war dead” or “war heroes.” It has a religious implication using a kanzi 
meaning “spirit.” 



rituals (gōshisai) performed at Yasukuni since its inception were communal and public, 

enabling it to become a symbol of the state as a unified whole.34 

 Later on during imperial expansion, enshrinement became the crucial element of 

the war dead cult inspiring a new nationalism. The metaphor of losing individual identity 

with enshrinement “resonated deeply with the dominant rhetoric among Meiji ideologues, 

who espoused shared moral values and service to the nation as the basis for a cohesive 

national community.”35 All of these things contributed to the symbolic legitimation power 

of early Yasukuni for the new Japan: use of familial worship rites, imperial connections 

with the shrine’s founding, and nativist ideas of the supremacy of Shinto as truly 

Japanese.

Conclusion of Establishment Period

 Two new buzz words “religion” and “Shinto” were spread as Japan rapidly 

modernized.36 Yasukuni, religion, and Shinto blossomed along with the new nation of 

Japan. The Great Promulgation Campaign taught varying ideas of Shinto as a religion and 

as a national morale above religion. The doctrine and practices of Shinto were not unified 

but diverse. The State Shinto system was organized in this time period but remained 
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34 Unity was a state ideal but evidence of religious oppression of Buddhism and new religions during this 
period, despite religious freedom under the Meiji constitution, signifies that religious solidarity was another 
elusive symbol.
Also, public enshrinement ceremonies were stopped in 1947 per GHQ’s instructions, but they continued on 
a private, unpublicized basis.

35 Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005, 233.

36 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 58-60.



ineffectual. For example, the Bureau of Shrines and Temples became the Bureau of 

Religion in 1900 but could only manage maintenance of most shrines and rituals. 

Nevertheless, the State Shinto administrative framework controlling many shrines was 

now in place.

 The act of constructing Yasukuni and even its function was nothing extraordinary, 

but its potential to be a powerful symbol was soon realized. Enshrining and consoling the 

dead were ancient ancestor customs that became state rites at this shrine. Yasukuni 

became popular as the numbers of the enshrined dead grew. As a center of religious 

activity during the formation of nationalism, Yasukuni quickly grew into a vital national 

symbol.
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Yasukuni and State Shinto-1910-1931 (Penetration Period)

 During the Penetration period Yasukuni served as a carefully managed state 

symbol which completed the emperor system (tennōsei). The popular aspect of state 

Shinto has been discussed at length by Susumu (2009) and Makito (2011). Basically, 

though the state organized and instituted many elements of state Shinto, the role the 

populace had in its reception and promotion cannot be ignored. 

 Evidence of the popular opinion toward the shrine can be found in the masses of 

letters, wills, and bridal dolls for the fallen troops as well as goods donated by the 

populace to sustain the soldiers. Yasukuni owns “more than a few hundred thousand wills 

and letters.”37 These remnants of an active wartime Yasukuni show that the site 

functioned as a go between for the soldiers and families, in life and in death. The site both 

blessed troops for victory and then consoled the bereaved for their loss. It was the actual 

location receiving goods and troops and the ideological destination for many soldiers.38 
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37 Self-reported information provided by Yasukuni Public Relations.

38 See “Popular Reception” section which shows that despite popular use and interpretation of Yasukuni, 
many soldiers did not show belief in the so-called emperor system.



 

 

The development of Yasukuni as a State Shinto symbol did not begin with Emperor Meiji 

granting prime central Tōkyō real estate for the building of a shrine, but had its roots in 

ideological developments in the Tokugawa period and early Meiji. The ideological 

structure for Yasukuni’s symbolic effect utilized visions expressed in National Learning 

and nativism movements.39 The virtues of loyalty, self-sacrifice, and patriotism purposely 

emphasized at the shrine through its function and rituals were “deemed essential by early 

Meiji leaders and prewar successors for the construction of the modern nation state.”40 
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39 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 16-18. 

40 Breen, “Introduction: A Yasukuni Genealogy,” 14.

Figure 5: Officer’s Regiment April 1941. Courtesy of Yasukuni Archives, 
originally published in Yasukuni no Inori, 151.



Yasukuni during this time period became a religious center of activity and an end goal for 

the common man.

Kokutai and the use of the dead

 Enshrinement of the war dead, mentioned above, was, on the one hand, a practical 

religious solution to the problem of the potentially dangerous departed. On the other 

hand, it has been viewed as a constructed religious tool to manipulate the masses. During 

imperial expansion years Yasukuni was the symbolic device that translated grief into joy. 

However, the success of Yasukuni did not depend upon individual faith in the concepts 

and values espoused there or the forced ritual required. To put it simply, there is evidence 

that many people rejected state ideologies while still going to the shrine to visit, or at 

least remember, their individual loved one.41

 The key concept linking the war dead and State Shinto ideas was kokutai (national 

polity). Literally translated the term means “national body.” The concept suggests a unity 

between all Japanese people with the divine emperor as the head of a royal nation. The 

concept of kokutai was taught through ritual, and enshrinement at Yasukuni was the prize.   

Yasukuni was the key shrine in the Nation-Protecting Shrines (gokoku jinja) system. 

Prefectural branches carried a similar symbolic duty in the kokutai system but Yasukuni 

26

41 Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, 29 and 35. 
Also, insisting upon visiting their lost loved one represents how they did not believe that the individual 
identities were amalgamated into a singular kami mass as shrine priests have taught. 



was the place the spirits were enshrined and where the emperor performed omairi, 

worshipping those who had once been ordinary people.

 During the Great Promulgation Campaign several priests taught that Shinto was 

something other than religion, and, for some, this feeling persists today. Longstanding 

postwar arguments over the shrine’s status and function are evidence of the remaining 

ambiguity of the shrine. For example, The Association of Shinto Shrines declared that 

though the rites were Shinto, patrons were free to believe whatever they wanted and that 

the rites were really non-religious and a “custom” which recalled the same Meiji era 

arguments concerning Shinto as a national moral system instead of religion.42 For 

example, Tokoyo Nagatane, founder of a Teaching Institute in Nagasaki during the Great 

Promulgation Campaign, defined Shinto as a “way of government, the basis and 

wellspring of kokutai (national polity);” and emphasized that “it was not a creed 

(kyōhō).”43 For Tokoyo and others, being a good Japanese person meant performing 

Shinto rituals as a patriotic duty regardless of personal religious convictions. 

 Modern rightist arguments promote similar ideas and specifically apply to 

whether or not Yasukuni is a religious institution. Dr. Ooishi Yoshio, Professor Emeritus 

of Constitutional Law at Kyoto University, describes Shinto as a national morality. 
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42 Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005, 247.

43 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 71.



“Yasukuni Jinja...’promotes the national elan and motivates defense of our motherland.”44 

Others insist that the shrine is strictly Shinto and so it is, by definition, religious.45 

 Slaymaker makes the connection between the writings of a late Edo scholar, 

Aizawa Seishisai, who wrote about kokutai46 and Benedict Andersen’s later concept of 

“imagined community.”47 The idea maintains that a spiritual unity existed forming the 

unseen, natural connections and bonds that cohere into a feeling of nationhood. While 

those bonds previously existed, though disparate, the indoctrination of kokutai followed a 

strict, daily, and forced worship implemented in elementary schools with the Imperial 

Rescript on Education. The Imperial Rescript on Education, first issued in 1890, was a 

document that came be treated as a sacred object which espoused filial like piety to the 

nation above all else. Children were required to memorize and recite the text which stated 

they should “offer themselves courageously to the State.”48

 Rites simultaneously observed at Yasukuni and its prefectural branches (gokoku 

jinja) were “an attempt at the most daring social engineering. Here was a plan to use 
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44 Keiichi Yanagawa and Yoshiya Abe.“Cross-Cultural Implications of a Behavioral Response.” Japanese 
Journal of Religious Studies. 10: 4 (Dec., 1983): 293.

45 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 71-75.

46 The concept of wellness of the nation depended upon other myths of the divinity of the emperor. 
Protecting the nation and loyality were values promulgated through this ideology.
Carol Gluck in Japan’s Modern Myths has shown the many factors contributing to the formation of Japan, 
questioning the centrality of the state in the development of myths such as kokutai.

47 Douglas Slaymaker, The Body in Postwar Japanese Fiction, (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), 12.

48 See, for example, Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988 for a more thorough examination of the 
diverse intellectual voices expressed during the formation of what is known as State Shinto and the early, 
varied forms of Shinto. 



religion to unify the people in a single cult, headed by the emperor as head priest, focused 

upon his ancestors (and later the war dead), who had also been declared national 

deities.”49 Yasukuni was a critical celebratory device that fostered an idea of unity of a 

diverse people, homogeneity in religious beliefs, and an authority with state and ancestral 

ritual support.50 

 The ideological potential for Yasukuni to become a symbol to the public was 

reinforced by the forced implementation of ritual. The rituals themselves created 

symbolic meaning, transforming death into an elevated sacrifice honored by the emperor. 

Japan’s increase in wartime deaths correlated with corresponding bursts in Yasukuni’s 

prominence.51 It is estimated that in 1938 alone 12.5 million people visited Yasukuni.52 

As 87% of the spirits enshrined occurred due to conflicts in the World War II the 

prominence of the shrine mirrored that dramatic increase (See Table 2). 
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49 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 133.

50 Shaun O’Dwyer, “The Yasukuni Shrine and the Competing Patriotic Pasts of East Asia,” History & 
Memory: Studies in Representations of the Past, 10:2 (2010): 149.
John Nelson, Enduring Identities: The Guise of Shinto in Contemporary Japan. (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 2000), 49.

51 Powles, “Yasukuni Jinja Hoan: Religion and Politics in Contemporary Japan,” 498.

52 Ibid., 500.



 

Rites did not only include enshrinement upon death but also blessings before battle 

petitioning divine aid for victory.53 “Yasukuni’s presence created and maintained an 

imagined connection among emperor, soldiers, and those left behind (i.e., wives, 

children, parents, etc.). This was crucial in maintaining the myth of kokutai and ensuring 

continued support for war.”54 Yasukuni became the place where myths converged and 

rituals formalized ideas of a divine Japanese nation.
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53 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 112.

54 Yongwook Ryu, “The Yasukuni Controversy: Divergent Perspectives from the Japanese Political Elite,” 
Asian Survey, 47:5 (2007), 707.
Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan, 52.

Figure 6: Imperial Army Paying Respects. Courtesy of Yasukuni Archives, 
originally published in Yasukuni no Inori, 151. Image used as a postcard.



Conclusion for Penetration Period, 1910-1931

 Several important physical constructions occurred at Yasukuni which reflect the 

important symbolic power the shrine was generating. The daiichi torii was built in 1921. 

Its impressive height was often noted to look like it is “piercing the sky”55 (See Figure 7).  

Another tori gate was erected during this time period, the great stone torii, ishii torii, in 

1932. Finally, the shinmon or main gate constructed of cypress and sealed with the golden 

imperial chrysanthemum crest was built in 1934. The original brick museum of the 

Yūshūkan was demolished by the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake and was rebuilt opening 

in 1932.
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55 Yasukuni website, (http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/precinct/torii1.html), accessed September 2012.

http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/precinct/torii1.html
http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/precinct/torii1.html


 

The construction of these three gates reflects the growth of Yasukuni not only in space 

but also in the minds of the Japanese and the shrine’s importance to the state. Japan, 

closed to the world just sixty years previous to the outbreak of WWI engaged with 

Germany on the Mediterranean. Japan occupied Korea at this time and took over 

Manchuria. The holy war (seisin) raged on.
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Figure 7: Dai’ichi Torii. Photograph by Rob Shaw, used with written permission 
(Oct 2012).
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Figure 8: Yasukuni Shinmon. Photograph by Rob Shaw, used with written 
permission (Oct 2012).



Celebrating death-Yasukuni at the peak of the Japanese Empire (Fascist Period)

 At its peak in 1942, the Great Imperial State of Japan（大日本帝国）covered 

over 7 million square kilometers. Japanese troops were in Korea, Manchuria, Taiwan, 

China, Dutch Indies Islands, the Soviet Union, Philippines, Burma, and Hawaii. Yasukuni 

both saw the troops off to war and received their spirits when they died.56 From 
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56 Strict enshrinement policies originally covered only those who had honorably died in combat, not those 
who died due to illness, starvation, or wounds. Petitions by the bereaved led the emperor to reconsider and 
enshrine also those who died while in the service (including sickness, etc.) after the Russo-Japan war in 
1895.

Figure 9: Imperial Crest on Main Gate. Photograph taken by author, December 
2011.



1931-1945 over 2,200,000 enshrined names of the total 2, 466,532 would be added, or 

87% of the total enshrined (See Table 2).57 Yasukuni was a central religious activity 

center affecting many families and generations. Its role during this time period is one of 

the determinants altering Japanese religiosity.58 Postwar the animosity towards the 

government and Yasukuni itself, resulted in a steep decline in Shinto activity which has 

characterized the postwar period.

 This period is caricatured as the height of the war frenzy. For Makito Saya there is 

a difference between honoring the war dead as a celebration for war and seeking to 

console the war dead. Both have occurred at Yasukuni.59 While the discussion below 

focuses on how the ritual remembrance was organized by the state, popular acceptance 

and continuing defense of the so-called war dead cult exemplify the importance of the 

dead in Japanese religiosity. Also, to leftists and pacifists this is the period when 

Yasukuni earned the animosity that the shrine’s name evokes. The steep death tolls left a 

stigma upon the Yasukuni symbol.

 There are several examples of how Yasukuni was a celebratory device aside from 

its ideological function in the emperor system. In addition to the two popular annual 
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57 Individuals were not immediately enshrined during the conflicts, in fact some were enshrined when 
presumed dead and later returned alive, also new names are still being discovered. See the postwar section 
discussing other factors that delayed for forestalled enshrinements.
Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005, 68.

58 Susumu, “State Shinto in the Lives of the People: The Establishment of Emperor Worship, Modern 
Nationalism, and Shrine Shinto in Late Meiji,” 93-124.

59 Saya, The Sino-Japanese War:and the Birth of Japanese Nationalism, 151.



festivals mentioned above (which continue today), as the war progressed the 

enshrinement ceremonies were broadcast over the radio (See Figure10 and 11). 

These enshrinement ceremonies connected the nation in solemnity and ritual 

remembrance extending past the peripheries of the shrine’s precincts. Already the shrine 
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Figure 10: Enshrinement Procession. Photograph taken on October 14, 1942 when 
14, 260 individuals were enshrined. Courtesy of Yasukuni Archives, originally 

published in Yasukuni no Inori, 150. 



was a war memorial tool facilitating mass memorialization as well as fostering national 

identity.

 

“In 1938, the annual festival at Yasukuni was declared a national holiday, and all schools, 

including kindergartens, had to worship the shrine from afar on that occasion.”60 

Hardacre mentions a board game popular for school age children featuring enshrinement 

at Yasukuni as the way to win, which was only possible by the lucky roll of dice reading 

“Death.”61 Yasukuni was also an appropriate and popular site for field trips for school 

children from 1875 onward becoming widespread after 1900. 
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60 Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988, 110.

61 Ibid., 91.

Figure 11:Radio Broadcasts of Enshrinements. Courtesy of Yasukuni Archives, 
originally published in Yasukuni no Inori, 150.



 The first enshrinement ceremony was followed by a three-day festival from 

December 16-December 19, 1895. “It was unprecedented in its scale.”62 The offerings of 

food and sake sent from all over Japan were stacked in the shrine’s courtyard in front of 

the main hall. “When the festival was over, these offerings of food and drink were 

distributed among all units of the armed forces. It is said that there was enough sake 

available for each company-strength unit (approximately two hundred men) to receive 

nearly twenty-five liters.”63 This shows how the shrine functioned to encourage war as an 

extension of the military, in physically supporting the troops. However, it also shows 

popular support of Yasukuni by the donations. 

 The nation’s response to the victory during the Sino-Japanese War was 

exuberance. Makito Saya explains that the Qing empire, China, had been a focal point for 

Japanese identity for many centuries.64 The victory and the celebration expressed a 

remapping of the Japanese mind in which Japan was no longer corollary to China.65 

Bloodied uniforms and life-size mannequins showing officers and auxiliaries in winter 

field uniform were displayed during the ceremonies.66 Yasukuni was a center for 

celebration of victory and war. Dissatisfaction with the Russo-Japan war, discussed 
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62 Saya, The Sino-Japanese War:and the Birth of Japanese Nationalism, 142.

63 Ibid., 143.

64 Ibid., 158-159.

65 Ibid.

66 Ibid., 143.



below, notes that the celebration was limited to specific events and not a mad crescendo 

for war as this time period has been caricatured. 

 On display at the Yūshūkan museum are many wills, letters, and poems written by 

servicemen of the goal of ending up as a god at Yasukuni.67 Letters of spouses and 

bereaved parents also show the influence of the Yasukuni symbol as the mechanism 

which enabled celebration even with death. Satō Nami, a mother dedicating a bridal 

doll68 to her unmarried son who died at the Battle of Okinawa wrote, “Takeichi, you were 

truly a great man. When you left home at the young age of 23, you said bravely with a 

smile that we would meet at Yasukuni Shrine next time.”69 Promises were often solicited 

from spouses and comrades to come and memorialize them there. 

 The Yūshūkan developed with Yasukuni’s popularity and success in being a center 

for celebration. It functioned as a store house for spoils of war from its inception (1881) 

and took on a pedantic role postwar with a narrative and visual displays which focused on 

explaining Japan’s view of the war while neglecting to address several key issues such as 

the Rape of Nanking, comfort women, Unit 731, etc. The absences from the historical 
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67 See Ohnuki-Tierney, Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The Militarization of Aesthetics in 
Japanese History, for a more in depth reading of the surviving material from servicemen. She makes a 
distinction between patriotism and those that seem to espouse the emperor ideology. Other factors 
propelling men to volunteer for suicide missions (some for financial benefits for their dependents, e.g.) 
show that despite the apparent success of the emperor ideology from state promulgation, even in the height 
of the war other factors prevailed.

68 Bridal dolls were given as substitute brides so that the unmarried dead may participate in some way in a 
normal life course and receive consolation. In the mother’s words she is gifting her son, “the most beautiful 
bride in Japan.”
John Breen (supervised), Record in Pictures of Yasukuni Jinja Yūshūkan. Issued and edited by Yasukuni 
Shrine, (2009), 87.

69 Ibid.



narrative persist. To some, the museum represents a symbolic nexus of the success of 

Japanese aggression, Japanese celebration of death, and embodies the potential for Japan 

to reclaim its premodern martial spirit threatening future war.

 Yasukuni functioned as an apparatus of celebration through its connection with 

the emperor and war dead cult. As seen in the imperial postcard, the bright colors depict 
40

Figure 12:Imperial Postcard. Courtesy of Special Collections & College Archives, 
Skillman Library, Lafayette College. Art created 1933, postcard created 1945.



not a somber atmosphere but a happy one (Figure 12). The caption reads: “The rays of the 

New Year’s Sun shine on the footsteps of the beautiful pair, returning from silently 

praying with heart-felt gratitude for the great men who died in defense of their country 

and for victory of the Imperial Army.”

 Yasukuni stood second only to the Imperial Rescript on Education as an 

institutional device linking the people to State Shinto through the cult of the war dead.70 

Young death, anciently feared as a deviation from fulfilling the normal life course, was 

transformed into a good death in war for the nation by Yasukuni shrine and the emperor 

cult.71 To borrow Cohn’s term, Yasukuni became a ritual “theater of power.”72 Yasukuni 

became a goal in a recommended life course for a good soldier (or even citizen). 

Enshrinement was an achievement to be celebrated under the emperor cult. Takahashi 

sums it up: “Yasukuni shrine has never been merely a place for mourning the war dead; it 

has always functioned as an apparatus of celebration….”73

Popular Reception 
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71 Smith, Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan, 41 and 50-54. 

72 Bernard Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge:The British in India, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1996), 3.

73 Takahashi Tetsuya, “Legacies of Empire: The Yasukuni Shrine Controversy,” In Yasukuni, the War Dead, 
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 How successful was the implementation of state ideology? The rigorous efforts of 

the new Meiji state can be numbered and described, but measuring the effect proves more 

difficult.74 Intention was not uniform, neither could Meiji ideologues foretell that their 

efforts would form a nationalism that functioned in many ways like a religion.75 The 

entire country was not evenly affected with the emperor cult ideology either. Participation 

in state rites was required and dissenting opinion severely expunged. Also, willing 

participation in events, like those at Yasukuni, could be for a myriad of meanings from 

free admission to the sumo events to visiting the dead while still protesting state actions. 

 Benedict Anderson states that in “‘nation-building’ policies of the new states one 

sees both a genuine, popular nationalist enthusiasm and a systematic, even Machiavellian, 

instilling of nationalist ideology through the mass media, the educational system, 

administrative regulations, and so forth.”76 The challenge is not only to discern a rise in 

patriotism, but to distinguish between ultranationalist rhetoric mirroring state propaganda 

and genuine patriotism that also develops with the formation of a new nation. 

 From the outset through the most successful years of imperial expansion there are 

surviving voices showing popular dissent against the state ideology. A children’s game 
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popular as early as 1889 (the same year as the Great Promulgation Campaign) showed 

antipathy towards the new Meiji government and sympathy with the Rebels. When the 

children divided into two sides to play war games the losers of the chiiriko (rock-paper-

scissors variation) had to play the troops of the Meiji government while winners played 

as the Satsuma rebels.77 Another example is the riots protesting the Russo-Japanese War 

which broke out in Hibiya Park over the Treaty of Portsmouth that ended the war. Makito 

Saya notes that the war “produced far more casualties than the Sino-Japanese War leaving 

a darker pall over society.”78

 In contrast, popular opinion over the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) was 

prevailingly optimistic. Popular products of the time included everything from restaurant 

dishes being renamed to reflect support for the war, poems, popular songs, to other 

products. For example: 

“Spoils of War Soap” in the shape of a Chinese man’s head...new brands of sake 
“Imperial Victory,” “China Killer,” and “Hundred Battles, Hundred Victories”; 
cigarettes bore names like “Golden Phoenix” and “Triumph”...confections called 
“Chinese Dust” and “Land of the Rising Sun.” Restaurant menus featured dishes 
such as “Triumphal Stew” and “Takeover Soup”….79

The intoxication with victory in the Sino-Japanese War was described as the “teething 

pains of Japan’s newborn nation-state.”80 The excitement for war mixed with the novel 
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feelings of nationalism and catalyzing a war fever. The varying opinions between specific 

historical events shows the complexity in factors affecting public reception of state 

actions. 

 During imperial expansion 1931-1945, surviving literature from soldiers manages 

to show dissatisfaction with the regime even though most were heavily censored by 

officials or ultranationalistic comrades. Also, a great deal of self-censoring went on since 

to criticize the war or even express war weariness amounted to “treasonous behavior.”81 

Ohnuki-Tierney distinguishes between evidence of the state ideology and patriotism. 

Interestingly her analysis of surviving letters from kamikaze pilots, most do not even 

mention the emperor in their letters, instead they focused on everyday and familial 

concerns.82 She states clearly that the prize as rebirth as cherry blossoms at Yasukuni 

shrine was rhetoric that “none of them believed in.”83 While the people participated in 

collective commemoration at Yasukuni, it was not necessarily in support of the state or 

militarism, the survivors “are painfully aware what these ideologies did to their loved 

ones.”84 It is important to recognize that while Yasukuni was the spiritual hub in the 

Japanese empire’s engine for war, the meaning of the shrine was affected by popular 
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reception. How the shrine worked for the people even during war explains not only its 

multi-faceted meanings, but also how for many the shrine can be divorced from negative 

meanings and be endowed with new, yet shared meanings.

 Another example is the existence of the censoring branch of the government in 

charge of extinguishing opposing opinions to the state’s war efforts. John Dower writes:

The state had become discredited and sorely wounded well before Japan 
surrendered, and popular receptiveness to a new start and new society became a 
major wartime legacy on which postwar change could be built. It is in this regard 
that the nightmares of the Thought Police assume full significance. The dissident 
‘‘social movements’’ they spied on, the sensational rumors and seditious graffiti 
they collected, the workers’ desertions from factories they witnessed—all gave lie 
to wartime propaganda about social solidarity and a collective willingness to die for 
the Imperial cause.85

The surviving evidence shows challenges to the prominent ideologies. Yasukuni, a 

mandated religious center, a key device in the emperor ideology but also had and has 

variable meanings today.

 These cases represent the varied opinions of the Japanese even during “successful” 

periods in wartime. As a symbol of wartime Japan, Yasukuni’s ability to function 

symbolically on multiple levels even during the most intense periods of propaganda 

attests to the shrine’s significance. For example, Yasukuni offered a place to vent 

displeasure not only for the specific role of Yasukuni, but the war, government, and 

actions of specific individuals in the regime. Towards the end of WWII radio broadcasts 

covering enshrinement rituals could not cover up the anguished “cries of 
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‘Murderer!’(Hitogoroshi) and ‘Give me back my child!’ [that] were often hurled at the 

procession of priests and military officials solemnly approaching the inner sanctuary.”86 

The use of Yasukuni as a center of public debate over several wartime issues, including 

the shrine itself and its meaning, escalated postwar with the presence of the Occupation. 

It continues today as Yasukuni is a symbolic forum, a finite codeword, for discussing all 

things pertaining to Japanese wartime past.

Conclusion for Fascist Period

 Yasukuni was not a static symbol. During the Fascist Period, under Chief Priest 

Suzuki Takao (1938-1945) a new policy was instituted in 1939 which “aimed at creating 

a more solemn and dignified atmosphere.”87 The celebratory nature of Yasukuni was still 

advertised, as seen in the postcard mentioned earlier. But the solemn enshrinement 

ceremonies were the focus of Yasukuni during this period. The continuity of purpose for 

the shrine, to console the dead, has been a key contemporary defense for supporting the 

shrine. While being sympathetic to supporters of the shrine in order to understand 

multiple vantage points, it is clear that Yasukuni for many Japanese was a pivotal piece in 

the engine of war. Understanding contemporary disdain for the shrine is due to this 

intended function during imperial expansionism. For example, one informant Mr. H 
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explained that though his uncle was enshrined in Yasukuni he and his family had never 

gone to patronize him there. His uncle had served as a special forces (tōkkotai) pilot, 

better known as kamikaze pilot. Mr. H. said the reason for abstaining to visit his uncle 

was “due to the shrine’s function in the tennosei (emperor system).” 

 The history for this time period covering the Second Sino-Japanese War 

(1937-1941) and WWII (1941-1945) is dark and devastating. The estimated dead of the 

Japanese was 2.74 million at the time of surrender and the dead of other Asian countries 

due to Japanese invasion and occupation is roughly seven times that--20 million people.88 

Over 6 million Japanese were stranded in Asia, Siberia, and the Pacific Ocean area at end 

of the war.89 Close to 9 million were homeless in Japan when they heard the 

announcement of defeat.90 “Millions more were injured, sick, or seriously 

malnourished.”91 During this time of uncertainty, Yasukuni Shrine also had to face defeat 

and possible destruction by the Occupation. Yasukuni transformed, quickly, like the 

nation of in general shedding militaristic meanings and devoting itself to serving the 
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populace in general. The shrine played an active role in the immediate postwar period to 

restructuring how the war was remembered.92
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Chapter 2: Postwar Yasukuni- a Contested Symbol of Nationalism

 Shortly after the end of the war, Yasukuni began to be a publicly contested 

symbol. While Yasukuni survived the Tokyo fire bombings unscathed, the shrine’s 

function in the war began to be a target for the U.S. to symbolically dismantle as one of 

the sources of militarism. Yasukuni’s own response to this was to reorient the shrine from 

celebrating military heroes (eirei kenshō) to an emphasis on purely pacifying the war 

dead (irei anchin).93 The varying symbolic meanings of Yasukuni expressed by individual 

voices since its foundation coalesced into varied groups which champion and color the 

postwar meanings of Yasukuni.

Surviving the Occupation

 The shrine was classified with three others as one of the militant nationalistic 

symbolic centers, but the determination of the Occupation to raze the site to the ground 

has been exaggerated. Consulting scholars both Japanese and American, religious leaders 

that had been in the country for extended periods, directly observing rituals, and making 

field trips to the different shrines were all methods used to direct decisions. These efforts 

attest to the program of tolerance and caution for destroying a possible sacred site. The 

“Memorandum: Freedom of Worship” by the UN which stipulated policy concerning 
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important sites advised tolerance since destroying or forcibly closing might “strengthen 

the cult.”94 Handling important symbols was done with caution. Still the exclusion of 

Yasukuni in the November 13, 1946 SCAP “Disposition of State-Owned Land Currently 

Used by Religious Institutions” had alarmed many people thinking the Occupation 

intended to dissolve Yasukuni’s properties. Until SCAP issued another directive, six years 

later on August 28, 1951, Yasukuni’s fate was still uncertain. The 1951 directive stated 

“that no repressive action would be taken and those [military] shrines located on state-

owned land should be permitted to purchase their precincts on the same basis as other 

religious institutions similarly situated.”95  

 While the shrine’s fate was in limbo, through most of the Occupation, the Council 

of Worshipers’ Representatives (sukeisha sodaikai), or group of leaders directing 

Yasukuni’s affairs, met regularly with the Religions Division of SCAP discussing 

changes that might help Yasukuni survive the Occupation. The chief priest (gūji) was 

changed from Suzuki Takao, who had served in that capacity since 1938, to Tsukuba 

Fujimaro who remained chief priest until his death in 1978. During this time period they 

specifically sought someone who had no military background.96 Possible changes 

included revamping the Yūshūkan to be an entertainment site embracing the “carnival” 

feel that Yasukuni was founded with which had been censured towards the end of the war, 
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changing the name of the shrine, changing names of buildings, and altering festival dates 

and adopting new ones.97 Many of these changes did not come to fruition, but Yasukuni 

still transformed. No longer under the Army and Navy control, the shrine was able to 

quickly institute changes. 

 The most important changes included changing the chief priest and reworking 

Yasukuni’s festivals to remove events that had military or national significance, such as 

“Kingensetsu which celebrated the accession of Emperor Jinmu” including reverencing 

the Emperor Jinmu’s tomb from afar.98 The Great Autumn and Spring Festivals, 

originally set to commemorate military victories, were rescheduled. The shrine added 

common festivals closely related to everyday religious life of the Japanese people, such 

as Hina Matsuri and Coming-of-Age Day. These changes specifically tried to shed its 

military connections and focus on Yasukuni’s religious functions. 

Religious Status

 The ambiguity about Yasukuni’s religious status heightened in the postwar years 

when Shinto suffered under US propaganda, portrayed as nothing more than a religious 

opiate that blinded the Japanese into dutifully serving in an unjust war. Coincidentally, 

this allocated war responsibility strictly with the state instead of with the Japanese people 

which, itself, has developed into another layer of controversy for Yasukuni. 
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 The change of Yasukuni’s status affected public perception of the shrine.99 For 

example, the shrine applied for and sought to be legally declared to be an independent 

religious corporation (shūkyō hōjin) by the Supreme Commander of Allied Powers 

(SCAP) which occurred September 7, 1946.100 This change offered protection to 

Yasukuni but it also made paying homage to the shrine unconstitutional for government 

officials. More importantly, associating Yasukuni with religion for some made paying 

homage there a question of belief. The Catholic church, which had originally supported 

going to Yasukuni as a patriotic act and even performing sanpai, immediately retracted 

that support once the shrine’s religious status was confirmed. The new legal status of the 

shrine also severed governmental financial support for the shrine.  

 Nevertheless, Yasukuni has never wanted for financial support, unlike many of the 

shrines that have become neglected by their parishioners. For example, in 1945 the Meiji 

Shrine in Tokyo had 350,000 visitors. In 1946, that number dropped to 135,000.101 

“SCAP’s propaganda depicting State Shinto as a major arm of militarism during the war 

had evidently molded public opinion.”102 Yokoi Tokitsune, associate head priest from 
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November 16, 1945, and several other priests established Yasukuni confraternities all 

over Japan by visiting bereaved families. “Membership fees of 10-30 yen per person were 

collected by the groups and approximately half of this went to support Yasukuni.”103 

Yasukuni was now supported by the lay population and survived the difficult postwar 

period without government financial help. 

 Yasukuni was not immune to the degradation of Shinto as official ceremonies for 

the war dead were brought to a halt by the occupation. This issue was taken up by Japan 

Association of War-Bereaved Families (Nihon Izokukai) later on and was considered 

controversial. Attendance to festivals also dropped which affected shrine revenue. For 

example, in 1944 during the New Year holidays, visitors numbered approximately 

730,000, but by 1947 it dropped to just 30,000.104 Also, in 1945 the Yūshūkan was 

ordered to be closed to the public by the Occupation and did not reopen for decades.

 Other than changes initiated to survive the Occupation. The Yasukuni Shrine 

symbol was claimed by several groups. Groups such as the Nihon Izokukai, founded in 

1947, sought to restore the shrine’s prewar symbolic status as a sacred and national site. 

Nihon Izokukai “fanned the enduring controversy over the appropriate commemoration 

of millions of military dead at Yasukuni Shrine.”105 Alternately, others such as Sōka 

Gakki, Union of New Religions, and Japan Teachers’ Union (JTU) have vehemently 
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opposed efforts to revive prewar symbology. In the beginning (1945-1952) each group 

severed links to the state and appealed for public support, friendships and powerful 

members, helping the groups conceal lobbying efforts for government support. 

 Also, the Association of Shinto Shrines106 (and other groups) sought public 

forums through print to legitimize the importance of Shinto for the Japanese people. The 

Association of Shinto Shrines protects the shrines from ruin while also attempting to 

promote connections between the people, state, Shinto, and the Imperial House through 

powerful representatives in the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). In other words, they 

were seeking to resurrect the emperor system in modern Japan. These attempts have (1) 

“kept in public view the problem of the emperor system”107 and (2) impacted Yasukuni’s 

meaning as one of the main supporters of the shrine.

 In general, support for Yasukuni is classified either as emotive or purely political, 

seeking legitimacy or symbolic support for remilitarization.108 The symbolic meaning of 

the shrine has been contested and used by groups of varying political agendas. Ironically, 
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those who view themselves as champions for the shrine also end up tarnishing the 

shrine’s image for the public. 

 

Postwar Yasukuni Conclusion

 The desire to preserve Yasukuni in light of all the postwar changes was magnified 

by the Cold War. Just five years after WWII ended and only three years after Japan’s 

independence from the Allied Occupation, the Korean War began which, to many, 

marked the beginning of the Cold War. Two peace treaties were negotiated with the 

United States as the Korean War was raging so close to home: the San Francisco Peace 

Treaty and the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. The San Francisco treaty ended the Japanese 

Empire and also provided for national sovereignty. The U.S.-Japan Security Treaty 

allowed US Forces to be stationed in Japan for Japan’s internal and external security. The 

signing of the treaties “left no option for political neutrality;” Moreover, the treaties “set 

up an international framework in which the official pursuit of Japanese culpability and 

atonement for the war was quarantined by the so-called bamboo curtain, a metaphor for 

the Cold War division….”109 In other words, political pressures and responsibilities 

formed and constantly influenced by relations with the US, even after independence, 

affected Japan’s ability to address war memory.
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 In the post-Cold War era the debate for Japanese war responsibility has also 

brought US actions in Japan under scrutiny. Carol Gluck describes the effect of US 

actions on Japan’s recovery:

No China War, no Asia, no Empire--based on the heroic narrative of war as a mostly  
internal affair, Japan was able to embark on the postwar without pausing to attend to 
the postimperial. Where postwar Britain confronted the loss of empire and France 
struggled for years to come to terms with Algeria, Japan turned away from its 
imperial past in Asia into the waiting embrace of the future and of the United 
States.110

The preservation of war symbols has also been cited not only as a contributor to the war 

memory problem, but also raises the question: who shares current responsibility for these 

issues? First and foremost of these symbols, would be exempting the Emperor from the 

International Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE), more commonly known as the 

Tokyo Trials, at the very least, a powerful gesture.111 Not only was he prevented from 

testifying, prosecutors were encouraged not to use his name. He was also credited with 

intervening to end the war by both SCAP and the Japanese government.112 

 Additionally, the US preservation of key war symbols, in order to facilitate a 

peaceful occupation, had the unwarranted effect of “[enhancing] Japanese determination 
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to make their own history according to a design derived from a prior experience rather 

than the alien dictates of a colonizing army.”113 Yasukuni became a site to be protected as 

a site of national memory as one of the key elements of unique Japanese history. This 

sentiment survives today. 

 War memory and political interests became interwoven in the immediate postwar 

period. Yasukuni became an issue for several of these groups. Yasukuni became a 

defining issue that identified the positions of the groups that represented various strands 

of memory.114 Free from having to reconcile imperial actions, Japan’s efforts united to 

focus on a purely economic recovery.115 

 Immediately postwar Japan had to deal with a war weary and starving populace. 

Transportation, public power, housing, and food were basic needs that for many were not 

met. During this difficult recovery period, Yasukuni might seem as an ideal target to take 

on war responsibility. Indeed, Yasukuni for some represented the catalyst that drove their 

loved ones to offer the ultimate sacrifice, but for others it became a national site endowed 

with the spirits and memories of soldiers that served not imperial Japan, but the new 

nation of Japan. Yasukuni not only survived US fire bombs, and SCAP scrutiny; but 

flourished, especially compared to other shrines in this time period. Of the 2.46 million 
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enshrined over 2 million were enshrined postwar in 1956, after an official notice from the 

Ministry of Health and Welfare went out to each prefecture of Japan.116 The 

transformation from a government, military shrine to a shrine of the people with declared 

religious status helped Yasukuni survive, but would become one of the sources of 

controversy for the shrine.
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Chapter 3: 1970s-2000s: Evolving War Memory

 Yasukuni became a hotly contested topic starting in the 1970s with the 

government’s introduction of the Yasukuni Bill to the Diet, culminating with the secret 

enshrinement of Class A war criminals in 1978. The strengthening of prewar symbology, 

including Yasukuni, could be seen as an attempt by the state to recreate a spiritual 

symbology of Japan in reaction to “international criticisms of the Japanese as rapacious 

‘economic animals.”117 Instead of seeing state support of Yasukuni as a positive cultural 

capital, the international community read state support of Yasukuni as a threatening future 

war.

 Other global events like US actions in the Cold War, reports of violence in 

Vietnam, and the Korean War so close to home fostered a peace movement in Japan.118 

Wadatsumikai, as a small, rightwing, war memory group, relied on emotive capital of 

memories of the dead from survivors to form a pacifist stand against government efforts, 

including support for Yasukuni, which they saw as a move towards remilitarization.

 Starting in 1969 five legal cases were brought before the Diet by the Japanese 

government to reinstitute the prewar status of Yasukuni shrine. The Yasukuni Bill would 

have permitted government officials, including the Emperor and Self Defense Forces, to 

worship at Yasukuni in their official capacities. Each time the bill was introduced the 
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public outcry was strong. For example, on “April 15, 1974, 500 went on a hunger 

strike...and more than 10,000 gathered at a single protest [meeting in Tokyo] on April 

25--other demonstrations [were] reported in Sapporo, Naha, Hiroshima, Kobe, and a 

dozen other cities.”119

 The main reasons the reinstatement of the shrine is contested were that: (1) it is 

unconstitutional based upon Article 20 of the Constitution (which requires separation of 

religion and state), (2) it would affirm a “return to the glorification of the military 

spirit.”120 The desire of Yasukuni to be connected to remain connected to the war dead 

made divorcing its connections with the military difficult.

Participants in the Yasukuni Debate

 A discussion of rightist conservatives, leftists, and international protestations is 

important to understand the main divisions in the Yasukuni debate. This also provides 

insight to the opposing meanings of the shrine. For example, some informants claim it is 

for remilitarization, while others state that they go as part of their personal reasons to 

remember the war and commitment to never to go to war again. These polarized views of 

the same site and cultural symbol follow the left and right sides, respectively.

 Those belonging to the rightwing of political debate include a diverse array of 

people from major rightist pressure groups, small rightwing activist groups, and rightist 
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intellectuals. The most powerful rightist groups are the Japan Association of Bereaved 

Families (Nihon Izokukai), Military Pension Federation (Gunjin Onkyu Renmei), the 

Association of Shinto Shrines (Jinja Honcho), the Japan Conference (Nippon Kaigi), and 

the retired military men’s Association to Commemorate the Spirits of Fallen Heroes 

(Eirei ni Kotaeru Kai). “It is important to note that almost all of these rightist pressure 

organizations have a close relationship with the ruling Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP).”121 Often members of these powerful organizations are involved in lobbying 

activities and boast well-known political clout. 

 On the other hand, rightwing activists groups are commonly shunned by pressure 

groups and politicians because an overwhelming majority of them, 80-95%, are affiliated 

with the yakuza, a crime organization.122 Writer Etō Jun and Professor Ohara Yasuo are 

examples of rightist intellectuals. Their writings and research help defend Yasukuni 

against leftist and international criticisms. The view that all rightist individuals deny 

Japanese historical atrocities is false. “They face the dilemma of reconciling the atrocities 

with their desire to stress the brighter side of Japan’s modern history and their wish to 

propagate inspiring stories of hardships their ancestors faced during Meiji and 

afterward.”123 To the rightwing side, Yasukuni is a symbol in which “Japan’s historical 
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identity as a modern nation state...is at stake in the Yasukuni shrine dispute.”124 Of my 

informants that were the most supportive of the shrine, they did not agree with all rightist 

issues like constitutional revision or remilitarization, but there was a common expression 

that the shrine was fundamental to Japanese identity.

 This was confirmed when researching Yasukuni’s importance. Mr. Ōyama  stated 

in his interview that Yasukuni was central to Japanese identity and that “those that do not 

go there have forgotten who they are.” Another informant, stated that you go to Yasukuni 

Shrine to learn “true history.” Finally, Ms. Akita, ardently anti-Yasukuni stated that 

though she didn’t support the shrine she recognized Yasukuni as “important to my 

country, mainly because of its possession of so many national artifacts.” Several others 

insisted while the shrine was not spiritually important to them personally, Yasukuni 

housed many important national treasures (kokuhō) and so it was important to Japanese 

identity. 

 Contrastingly, the leftists feel Yasukuni is completely antithetical to Japanese 

history, has absolutely no relationship to Japanese identity, and is an offensive blemish in 

Japanese politics that “proves militarism and feudalism have survived in modern Japan.” 

Naturally, individuals inclined to the leftist disposition disregard any religious defense of 

the shrine. They maintain that governmental officials should not visit the shrine on the 

grounds that the visits are unconstitutional. Examples of leftist organizations are: “the 

Japanese Communist Party (JCP) and the Social Democratic Party (SDP), labor unions 
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that support these parties, and various leftist NGOs such as the National Organization of 

Pacifist Bereaved Families (Heiwa izokukai zenkoku renrakukai).”125 A few individuals in 

my field research used very blunt Japanese to emphatically punctuate their opinion that 

the shrine had absolutely no importance to the Japanese at all. Only one of my informants 

fit this category, Mr. Kitamura stated that though he knew “Yasukuni owned many 

important artifacts, its importance has been exaggerated.”126

 Leftist groups since the immediate postwar period have been active in uncovering 

key information to bring to light important war issues. Wadatsumikai, a small pacifist 

organization determined to remember the student sacrifices in the Asia Pacific war in 

order to ensure future peace, was founded early in the postwar years and reorganized in 

1959. Even though numbers were always small (a few hundred) the group helped “launch  

Japan’s peace movement.”127 The efforts of numerous Japanese scholars in bringing to 

light and researching Japanese war atrocities fuels public debate on war issues and checks 

nationalistic rhetoric like the narrative at the Yūshūkan.128 In 1993 these efforts were 

elevated with the establishment of the Japan’s War Responsibility Data Center (Sensō 

Sekinin Kenkyu).129
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 Foreign participants in the Yasukuni debate harbor deeply negative feelings 

towards the shrine. The shrine painfully invokes memories of Japanese aggression during 

invasion and colonization. Since the mid 80s, China and Korea both have been consistent 

in their protests against prime ministerial visits to the shrine. Also, public protests in both 

countries often follow official complaints, meaning leaders make complaints and then 

public protests follow. For example, following the first “official” postwar visit to the 

shrine by Nakasone in 1985 students of Peking University gathered in Tiananmen Square 

protesting. The protesters declared the visit as a call to war, the visits “ridicule peace, and 

challenge the Chinese people.”130 Another stated “the new devils are enshrining the 

tombs of the old ogres. Yasuhiro pays tribute to the spirit of Hideki Tōjō. Raise your 

eyebrows and see your three-foot sword in the snow. Raise 100 million and destroy 

Ogres.”131 The protest in Tiananmen Square was not an isolated incident, eight major 

cities saw protests. The violent tone of these protesters typifies international readings of 

the Yasukuni symbol. 

 Interestingly, some Yasukuni issues foster agreement on both sides. For example, 

there are some in the left camp also interested in preserving Yasukuni as a nationalist 

symbol by absolving it from its prewar history and reforming Yasukuni into a peaceful, 

non-militaristic symbol. There was “wide agreement both on the need to remember those 
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who died in World War II and on the preservation of the shrine itself as a historical and 

cultural site.”132

Secret Enshrinement

 The presence of the convicted individuals is one of the major controversies 

surrounding Yasukuni. For example, the enshrinement of Class-A war criminals is almost 

always mentioned to describe Yasukuni. Bangok Times reports that on August 15, 2012 

(67th anniversary of the end of WWII) “Matsubara [a cabinet member] went to the 

shrine, where 2.5 million war dead -- including 14 leading Japanese war criminals from 

World War II [are enshrined].”133 Also, according to Yomiuri Shimbun, one of Japan’s 

largest newspapers, typically conservative, and pro-Yasukuni, the shrine is “a symbol of 

Japan's past militarism because it honors Class-A war criminals among the war dead.”134 

The symbolic power of Yasukuni was altered by the secret enshrinement, yet the peculiar 

history of how it occurred is typically unknown.

 The word “secret” denotes that the activities were thought somehow to be 

criminal. However, the act was not in fact secret and debate over the enshrinement of the 

war criminals had been going on since the end of the war in 1945. Regular public 
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enshrinement services (gōshisai) were stopped in 1947 following GHQ’s instructions. 

The shrine continued enshrinements as unpublicized private services. There was no 

consensus on the enshrinement of the Class-A War criminals, even among the Shinto 

intellectual circles. Ashizu Uzuhiko, leading orthodox Shinto intellectual, was determined 

that “Yasukuni should become associated with Japan’s peaceful post-war recovery, and 

not the prosecution of aggressive war against Asia or the West.”135 He objected to the 

enshrinement of the Class-A war criminals before it occurred, and he continued to protest 

it afterward. Ashizu made a distinction between those who fell in the service of their 

country “on the formal orders of the state” and convicted war criminals. He dismissed the 

idea that all who gave their lives for the sake of the country should be revered as a 

“vulgar theory.”136 Also, the Tomito Memo is a posthumous diary purportedly revealing 

that imperial visits stopped in 1975 due to the enshrinement of the Class-A war criminals 

and the Emperor’s personal protest for that action.137 

 However, immediately postwar there was a great deal of sympathy towards 

convicted war criminals and a general feeling that the Tokyo trials were not carried out 

fairly. In 1952, 40 million signatures were gathered to release those who had been 

66

135 Breen, “Introduction: A Yasukuni Genealogy,” 11.

136 Ibid.

137 Tanaka, “The Yasukuni Issue and Japan’s International Relations,” 123.
Breen, “Introduction: A Yasukuni Genealogy,” 3-5.



convicted as Class-B or C war criminals.138 Many of those criminals had been imprisoned 

and tried in foreign countries receiving various sentences. “1953, The House of 

Representatives and the House of Councillors adopted a resolution calling for a pardon 

for the nation’s war criminals.139 The following year laws were enacted to assist 

convicted war criminals making it possible for even Class-A suspects to seek public 

office. In 1956 and 1958 war criminals were released. In 1959 Yasukuni began to 

enshrine Class-B and C criminals. Many once convicted war criminals became very 

successful. For example, Prime Minister Kishi Nobusuke was a Class-A war crimes 

suspect. 

 The enshrinement of the Class-A war criminals occurred largely due to 

Matsudaira Nagayoshi, a former Imperial officer, and chief priest of Yasukuni at the time. 

Operating under pressure from the Ministry of Health, he quickly enshrined the Class A 

War criminals within a year of becoming chief priest.140 The previous chief priest, 

Tsukuba Fujimaro, opposed the enshrinement and maintained that decision despite 

enormous pressures to proceed with it. 

 The secret enshrinement and the “Yasukuni problem as it stands today...is to a 

considerable degree a legacy of the Matsudaira era from 1977 to 1992.”141 It seems clear 
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he was operating under pressure from the Japanese government. For example, Ishida 

(former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court) told Matsudaira when he received the 

nomination to be chief priest that “overturning the verdicts of the Tokyo Tribunal is 

essential to achieve Japan’s spiritual renaissance. Therefore, it is necessary to enshrine 

those that are called Class-A war criminals.”142 Further, the Ministry of Health and 

Welfare must provide the needed logistics (name, age, cause of death) in order for an 

individual to be enshrined. Also, the decision to enshrine the Class-A war criminals was 

made in 1969 by the Council of Worshipers’ Representatives (sukeisha sodaikai), the 

board of leadership responsible for making decision for Yasukuni.143 Final decision, 

however, rests with the chief priest. 

 About six months later news leaked out of the secret enshrinement causing 

outrage. Matsudaira also reopened the Yūshūkan (which had been closed since 1945) and 

chained up the Chinreisha (spirit pacifying shrine for all war dead) preventing everyone 

except priests from paying respects there. Any request that the war criminals be removed 

from the shrine is rebuffed by the Yasukuni ecclesiastical authorities who maintain that 

once a spirit has been enshrined it cannot be moved. The controversial enshrinement has 

left a stigma upon the shrine. 

International Notoriety and Official Patronage
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 Over the past few decades,Yasukuni has become a controversial, international 

symbol due, in part, to high-ranking Japanese officials visiting Yasukuni, both officially 

and unofficially. While these visits had been the norm prior to global interest in the 

shrine, politicians adopted a public apology front while appeasing domestic voters with a 

pro-Yasukuni stance. International complaints judge Yasukuni’s brand of nationalism as 

antithetical to the issue of war responsibility. The continued visits were mainly “rituals of 

bravado” which levied Yasukuni’s symbolic power to magnify Japan’s political stance in 

East Asia.144 Often officials have tried to mold Yasukuni into a peaceful symbol while 

appeasing both domestic and international opinions on the Yasukuni issue.

 The first consideration is how Yasukuni became internationally notorious. 

International opinions over the shrine were voiced after war memory became a global 

concern in the 90s. The wartime past “burst into Japanese national consciousness” 

leading activists to protest the past, newspapers to take up the issue, and publications of 

memoirs to flood the market.145 The end of the Shōwa period in Japan with the death of 

Emperor Hirohito in 1989 saw war memory evolve not as a tool exclusively for specific 

political groups, but a topic for broad public debate. 

 The results of revisiting war memory was a surge in pacifism. The fact that Japan 

boasts more privately funded peace museums than “perhaps the rest of the world 
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combined” attests to a general awareness of war responsibility within the Japanese 

populace, which is not often recognized.146

 Official apologies occupy an important second layer of consideration, because 

while many apologies for past wartime actions have been issued, Yasukuni is still 

regarded as a testament of Japan’s lack of contrition. The official apologies in the 90s by 

Prime Minister Kaifu Toshiki, Emperor Akihito, Prime Minister Miyazawa Kiichi, and 

Prime Minister Hosokawa Morihiro evidence some of the official efforts Japan has made 

to take responsibility for past atrocities.147 Another example, was the very successful 

Japan-South Korea summit in 1998 which produced agreements on many important 

issues including the shared history between the two countries. The leaders, PM Obuchi 

and President Kim Dae Jung, both reached an agreement and signed on this apology:

Looking back on the relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea during this 
century, Prime Minister Obuchi regarded in the spirit of humility the fact of history 
that Japan caused, during a certain period in the past, tremendous damage and 
suffering to the people of the Republic of Korea through its colonial rule, and 
expressed deep remorse and heartfelt apology for this fact.148
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“Japan has been far more willing to apologize for its past misdeeds than is commonly 

acknowledged.”149 However, as we will see in PM Koizumi’s case, the symbolic power 

of Yasukuni visits trumps “heartfelt apologies.”

 Third, the effect of unofficial right-wing responses to apologies and their stalwart 

support of Yasukuni worsens the shrine’s notoriety. Despite official apologies and popular 

public movements, Japanese efforts with the war responsibility issue are still weighed as 

wanting. Lind explains in Sorry States: Apologies in International Politics that since 

Korea and China judge not only official apologies, but also the Japanese public reactions 

to it, a backlash has often resulted. Because the public apologies are often strongly 

contested by conservatives and neonationalists denying or justifying wartime acts; it 

leads Japan’s neighbors to question the sincerity of the contrition. These same 

conservatives and neonationalists are often openly pro-Yasukuni which affects the 

symbology of the shrine.

  The pattern of patronage and diplomatic difficulties has been consistent in the past 

several decades. For example, starting on August 15,1985 the first official postwar visit to 

the shrine made by Prime Minister Nakasone sparked anti-Japanese protests in China. 

The visits were followed closely in Chinese media with a “steady flow of articles relating 

to China’s victory in the War of Resistance against Japan.150” A couple of weeks 
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following his visit to the shrine, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping expressed concern about 

“the movements of the militarist elements in Japan.”151 “On September 3, the day 

commemorating the 40th anniversary of the victory over Japan, Peng Zhen, Chairman of 

the Standing Committee of the People’s National Congress, warned that the revival of 

militarism in Japan would do harm to Sino-Japanese friendship.”152 Violent public 

protests from the Chinese ensued. Since prime minister visits had always been the norm 

in the past, this vehement reaction was unexpected. 

 Not only did Nakasone face bitter protests from China and Korea, but he also 

faced multiple lawsuits from his compatriots judging his visits as unconstitutional. He 

also received death threats from rightwing activists for his attempts to assuage China by 

changing his policy toward the shrine.153 Members of Nihon Izokukai went on a hunger 

strike demanding he visit the shrine. Rarely mentioned is Nakasone’s personal motives 

for visiting the shrine. He served as a naval officer in World War II and “lost many 

colleagues and sailors under his command.”154 For both groups, pro- and anti-Yasukuni, 

this is a symbol worth fighting for.

 These reactions ended official patronage to Yasukuni from 1985. During the 90s 

Yasukuni did not receive official patronage, but the lack of visits have not satisfied 
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Yasukuni’s critics. Likely the awareness of the pattern of Diet members visiting the 

shrine before and after serving as Prime Minister, and abstaining only while in that office, 

makes the shift insufficient.155 PM Koizumi repeatedly visited the shrine trying to 

resurrect the custom of official patronage with his six visits from 2001-2006. The visits 

legitimized the Yūshūkan’s narrative as the de facto national war memory. As war 

memory had become an important political issue by this time the collective war history 

came under international scrutiny, but instead of being a salve to soothe wartime wounds 

the patriotic narrative at the Yūshūkan exacerbated those old wounds. 

 In addition to the official patronage legitimizing the patriotic war narrative, there 

are no real competitors that have replaced the Yūshūkan. The Yūshūkan narrative is 

criticized domestically and internationally precisely because the Yūshūkan functioned as 

the national war museum. Finally, in 1999, after 20 years of planning, an alternate 

national museum has opened also in Tokyo, the Hall of Showa, though public patronage 

is markedly less. The Showakan is a war museum that shows the war from the 

perspective of civilians rather than through the military. The Yūshūkan still enjoys an 

average of 1,000 visitors per day in contrast to the Showa-kan “which has hardly become 

a household word even in Tokyo.”156 Further, recent revisions, finished in 2007, to the 
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Yūshūkan museum show a move in the direction towards tension reduction on the issue 

of war responsibility. How the religious function limits drastic revisions to the Yūshūkan 

is discussed in Chapter 4.

 Lack of visits to Yasukuni also acts as a symbolic political move to show 

sensitivity to past war issues. From 1985-2001, a gap of 16 years, there were no prime 

minister visits to the shrine. This is an abrupt change from 1945-1985 when prime 

minister visits were the norm, (See Table 1). Prime minister visits are often cited as 

evidence of lack of war contrition. However, less emphasized is the impressive shift 

reflected in the absence of visits to the shrine. Responding to international criticisms, 

Japan has tried to be more sensitive to Yasukuni’s symbolic impact.
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Table 2: Visits to Yasukuni by Postwar Prime Ministers

Prime Minister, years in office Number of visits and occasion
Yoshida Shigeru, 6 (1948-1954) 7 visits, spring/fall festivals and other times
Hatoyama Ichirō, 1 (1954-1956) No visits
Ishibashi Tanzan, 1 (1956-1957) No visits
Kishi Nobusuke, 3 (1957-1960) 2 visits, spring/fall festivals only
Ikeda Hayato, 4 (1960-1964) 5 visits, fall festival and other times
Satō Eisaku, 8 (1964-1972) 11 visits, annually, spring or fall festivals only
Tanaka Kakuei, 2(1972-1974) 6 visits, twice annually, spring or fall festivals
Miki Takeo, 2 (1974-1976) 3 visits, annually, spring/fall festivals, August 15
Fukuda Takeo, 2 (1976-1978) 4 visits, annually, spring/fall festivals, August 15
Ōhira Masayoshi, 2 (1978-1980) 3 visits, annually, spring/fall festivals only
Suzuki Zenkō, 2 (1980-1982) 8 visits, annually, spring/fall festivals, August 15

Nakasone Yasuhiro, 5 (1982-1987) 10 visits, only one official as PM, annually until 1985, 
spring/fall festivals, August 15, New Year’s

Takeshita Noboru, 2 (1987-1989) No visits
Uno Sōsuke (1989) No visits
Kaifu Toshiki, 3 (1989-1991) No visits
Miyazawa Kiichi (1991-1993), 2 No visits
Hosokawa Morihiro (1993-1994), 1 No visits
Hata Tsutomu (1994) No visits
Murayama Tomiichi, 2 (1994-1996) No visits
Hashimoto Ryūtarō, 2 (1996-1998) 1 visit (7/26/96-his birthday)
Obuchi Keizō, 2 (1998-2000) No visits
Mori Yoshirō, 1 (2000-2001) No visits
Koizumi Jun’ichirō, 5 (2001-2006) 6 visits
Abe Shinzō, 1 (2006-2007) 1 visit 
Fukuda Yasuo, 1 (2007-2008) No visits
Aso Taro, 1 (2008-2009) No visits
Hatoyama Yukio, 1 (2009-2010) No visits
Kan Naota, 1 (2010-2011) No visits
Noda Yoshihiko (2011-current) No visits

Source: Franziska Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005. (Massachusetts and 
London: Harvard University Asia Center, 2006), 242-243.
Source: Franziska Seraphim, War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005. (Massachusetts and 
London: Harvard University Asia Center, 2006), 242-243.

75



 Despite the perception of Yasukuni abroad, the various domestic interpretations of 

the shrine are more nuanced. PM Koizumi’s symbolic visits to the shrine while also 

framing Japan as “peace-loving nation,” coupled with general popular support show not 

all Japanese agree on the militaristic reading of Yasukuni.157 For example, Yasukuni also 

provided an active venue supporting a healthy democracy during the Koizumi visits.158 

 As war memory became an integral part of public politics, the political 

environment altered and no longer kept in rigid stereotypes. Rightwing government could 

no longer be characterized by being strictly pro-Yasukuni or pro-remilitarization. For 

example, of the 23 postwar prime ministers concluding with PM Shinzō , only 12 have 

visited Yasukuni shrine.159  

 Public apologies and visits to Yasukuni were poignant symbolic moves in the 

1990s and 2000s that continued to keep Yasukuni in the international spotlight as a 

controversial symbol. Prime Minister Koizumi traveled abroad offering “heartfelt 

apologies” at significant sites of memory, followed by visits to Yasukuni which he 

deemed “appropriate.”160 These visits brought bilateral relations with China to an all time 
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low in 2005, resulting in popular protests all over China and Korea and a standstill for 

trade relations. The interests of China and Korea may been tied up in responses to LDP 

moves towards remilitarization and general strengthening of Japan, in addition to 

unresolved war memory issues with the general public. As “Japan’s dominant military 

symbol,” Yasukuni’s continued presence and support is cited as evidence of a lack of war 

contrition.161 This repeated complaint signifies the importance of Yasukuni shrine in 

negotiations towards acceptable apologies and reckoning with past atrocities.

 Although as PM Koizumi points out on August 15, 2005, the sixtieth anniversary 

of Japan’s defeat, “Japan’s postwar history has indeed been six decades of manifesting its 

remorse on the war through actions.”162 He details in his speech, starting from the San 

Francisco Peace Treaty a history of efforts maintaining principles of peace. The fact that 

Japan has not engaged in war in the last six decades, has upheld its postwar constitution, 

fostered peace education, and official development aid are testaments to a shift from 

militarism to pacifism. This prime minister, notorious for his repeated visits to Yasukuni, 

clearly did not consider the shrine patronage as historical acts symbolically or otherwise 

shrugging off war responsibility. Popular support for his visits among a largely pacifist 
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population also suggests that Yasukuni can be remembered as something other than a 

shrine dedicated to war.163

Conclusion:Yasukuni in the last 50 years

 Yasukuni has remained a contested symbol though it is no longer managed by the 

state, but monitored and influenced. The pluralistic political environment challenges the 

symbolic hegemony of Yasukuni which was previously dominated by conservatives and 

the state. The symbolic power of Yasukuni utilized by left and right groups gives the 

shrine diverse and opposing meanings. It must also be noted that Yasukuni itself exercises 

a degree of control over the symbology of the shrine. Not only in the Yūshūkan war 

narrative revisions, but even so far as which groups are allowed to conduct activities 

within its precincts.

 The major controversial issues of Yasukuni reflect developments in war memory 

for Japan. The enshrinement of war criminals, official patronage to the shrine, and the 

Yūshūkan war narrative are all recent controversies that came about in connection with 

war memory. The self-reflection imposed upon Japan when a war memory action is 

protested creates a redefinition or reaffirmation of Japanese identity. In this sense, 
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Yasukuni, controversial or not, serves as a device to develop identity through reactionary 

nationalism. 

 Recent modifications finished in 2007 to the Yūshūkan show a greater sensitivity 

to international grievances.164 However, the efforts to remove offensive materials from 

displays, like bloodied uniforms, have left the history still warped and the presentation 

sterile.165 Perhaps the history honoring the dead would have yielded to more significant 

revisions had the Yūshūkan not been designed to honor the dead responsible for that dark 

past.166 International critics hold that even if the criminals were removed the shrine would 

still be a painful symbol of imperial Japan.167

 Despite what looks like an insolvable puzzle, Yasukuni has revealed other 

important functions than the religious ones stated. For example, in 1951 Yasukuni served 

as a grounds for peace demonstrations, showing the shrine “had a real potential to be 

imbued with meanings other than militarism and worship of the war dead.”168 Yasukuni is 

still an active site for social politics. Yasukuni can be a center where war memory issues 

are brought to public awareness and negotiated. 
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Chapter 4: Religious Conceptions for Yasukuni in Contemporary Japan

 For many Japanese, the shrine maintains a sacred significance for personal and 

national identity despite political controversies.169 This sacred significance is rooted in 

the function and purpose of the shrine to console both the living and the dead. The 

importance of maintaining relationships with deceased ancestors persists today.170 The 

national significance of the shrine and its function in religion and politics are due to its 

unique role in forming and maintaining war memory for the Japanese. Individual and 

family histories are tied to war memory. Yasukuni is haunted by conflicting memories, its 

own role in the war, and, to some extent, by individual spirits of those who gave their 

lives in service to the Japanese Empire.

 This chapter focuses on religious practices from the foundational period that are 

still relevant today. As already discussed in the “Foundation of Yasukuni” section and 

“Enshrinement” section, certain elements of Shinto were earnestly employed and 

modified to solve modern ritual problems, not the least of which being staggering death 

tolls. Elements of the intended religious function early on in the shrine’s establishment 
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(1869-1890) remain relevant today, specifically the shrine’s continued use by individuals 

and groups to deal with war trauma through communal rituals. 

 Understanding Yasukuni’s relevant function today is dependent upon an 

understanding of Japanese religiosity, personhood, and community. After addressing 

those topics, how Yasukuni Shrine functions as a religious institution will be discussed. 

For the Japanese, Yasukuni’s religious significance is bound to the well-being of both the 

living and the dead. Analyzing how the rites performed at Yasukuni enable private and 

public healing of war trauma will show that Yasukuni was and remains a significant 

religious site in Japan. 

Japanese Religiosity

 Part of the problem with defining Yasukuni as religious is the ambiguity of the 

term “religion” or “religious.” The terms can create confusion, especially when Western 

readership applies notions familiar to Western contexts to Japan and Shinto, in particular. 

In fact, Japanese religiosity is very unreligious by common Western notions (church 

attendance, morality, etc.). Rather than being a faith based, soteriological system, 

Japanese religious practices are based on expressing concern for oneself and one’s family, 

syncretic, communal, and even inherited responsibilities.171 For example, daily prayers 

offered to family altars are sometimes articulated as beneficial not due to measurable 

interactions with the dead in the lives of the living, but a feeling of psychological peace 
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gained by the participants in continuing a relationship through ritual remembrance. 

Another example of how religious conceptions differ: one might ask a Japanese person if 

they are religious. The answer might be a firm no, but then if the same person is 

questioned whether they are Shinto or Buddhist they might reply “yes” to both. The 

ambivalence towards ritual participation marks the distinct pragmatic and syncretic 

approach of Japanese religiosity.

 Japanese religiosity differs from Western notions of religion and the terms used 

here are to be understood in their specialized, limited Japanese context. Of course, within 

Japan there remains a wide range of diversity in religion and views on Yasukuni. One 

example is the controversial apotheosis case of a SDF soldier. His bereaved Christian 

spouse sued the SDF Friendship association over the enshrinement in Yasukuni in 

1973.172 This case exemplifies how Japanese religiosity, even with the treatment of the 

dead, is not homogenous. The enforcement of enshrinement, particularly to Okinawan, 

Taiwanese, and Korean soldiers forcibly conscripted in WWII, is also contested based on 

religious freedom. There are several specific elements of Japanese religiosity which are 

especially relevant to Yasukuni’s religious significance: conceptions of personhood, 

communal nature of rites, and Japanese views of the dead. Further, Yasukuni’s role as 

protector of the nation, current research findings on Yasukuni as a religious institution, 
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Yasukuni’s current activities, and finally how the Yūshūkan functions in a religious 

capacity as an extension of Yasukuni.

Personhood

 Japanese religious practices continue to express a reciprocity and indebtedness 

towards the deceased, reflecting an identity seen as a composite, sociocentric perspective 

on personhood rather than predominantly egocentric one (See Table 3).173 These bonds 

between people are “mutually constitutive” meaning that while “others define the person, 

so does the person define others.”174 Individualism is valued by its social contribution 

often interpreted as giving back to the family, community, etc. by being a good person. 

An individual is seen as constitutive of many social contributors. This is also true of 

relationships with family members who have passed on, an interdependence continuing 

through ritual activity. It is important to note that individual identity of the dead is 

maintained after death via ritual remembrance by those with living memory of the 

deceased.

 At Yasukuni ritual remembrance of fallen individuals is important for the well-

being of the survivors, the deceased, and the nation. Maintaining remembrance is 

articulated as fulfilling a reciprocal obligation to those who made the ultimate sacrifice. 

This obligation is felt by Japanese that also have no living memory of the enshrined 
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spirits there, but express an indebtedness to them as those that served the modern nation 

of Japan. Personal religious beliefs are not seen as problematic in fulfilling these social 

obligations. Individual, communal, and national identity can be a prime motivator for a 

person to come and visit Yasukuni. When mentioning the dead or Yasukuni as a place to 

memorialize the war occasionally moral implications were connected with fulfilling this 

obligation. For example, “to forget those KIA is wrong.” And another stated, “All 

Japanese must visit Yasukuni Shrine to show respect to those sleeping there.” 

Table 3: Contrast of Western and Japanese Conceptions of Personhood

Western Japanese

Persons are conceptually distinct from the 
relations that unite them and bring them 
together

Persons are compound and plural site of the 
relations that define them.

Singular person is an individual. Singular person is composite.

An individual’s behavior and intentions are 
interpreted as the public expression of inner 
qualities

An individual’s behavior and intentions are 
interpreted in terms of his/her actions in 
context.

Persons mature biogenetically as a 
consequence of their own inner potential.

Persons grow transactionally as the 
beneficiary of other people’s actions.

Source: Edward LiPuma, 1998 “Modernity and Personhood in Melansia” In Bodies and 
Persons:Comparative Perspectives from Africa and Melansia. While LiPuma’s article is contrasting 
Western and Melansian conceptions of personhood, I have selected relevant concepts for Japan based on 
work by Smith, (1974) Traphagan (2004), and Kawano (2010).

Source: Edward LiPuma, 1998 “Modernity and Personhood in Melansia” In Bodies and 
Persons:Comparative Perspectives from Africa and Melansia. While LiPuma’s article is contrasting 
Western and Melansian conceptions of personhood, I have selected relevant concepts for Japan based on 
work by Smith, (1974) Traphagan (2004), and Kawano (2010).
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Community

 Japanese ritual participation is also markedly communal, creating the potential for 

strengthening group and national identity. Traphagan has shown the importance placed 

upon communal activity for the elderly as a preemptive method to delay the onset of 

physical and mental decline and the cultural value of not losing one’s self by the loss of 

such participation.175 In other words, communal participation in religious rites is seen as 

integral to Japanese identity and well-being. Mr. Ōyama  asked how my research was 

going during a follow-up interview, and I shared some numbers indicating that though 

some had not gone to the shrine they still found the place to be important. I was surprised 

at his response. He insisted that “people must attend in person,” not just to ideologically 

support the shrine. A total of six of 55 informants went annually to the shrine. Mrs. 

Watanabe went yearly to both Yasukuni and the Yūshūkan despite her father’s feelings.176 

Several informants that supported the shrine and wanted to go, but had not been because 

“it is so far.” I was surprised by this since it is just an hour or so away, but one informant 

explained that most Japanese stick to a very regular routine and go to their local shrines, 

and use their butsudan and kamidana.
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 Of the 55 people questioned about Yasukuni’s function, 29 wanted to explain its 

importance and 18 of those specifically mentioned the dead or Yasukuni’s function as a 

memorial. Approximately 60% percent connected Yasukuni Shrine with its function for 

the dead. Their comments: “Remembering those who died in wars.” “That place 

[Yasukuni Shrine] reminds me that I keep peace by not being ashamed of the people who 

died.” “It is good to go to Yasukuni in person to thank them [the enshrined spirits].” “I go 

to show respect to soldiers who dedicated their life to our country.” “Yasukuni Shrine is a 

very important place for the Japanese. It’s greatest importance is the Japanese that fought 

for Japan are sleeping there.” “You should never forget a victim of war. The shrine is not 

just for Japanese, not just for military, but all mankind.” Mr. Ōyama explained to me that 

Yasukuni Shrine was just like “Arlington Cemetery for American people.” Many 

informants said there was a need to thank the dead in person. 

 A variety of motivators results in participation in religious rites. For instance, 

some common reasons for frequenting a ritual are: social activity, gaining communal 

capital by being a community leader in ritual activities, culturally educational, recreation, 

and some express a notion of belief in participating in ritual activities. However, the 

majority of ritual care occurs daily in the home and is seen as a “household duty rather 

than a religious act.”177 Participation can be felt to be obligatory though there is a feeling 

that fulfilling this obligation is a moral act. Rituals have ethical implications which 

extend from individuals to the creation of a healthy community and nation. 
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 Also, ritual activity shows age variation with an increase as participants get older. 

The obligation to perform rituals often reflects a kinship structure of allocated ritual 

responsibilities. The elderly often fulfill these household ritual responsibilities. 

Communal rites often reflect community leadership and require an extensive amount of 

volunteered time, fundraising, specialized knowledge etc. which may account for the age 

variation in participants in public rites. Participation in communal rites, due to their 

public nature, fosters ties to group identities by reiterating age hierarchies and important 

social structures. 

 At Yasukuni, the war bereaved families have been, and in a more limited way 

postwar, continue to be accorded special privileges recognizing and honoring their status 

as families of the enshrined. The special care and areas given them were highly public. 

Participation around and with them reiterated a group recognition of their personal loss. 

Yasukuni continues to facilitate mourning and gives meaning to losses for individuals, 

groups, and the nation. 

 In the shōkonshiki, translated as “welcoming of souls ceremony,” the initial part 

of the public enshrining rites (gōshisai), were broadcast over the NHK (national radio) 

from 1933 until the end of the war in 1945. This rite transformed a regular serviceman 

into a kami. The broadcasts were very public and formed a community through the group 

participation facilitating both mourning and a way to deal with the loss by the group 

support. The belief that the lost individual was ritually cared for and gained public esteem 

through these rites was a great source of comfort to the bereaved. 
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Yasukuni’s role as Protector of the nation

 The name “Yasukuni” means “protect the peace of the nation.”178 Symbolically 

reinforced by its position atop Kudan Hill, the shrine was intended to overlook and 

protect the new capital and nation. The ability to protect the nation rests with the kami 

enshrined there. The idea that the kami could protect the land is a Shinto notion. The 

potency of Yasukuni’s potential protective power increases with each enshrinement. Over 

time, the public status and attendance at the shrine also increased with the addition of 

souls to the honden or main sanctuary. 

 Reciprocal relationships continue after death but there is nothing compelling the 

dead to intervene in the lives of the living. There is no consistent agreement upon this 

ability or whether or not ritual care is initiated in hopes of gaining divine aid. Rather the 

dead lost in foreign lands with bones unrecovered are considered doomed to be lost, 

roaming the earth, and not at peace. They become muenbotoke or “wandering spirits.” 

Smith (1974) writes that the muenbotoke include not only those who died in war or other 
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traumatic events, but also those left ignored by the living.179 The unconsoled spirits can 

haunt and afflict the living.180 

 While ignored spirits of the departed can become dangerous, once ritual care has 

been established, they are thought to be endowed with power to be protective. It is 

important to note, however, the most commonly expressed motive for caring for the dead 

is for the benefit of their dearly departed, not out of fear of retribution. They are felt to be 

at peace and no longer lost once ritually cared for by remembering them and offering 

them things they enjoyed in life. 

 The concept that the dead are guardians over the living remains relevant today.181 

As the years pass from the tragic deaths, the kami are thought of as more at peace, but 

their protective power is not lost. Yasukuni is still a place where the populace can “turn to 

the kami in times of distress,” especially national distress.182 When I questioned an 

informant on shrine patronage and trauma, Mr. Ōyama  responded that he thought 

“people would go to their local shrines, temples, and Yasukuni more in the wake of 

disasters like the recent 3/11 tsunami.” 
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The Dead

 Yasukuni’s main spiritual power, emotive significance, and even political duty 

revolves upon the war dead’s presence at the shrine. The Japanese conceptions of death, 

with relationships ritually connecting the living to the dead, means that the nation’s 

indebtedness will permanently be fixed to this location.183 The original purpose of the 

shrine to console the dead is carried out by both the Shinto priest and priestesses and by 

ordinary patrons fulfilling promises to go and visit them there. Yasukuni functions as a 

place of healing for both the living and the dead by consoling the survivors, being a place 

of celebration for their loss, and by transforming the dead from a potentially dangerous 

spirit to a protective kami. 

 Almost all the people I talked to about Yasukuni started talking about their family 

histories and their connection to Yasukuni. Whether their grandfather or uncle or some 

other family member was there, or how their families were “lucky.” Talking about 

Yasukuni made people think about past loved ones and their own family histories. “My 

father was shot in the head. The bullet circled around his helmet, burning his scalp, but he 

lived.” “We do not have my grandfather’s body, but Yasukuni has his soul.” “Upon 

hearing of defeat, my father attempted harakiri (ritual disembowelment). But decided to 

live to rebuild Japan from the ashes. He taught me martial arts from a very young age.” 
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“My grandfather is there, but my family does not know. I think I would like to go to 

Yasukuni one day with my family to meet him.” “Growing up I always saw a picture of 

my young, handsome grandfather on the butsudan. He almost survived the war but died 

returning from China on a boat.” “My grandfather and his brother were both KIA in 

WWII and are at Yasukuni.” “My grandfather was an Imperial Officer and became a 

POW in Siberia and died. He is at Yasukuni.” “My grandfather was supposed to come 

home from China on a boat, but got sick and was delayed. We were lucky! That boat 

sank! So that’s why he is not at Yasukuni, he lived.” These responses show the intimate 

connections the shrine invokes. Often the desire to share otherwise very personal 

information was expressed to describe the tender feelings of affection for a place that has 

“our dead.” 

 The need to properly venerate the dead is still keenly felt and expressed by both 

camps typically divided on the Yasukuni issue. While there is little agreement on most 

aspects of the shrine, there was “wide agreement both on the need to remember those 

who died in World War II and on the preservation of the shrine [Yasukuni] itself as a 

historical and cultural site.”184 Wadatsumikai, a group dedicated to remembering the 

young students killed in the war, speaks against Yasukuni’s claimed monopoly on 

pacifying the war dead by also expressing concern for the spirits of the dead. In protest of 

the Yasukuni Bill on 20 May 1974, the group stated that if the Yasukuni Bill passed 
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allowing the ceremonies to become state-sponsored that the “spirits would lose their 

peace of mind.”185 

 A more recent example of the concern for the dead is the criticism Prime Minister 

Koizumi faced from the president of the Izokukai, a fierce supporter of Yasukuni, Koga 

Makoto. He stated in May 2005 that due to the controversies triggered by the Koizumi’s 

regular visits the peace of the war dead spirits were disturbed.186 Both of these examples 

show a concern for the dead, in Koizumi’s case even six decades after the war. Political 

orientation and religious convictions stipulate disagreements on how it is to be done, but 

the feeling that the dead must be cared for remains. 

 Another manifestation of the syncretic nature of Japanese religiosity is that Shintō 

has very little to do with the dead. Buddhism usually deals with the dead. Shinto is 

usually connected with life and purity. According to Shinto, death is a form of pollution, 

making Yasukuni a somewhat unique place. The Yasukuni website does make it clear that 

there are no human or animal remains on the site and that only enshrined spirits are 

patronized there. Also, there are other Shinto shrines with enshrined spirits (e.g. the Meiji 

Jingu which has two), but Yasukuni’s scale of approximately 2.5 million sets it apart. 

Further, the spirits were once common men ritually transformed into gods, which is not a 

prevalent practice for the general populace.  

92

185 Ibid., 249.

186 Ibid., 282-283.



 The uncommon dichotomy of life and death with war and Shinto makes Yasukuni 

a symbol of renewal for the nation. Death itself is transformed into potential progress and 

healing through the ritual transformation of tragedy into hope. Some scholars cite the 

innovative use of Yasukuni as evidence of its duplicity preying on the bereaved.187 

However, Susumu argues that though the Japanese government imposed State Shinto 

upon the people, it was “also something that the people actively embraced.”188 The novel 

use of Shinto was not merely instituted and performed as a result of government 

compulsion, but it was religiously effective for the Japanese people.

 For many, Yasukuni takes away the sting of death through ritual transformation. 

Both the bereaved and those who were serving under suicide missions found peace in the 

prospect of enshrinement there. Death is not the end for the Japanese. “Rather than seeing 

a death as the termination of a person’s social existence, it has long been seen as a 

transitional point, beyond which the deceased enters a new state of existence through the 

ritual efforts of those left behind.”189 There are several rituals performed at Yasukuni: 

enshrinement, where souls (even those lost abroad) are summoned and then placed inside 

the main sanctuary, daily offerings performed by Shinto priesthood, and Great Autumn 

and Spring rites attended by a member of the imperial family or an imperial messenger 
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and great festivals are held by imperial command. Each of the rituals will be examined 

separately to determine how they function for both the living and the dead. 

Yasukuni as a Religious Institution

 “I am Buddhist, but religious orientation does not matter for Yasukuni. People can 

go and pay respects regardless of their affiliation.” Several informants explained that 

respect for a sacred site was not dependent upon religious belief. A Christian informant 

stated, “we Japanese respect shrines and temples.” Since Yasukuni has had a history of 

controversy surrounding its religious status, I decided to see how the Japanese classified 

the site. Within my field research, 41 out of 55 stated specifically that they had no 

religious affiliation.190 A majority of the informants, including those that patronized the 

shrine, classified Yasukuni as a religious site or at least a site that functioned in several 

ways including religion. The survey asked informants to describe the site, marking all 

that applied among several choices: religious site, national site, government and, or 

political. Most marked more than one and all marked “religious site.” There are several 

possible explanations for this. First, the public’s familiarity with the constitutional 

controversies and the shrine’s status is part of the reason for the inclusion of religious site 

in each description.191 Also, for many of the informants the shrine had a sacred 
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significance. The discrepancy between classifying the site as religious but going to the 

site without declaring any religious affiliation shows how performing omairi or even 

patronizing the dead is not necessarily viewed as a “religious” action. 

 As a communal place to show concern, Yasukuni functions as a Japanese religious 

institution. This does not mean that other uses of the shrine do not occur. But Yasukuni 

has, does, and will continue to function as a place where war memory can be revisited 

and healing on individual and communal levels occurs. Nelson states, “the raison d’etre 

of shrine Shinto is to promote, through ritual activities referencing transcendent powers, a 

sense of continuity, stability, and the management of uncertainty.”192 Yasukuni is a Shinto 

shrine that does promote continuity of national identity, stability of the nation, and 

manages trauma of death from tragedy and war. The festivals, rituals, and 

memorialization available there can be utilized on an individual level. The individual 

memorialization for the patrons offers a religious experience, at once both public and 

private. The specific rituals will be analyzed below in their capacity to enable expressions 

of concern both to the dead, to others, and for individual peace.

Welcoming of Souls Ceremony

 One of the ritual efforts developed at Yasukuni is the calling or welcoming of 

souls ceremony (shōkonshiki) or enshrinement ceremony. Susumu describes this rite as 
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“the most solemn ritual of State Shinto.”193 The ritual entails erecting a white tent 

housing a palanquin in the northwest corner of the shrine precincts in the Shōkon Garden 

or “spirit garden” (See Figure 13) The palaquin bore the Symbolic Register of Souls 

(reijibō) where each deceased individual’s name was inscribed. A path of lights lit the 

procession way to the main sanctuary (honden) where the souls were to reside, now as 

kami. The lights were then extinguished. The palanquin was then born back in darkness. 

In the past, the procession was lined with bereaved family members and comrades and 

the general public. Enshrinement ceremonies (gōshisai) were also broadcast over the 

radio until 1947. As the list of names grew those that bore the palanquin also reported its 

weight increasing.194 Perhaps this is a manifestation of the belief that the spirits were 

invoked during the shōkonshiki. 
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The calling of souls, or enshrinement ritual, has many similarities to household rituals 

calling on the deceased for memorial rites. The familiarity of calling the dead resembling 

household memorial rituals enabled the rite to be culturally powerful for those in 

attendance despite the newness of the rite. 
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 Also, the information required to enshrine someone is highly specific. Each 

soldier’s name, age, rank, regiment, place and cause of death had to be known to judge if 

the individual should be honored with enshrinement. The personal information of each 

dead also reflects how Japanese remember the dead in their family butsudan altars which 

have the names inscribed on tablets (ihai) for daily ritual care.  

 Enshrinement ceremonies served both the living and the dead by pacifying both. 

For those who lost loved ones, it was a form of communal grieving and public 

acknowledgement of their loss. It justified the tragic death by focusing on the purpose of 

their shared trauma. From the beginning, the bereaved families were given special 

attention (See Figure 14). The care given at the first enshrinement ceremony is a good 

example. After 1,004 invitations went out to the families, 300 family groups came (about 

2,000 people).195 Makito Saya describes the care given to the bereaved families:

During the festival, a special reception office for bereaved families was set up 
within the Yūshūkan (the building now housing the shrine’s war museum), where 
they were greeted and guided to the main hall of the shrine to pay their respects 
and offer prayers for the deceased. Afterward they were treated to cups of sake 
and provided with tickets to view the day’s entertainments from special seating. In 
addition, some twenty tents were set up on the grounds as exclusive rest areas for 
the bereaved families. There they could sip hot tea and warm themselves over 
charcoal fires while being waited on by three attendants assigned to each tent. 
Utmost care was taken to treat the bereaved families with delicacy and respect.196

He explains that even the boisterous festivities served a purpose of distracting the 

bereaved families from their grief. 
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 In 1946, the associate head priest (gon gūji) repeated this idea to Dr. Bunce in the 

Religions Division department of the Occupation that “the principles of Shinto lie in 

laughter. We like to accommodate the worshippers who come from survivor families by 

making them as happy as possible.”197 The dead were thought to be consoled by both 

enshrinement, the patronage of the families and visitors, and the entertainment. 

 

Communal death rites “provide a way of socially dealing with the loss of a community 
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member by reallocating the social roles and rights. These rights often act to symbolically 

transform and reincorporate the dead into society with a new identity, for example, as an 

ancestor.”198 Giving the war dead a new status and identity was not an alien concept to 

the Japanese. While the combination of death and Shinto was novel, many elements of 

how the dead were treated were familiar, comforting, and a source of healing.  

Great Autumn and Spring Rites

 Yasukuni Shrine developed as needs presented themselves. As already mentioned 

the policy of enshrinement changed when more men were lost due to illness than combat 

during the Sino-Japanese War (1895). Also, the grounds expanded to facilitate an increase 

in patrons and more elaborate festivities at the same time. After the Russo-Japanese War 

(1906), a large triumphal week-long event occurred in April to welcome the troops home. 

The original dates were 30 April and 23 October. Immediately postwar the dates of the 

celebrations were changed to remove any affiliation with military victories, the dates are 

now 21 April and 18 October. The rites are celebrated biannually and came to be known 

as the Great Autumn and Spring Rites, shuki reitaisai and shunki reitaisai respectively. 

 These were large social events lasting from three days to a week where public 

mourning was alleviated and distracted with grand festivities.199 After the solemn 

offerings were made by imperial and government officials, which also gave meaning to 
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the sacrifice made by the young soldiers, the festivities began. The presence of the 

bereaved families, imperial visits, and the participation by the general public are what 

made the rites particularly powerful for the Japanese. 

 Record in Pictures of Yasukuni Jinja, a text of the displays at the Yūshūkan, 

describes the biannual festival as the “most important ritual” at Yasukuni.200 Yasukuni 

priests intone prayers and make offerings of beer, Peace brand cigarettes, rice, water, and 

rice wine. The Imperial proxy is received at the shrine who reads a message from the 

Emperor to the national deities of his wishes, offerings are made, and then a great festival 

is held. 

 Originally, members of the Imperial family would participate in person in the 

Great Autumn and Spring rites, so it is no surprise that these rites are usually well 

attended by political figures today. Specifically, postwar, the majority of prime ministerial 

visits occurred during these rites, including the controversial Koizumi visits in 2005.201 

Also, today representatives from major groups such as the Japanese Self Defense Force, 

the Japan Society of the War Bereaved (Nihon izokukai), the National Association of 

Shinto Shrines (Jinja honchō), and the Glorious War Dead Society (Eirei ni kotaeru kai) 

all make public offerings preceding the festival. 

 From their inception, the rites were celebratory events. Bushō, a writer in the 

1800s, describes the Great Autumn rite of 1871: fireworks, horse races, kabuki, 
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traditional dance, merchants selling goods and foods, and the crowning event: sumō 

wrestling.202 Bushō noted that there was hardly standing room.203 Even today large 

crowds congregate for the events. This year’s Great Spring Festival held April 21-23, 

2012, featured traditional Japanese dances performed on the Noh stage, martial arts 

performances, and concluded with a sumō match which was free to the public. Like the 

original rites, it was attended by political leaders and the public. 81 Diet members 

attended Yasukuni, though the current PM Noda and his cabinet members were not in 

attendance.

 What these rites mean to the Japanese from the foundation of the shrine, through 

imperial expansion years (1939-1945), to today varies, not only historically but on an 

individual basis. By contextualizing the Shinto approaches to death within Japanese 

concepts of ritual ancestral care, the need to care for the war dead becomes apparent. 

Early on, the rites were embraced as a comforting means to deal with tragedy of war. 

Both rites of enshrinement and propitiation, daily and with larger rites like the Great 

Autumn and Spring rites, function to facilitate the well-being of the living and the dead.  

 Yasukuni Shrine was a nexus of souls, political motives, and grief. And it is within 

that nexus that the trauma of war was dealt with ritually as well as socially. It is through 

the rituals that some pacification was possible. 
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Special rituals encouraged the penetration of sacred space and time into the lives 
of the people. Through exceptional days of mourning and prayer, as well as 
through the usual anniversaries and annual events, the people lived within an 
order of sacred space and time related to State Shinto and reverence for the 
emperor.204

The social status of the bereaved families, distinct and separate from the general 

populace, attests to the importance of the loss they were called upon to endure. The honor 

of the Emperor bowing his head to the enshrined spirits was a powerful action to the 

Japanese. It resonated with them that not only did their loss have meaning but that death 

was insignificant compared to the honor their son achieved. 

Current Yasukuni Activities

 There are several ways that show how the shrine is actively engaging the public. 

Yasukuni hosts public symposiums to discuss issues surrounding the shrine and war 

memory (See Table 4). Private worship sessions are offered. Annually about 50,000 

people participate, 25,000 being in groups. Businesses, sports teams, etc utilize the 

private worship sessions. In addition to the two annual festivals at Yasukuni, there are 

nine other major festivals: New Year’s, National Foundation Day, Spring Festival held in 

February, Showa Festival, Commemoration of Founding Yasukuni Festival, Mitama 

Festival, Emperor Meiji’s Birthday, Festival of First Fruits, Birthday of the Current 

Emperor. There are other gatherings, where younger generations are targeted. For 
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example, Boy’s Festival, Tanabata, Labour Day, Hinamatsuri, as well as an annual 

camping event, Nature School Camp, for the youth (See Table 4). 
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Table 4: Yasukuni’s Festivals and Events
January 1-New Year’s Festival (Shinensai)
Coming-of-Age Day (seijin no hi) 

July-Tanabata Festival 
13-16-Mitama Matsuri 

February-
11-National Foundation Day (Kenkoku 
kinensai) 
17-Spring Festival for Harvest (Kinensai)

August-Nature School Camp

March-
3-Doll Festival (hinamatsuri) 

September-

April-
21-23-Annual Spring Festival (Shuki 
Reitaisai)
29-Showa Festival

October-
8-Japanese Archery Ritual (Kusajishi-shiki)
17-20-Annual Autumn Festival (Shuki 
Reitaisai)
16-Nov 3-Chrysanthemum Exhibit 
(Kikkaten)

May-Children’s Day November-
3-Emperor Meiji’s Birthday (Meijisai)
Public Symposium
15-
23-Festival of First Fruits (Niinamesai)

June-29-Founding Day Festival December-
23-Birthday of Akihito

Every month: 1st, 11th, 21st Tukinamisai
Every day: Asa Mikesai, Yu Mikesai, Eitai Kagurasai

Every month: 1st, 11th, 21st Tukinamisai
Every day: Asa Mikesai, Yu Mikesai, Eitai Kagurasai

  In addition to festivals and events there are also several other active groups, and a 

youth group which supports meetings and an online forum. Several groups fall under an 
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umbrella group, Honoring and Supporting Yasukuni Shrine Group (Yasukuni zyoihōsan 

kai) other branch groups, accessible by link from this main page are: Friends of the 

Yūshūkan Group (Yūshūkan tomo kai) and Asanagi (Yasukuni zyoihōsan kai asanagi) 

which is a youth group. 
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Figure 15: Youth Art. Published in Asanagi Quarterly, no 19. 



 The aim of the groups is to “attach the heart of Yasukuni within Japan” (yasukuni 

no tokoro de Nihon wo tunagu).205 The youth group Asanagi (translated as morning calm 

over the ocean) publishes a quarterly issue with original youth art. Often these paintings 

often depict memories or events from WWII era and many show belief in the presence of 

former soldiers spirits at the shrine (See Figure 15). Activities include special lectures, 

banquets, and activities that require travel. In 2011, the group went to Kyoto Imperial 

Palace and Yokosuka visiting the JSDF. The group also participated in cleaning the main 

sanctuary of the shrine where the Book of Souls (reijibō) is located, last year 51 people 

participated.206 

 The online website has a forum with words of remembrance from the soldiers’ 

which current youth members post comments about. The forum is searchable by different 

famous units and years of particular interest. There are also links to current comments to 

encourage discussion. The forum shows the original words of remembrance which are 

tagged by the age group the soldier died in, what prefecture, year of death, and service in 

the army. One letter is titled “Returning to the Care of Mother,” the soldier Imperial 

Army First Lieutenant Tomichi Fujii wrote his last letter certain of his imminent death 

telling his mother to “congratulate him.” He did not mention the emperor or Yasukuni, 

but said that he will “return to the skies of his hometown, tucked into a mountain and will 
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guard Japan.”207 One recent comment, posted September 26, 2012, stated that these 

words expressed the joy of the military man paired with the melancholy of a scholar.” 

The comment praised the death of the soldier that “did not have to rely on the mercies of 

the enemy” and stated that this was also “his road.”208 This comment does not imply that 

his road will be that of a soldier, but one that is committed to his path. It has in it the 

concept of wabi sabi, which an informant explained to me is “a simple thing paired with 

deep thinking.” On October 7, 2012 a man walking on the path by the koi pond on 

Yasukuni grounds told me that this same concept, wabi sabi, embodied the Yasukuni 

puzzle.  

 All of the daily rituals and a lot of the festival work is carried out by the 39 priests 

(10 of which are female) and 90 staff. About five million people visit Yasukuni every 

year.209 Aside from being an active symbol, the site is almost always busy. The shrine is 

open everyday from 6 am to 8 pm. 

Seasons of Remembrance in Japan

 In the late summer and fall many Japanese annually clean their family graves and 

participate in Obon, which is a Buddhist ritual of calling home the dead, speaking to them 
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as if they are present, enjoying things the dead like and then sending them back. Yasukuni 

is a central site of remembrance for many Japanese in the late summer and early fall. Two 

important events occur during this time period which are the most well attended dates for 

the shrine each year--the summer Mitama Festival (7/13-7/16) and 8/15, both involve 

remembering the dead. 

 Not only is remembrance intensified for the nation during this time period, but the 

location is also focused in Tokyo. The annual National War Memorial Ceremony 

(Zenkoku senbotsusha tsuitōshiki) held at the Budōkan, Chidorigafuchi National 

Cemetery (Chidorigafuchi Senbotsusha Boen), and Yasukuni Shrine all within walking 

distance of each other (a few hundred meters) creates a triangle of memorialism in the 

heart of Tokyo (See Figure 16). These other national memorial events and sites 

established after 1945 have not supplanted Yasukuni’s function, but in some ways 

magnified and legitimized its national aspirations.210
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Several informants remarked that late summer and fall was a “good season to think of 

Yasukuni” since both time and space focused Japan on Yasukuni Shrine. Elections, 

anniversary of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August, and television 

programs in Japan at this time are also showing war history diaries in addition to airing 

the National War Ceremony, all of which foster national remembrance. The National War 

Ceremony is a prestigious event and a limited venue, attended by the Emperor and 

Empress and other important figures. While Prime Minister Noda urged all of Japan to 

take a moment, no matter where they were to join in a moment of silence on that day for 
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Figure 16: Map of Kudan Memorial District
Source: http://www.env.go.jp/garden/chidorigafuchi/english/index.html



the dead, the need to actually go and pay respects in person is often fulfilled at Yasukuni 

Shrine.211 

 Like Obon, the Mitama festival uses light and sound to call the attention of the 

dead and also to comfort them. Mitama means souls. 40 foot high walls of lanterns, 

inscribed with more than 30,000 names, lining the procession way of the ascension of 

Kudan hill light the path to the main sanctuary. The pathway is often so crowded that 

there is hardly standing room and head counts are unlikely. Smoke from vendors, some 

what raucous drum performances with dances, bright yukata, are all apart of the 

ambience in which remembrance occurs (See Figure 17). The shrine estimates that for the 

2012 Mitama festival, 430,000 people were in attendance over the four days.
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The need for individuals to ritually remember the dead and pay respects is connected to 

specific dates for Japanese, like the date of death. On these significant days memorial 

rites are performed. Yasukuni Shrine functions as a national memorial site on August 15, 

a date set aside to remember war and renew feelings to never go to war again. Other than 

thanking the dead, Yasukuni functions for some of my informants as a place to renew 

commitment for peace.
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Figure 17: Mitama Matsuri. Courtesy of Yasukuni Archives, originally published in 
Yasukuni no Inori, 12.



 On August 15, protestors form a visible gate outside of the precincts through 

which those wishing to go to Yasukuni must pass. Rightwing nationalists circling the 

precincts either on foot, in uniform blue jumpsuits or in black vans, with garbled rhetoric 

blaring out of mounted speakers may also put off some wishing to attend. Beefed up 

security managing the crowds is another atypical obstacle to the rather relaxed 

atmosphere on other days. Despite these obstacles and past tragedies, like the five deaths 

that occurred on this day in 2001 at Yasukuni, thousands come to pay their respects in 

person. The shrine estimates that in 2012 around 160,000 people came on 

(shūsenkinenbi) or 8/15, the day to remember the war’s end. On August 15, 2012, those 

coming to Yasukuni on this significant day are accorded special care like in the past. 

Yasukuni set up tents for the crowds and members of Asanagi youth group served green 

tea to patrons. 

 A Wadatsumikai member, typically anti-Yasukuni, and zealously pacifist stated 

during the Yasukuni Shrine Bill debates that “Yasukuni represents something different for 

everyone, and there is no substitute for Yasukuni for the Japanese.”212 Mr. Murase, with 

prior JSDF experience, and over 65, stated that “Yasukuni is the soul of Japan.”213 

Yasukuni’s prime events have to do with consoling the dead. Even with smaller events 

like the Japanese Archery Ritual (Kusajishi-shiki) held in early October, the dead are first 

greeted by the chief priest, priest in procession, and those present (See Figure 18). The 
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event, like all others, is dedicated to the enshrined souls. One informant explained that 

Yasukuni’s main purpose is to “comfort the souls of people.”

 

Yūshūkan 

 No discussion of the religiosity of Yasukuni Shrine would be complete 

without considering the Yūshūkan museum. Historians and visitors to Yasukuni often 

tour the Yūshūkan and forget that it is run by Yasukuni with a definite religious 

purpose. In short, examining the Yūshūkan divided from Yasukuni, as a war museum 

entity entirely responsible for its content, is inaccurate. The Yūshūkan and Yasukuni 
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Figure 18: Archers and Chief Priest greeting the Dead. Photo by Rob Shaw, used 
with written permission, taken Oct 2012.



are one in purpose: to console the dead.214 The war museum’s function, despite its 

aspirations as a national war museum, is not impartial but predetermined to 

remembering favorably a very controversial war period. As a homotsuden or 

repository of relics for the war dead, the museum does eulogize the acts of the dead 

enshrined. “In fulfilling this commitment, it must make their praise-worthy 

achievements its focus, but accuse neither them nor their enemies of wrongdoing, 

much in the manner of ‘prayers dedicated to the deceased at funerals.’”215

History 

 The war museum developed out of a practical need to store and display items 

in 1881 (See Figure 19). However, in 1945, shortly after the war the Yūshūkan was 

closed by the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces, even while the shrine reopened 

the war museum remained closed until 1985. The building was rented out during this 

interim as a source of revenue for the shrine. The museum also suffered substantial 

damage by the May 1945 air raid, though other structures at Yasukuni remained 

intact. Many valuable paintings and other artifacts were lost in the fire bombings.
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 The reopening of the Yūshūkan museum by Chief Priest Matsudaira in 1985, 

who also enshrined the Class-A war criminals, occurred when the war memory and 

war responsibility were becoming global concerns (Figure 20). However the narrative 

at the Yūshūkan resisted the influence of the war memory movement, instead the 

narrative presents a history of Japan trapped in the wartime era. Elements of Yasukuni 

and the Yūshūkan were ardently preserved by Shrine Shintoists and their supporters 

“precisely because so many aspects of Japanese society had been reinvented after 
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Figure 19: Early Yūshūkan. Photograph taken 1918 showing artillery and an early 
sound detection device. Courtesy of Special Collections & College Archives, 

Skillman Library, Lafayette College.



1945.”216 Extensive renovations to the museum in 2002 and 2007 have given the 

museum the “trappings of a historical narrative,” yet the Yūshūkan remains one of the 

core elements to the Yasukuni problem.217

Artifacts

 During the Asia-Pacific war (1937-1945) the collection of the museum 

expanded, not just by military conquest but also by donations. Bridal dolls are one 
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Figure 20: Yūshūkan Today. Photograph taken by author, October 2012.



example of how the museum fulfills its alleged spiritual function as a homotsuden.218 

Bridal dolls are beautiful miniature figurines intended to be spiritual vessels for 

eternal companions to those deprived of marriage by early deaths in the war. There 

are over 200 bridal dolls have been donated for the souls enshrined at Yasukuni. The 

donators were often mothers fearing the spiritual loneliness of their sons and 

reporting hauntings where their sons would ask for a mate. 

 For example, Nami, mother of Satō Takeichi a Sergeant killed in action in 

1945, offered a bridal doll to her son. In a letter addressed to her deceased son she 

said, “thinking of you born a Japanese male and died without marrying, I feel a 

tightening in my chest. Today, I will offer the Sakurako doll, the most beautiful bride 

in Japan, for you.”219 This is an example of how the museum contributed to the 

spiritual function of the site to console the dead and the bereaved. The museum also 

owns “more than a few hundred thousand wills and letters.”220

Narrative

 In order to create a patriotic narrative out of the past, former acts of Japanese 

aggression are cast as essentially defensive. According to the Yūshūkan narrative, 

starting from the first conflicts with China, in the 1894 Sino-Japanese war, due to 
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concerns over “national security” and “faced with the rapid militarization of China” 

the Japanese military was prompted to act in aiding Korea.221

 According to ancient Japanese ancestral beliefs, in order to pacify potentially 

volatile spirits and transform them into benign or beneficial guardian spirits certain 

ritual care is needed. The main element is remembrance, whether it is in annual rites, 

daily offerings, or prayers.222 The narrative at the Yūshūkan is an example of 

remembrance and ritual care unified. The narrative enables every patron to 

understand the possible specific feelings and motives that lead to the sacrifice of the 

lives of so many of their compatriots and family members. For the dead’s sake there 

is a fundamental need “to educate the current and subsequent generations about how 

and why the war dead gave their lives for them and why it is important to revere their 

memory.”223

 Understanding the Yūshūkan as a religious site with the purpose of consoling 

the dead through narrative, means each patron is performing a type of consoling ritual 

remembrance, even if it is unintentional. Although, it must be emphasized that for the 

patron the visit’s meaning is not predetermined. Also, each artifact and monument 

takes on spiritual significance. For example, in August 2012, I observed food, 

flowers, poems, and drinks were placed around the feet of the monument to the Zero 
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Pilot which stands outside the entrance to the Yūshūkan, showing that ritual activity 

is not just within the shrine.224

 O’Dwyer, a historian, questions the historical criticisms levied against the war 

museum. He states that the narrative is exempt from historical scrutiny since it is not 

history.225 Many criticisms have accused the Yūshūkan of purposeful historical 

distortions or “historical amnesia.” Instead, according to O’Dwyer, the patriotic 

narrative constitutes a distinct form of experience called the “practical past.”A type of 

remembered past which is affective, collective, and generally accepted as “our past.” 

However, he mentions the contention over the Yūshūkan will continue as long as the 

narrative does not yield to epistemic constraints and relinquish its stated claim to be 

historical.226 In other words, the war narrative must include diverse testaments and 

voices of the shared war experience to be accepted as legitimate.

 The name of the Yūshūkan museum is translated as “to come to be associated with 

high-principled people.”227 Yet, the museum has become its own controversial entity, less 

defended than Yasukuni itself. The aspirations to educate future generations through the 

narrative at the museum exacerbates international relations and frustrates Japanese 
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desires for a more integrated global approach. It is not hopeful that the controversy will 

be resolved, even with revisions. As O’Dwyer put it:

It is hard to imagine the shrine accommodating a radically different patriotic 
narrative in which soldiers and civilians who criticized or refused to comply with 
militarism become the foci of patriotic memory of the wartime era (as they have in 
contemporary Germany), and in which the war dead are propitiated and mourned 
for having died in a wrongful war.228

The greatest defense for the war narrative, its purpose, for consoling the dead also 

invariably restricts drastic revisions which might appease the public. How the Japanese as 

a nation are to properly mourn and pay respects to the soldiers and victims of wars in the 

modern period remains unresolved.229

Conclusion

 Within the Yūshūkan are old bits of swords, bullets, uniforms, torpedos, a rope 

made from the hair of thousands of women, and other remnants of war. One torpedo 

model, the kaiten (suicide torpedo) required a solider to steer the bomb due to its limited 

oxygen and propulsion system. Kôno Taeko’s short story “Iron Fish” (Tetsu no uo) 

published in the late 1970s, when public protest concerning the religious status of 

Yasukuni was at its height, shows a widow finding reason to go and patronize Yasukuni 

even though she disagrees with the shrine and some of the symbolic meanings attached to 

it. She had put off visiting her husband there, who had been a kaiten pilot, for nearly a 
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quarter of a century because of the controversies surrounding the shrine that might have 

sullied the mourning experience. People asked her “why she hadn’t been” yet or even 

“directly told her that she ought to go.”230 Through her single nocturnal death meditation, 

interring herself within a torpedo at the Yūshūkan, she gained perspective and 

psychological peace that will help her current relationships. Kôno suggests that Yasukuni, 

despite a history sullied by controversy, was ultimately the place to seek peace.

 Like the protagonist in the short story, the Japanese are not ignorant of the 

controversial views of Yasukuni. For decades, starting with growing dissatisfaction with 

the war in the 1940s the shrine has been a place to vent frustrations. Domestic issues 

sparking protests in the 1970s and 80s attest to the populace’s awareness of the political 

uses of the shrine under the guise of “paying respects to the dead.” The constant 

controversies in the news with Yasukuni’s name has lent it a notorious reputation. Ms. 

Murano stated, she thought many of her postwar generation see the shrine now as nothing 

more than the “news’ problem shrine.”

  However, as observed by Masshardt during his fieldwork on Yasukuni in 

2001-2006, I have also observed, from 2011-2012, that “there are always people going to 

the shrine.”231 Even after a five year gap of meetings with leaders of China and Japan 

over PM Koizumi’s visits to Yasukuni, some Japanese express a feeling like Nitta 
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Hitoshi, Japanese scholar, that not only are prime ministerial visits innocuous, but that 

they should patronize the shrine.232

 At the height of the most controversial prime ministerial visits, support for 

Yasukuni was also ardently expressed. According to Nippon Kaigi, a rightwing activist 

group supporting Yasukuni, 15,000 people attended Yasukuni on August 15, 2005 which 

competes with the National War Memorial Ceremony (Zenkoku senbotsusha tsuitōshiki) 

held annually close by at the Japan Budōkan.233 Often the part emphasized is the 

domestic disputes raised against the controversial Koizumi visits to Yasukuni. However, 

the same visits sparked signature petitions both for and against patronage, visits to the 

shrine, websites, lobbying, publications, summer caravans, etc. At the height of the 

controversy: 

the Emperor manages an ‘appearance’ in the form of a live, radio voice feed from 
the Budōkan thus connecting the two ceremonies and effectively incorporating 
Yasukuni Shrine within the nation’s official national memory on this day [August 
15, 2005]. Following this, time is marked in order that all within the shrine may 
bow and observe a simultaneous moment of silence with the Emperor and 
Empress.234 
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The shrine’s importance as a site connected with national memory was officially 

recognized with this symbolic gesture. The shrine’s original function as a site of 

communal mourning was legitimized.

 The feeling that the shrine should be patronized can be understood by the 

Japanese concept of doing a ritual, almost like a chore, with no real “religious” feeling.235 

As Mr. Hosoguchi, JSDF experience, stated:

Yasukuni shrine was one of a kind for a Japanese.This is because the Japanese knew 
that there are their fathers and brothers there.They went there. They did not go to 
meet God, and it was a thought to go to meet a blood relationship. In the 1980s, Japan 
became rich, and Yasukuni shrine became a political problem.
The media joined Yasukuni shrine and militarism together and reported it. And many 
Japanese were not interested in ancestors. Many Japanese think Yasukuni shrine to be 
problem. They only see it through the political view now. My family does not know 
the original figure of Yasukuni shrine, too. They do not think of it as their Shinto 
shrine where a grandfather is. I think that the political problems of Yasukuni shrine 
attract too much attention and [people have] lost sight of its original importance. I 
think that I want to go to meet my grandfather with my family sometime.236

Mr. Hosoguchi’s views about the shrine’s importance despite the tiring political 

controversies, were repeated by a number of informants. The obligation to the war dead is 

a debt still felt among the Japanese. Further, the role of Yasukuni as protector of the 

nation, the presence of 2.5 million military dead, and family histories with connections to 

the shrine will not vanish.  
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Conclusion: National Symbols and Future War

 Yasukuni is not going anywhere. The controversies will not fade away. The war 

narrative of the Yūshūkan, limited by its religious function, will not yield to drastic 

modifications. The spirits of the war dead link many families to the site. Ties of the 

imperial family to the shrine, including enshrined family members, will not vanish. All of 

these connections make Yasukuni an integral part of the war memory issue that keeps 

resurfacing because Yasukuni is an integral part of Japan.

 In the effort to solve the Yasukuni mondai, many have suggested removal of the 

controversial individual spirits. This is repeatedly dismissed by shrine authorities as 

“impossible as returning the exact water to a cup once poured into a tank of water.”237 

Others have suggested alternate sites of memory, which do exist and have in no way 

competed with Yasukuni.238 As one informant stated, “I go there because it is the main 

memorial of Japan.”239 The question of an alternate site to perform official 

commemoration for the war dead arose early on, shortly after Japan’s independence was 

secured. In 1972, Nakasone Yasuhiro, then as head of the LDP, suggested amidst the 

Yasukuni Shrine Bill debates to abandon the legal efforts to change Yasukuni’s status and 
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instead “use state funds to erect a new memorial hall to the war dead.”240 His idea was 

rejected on the basis that it further complicated the issue and failed to recognize the 

shrine’s historical significance.241

 My research showed that the shrine’s significance had to do with family. Since 

over 70% of the population was born after the war, it was unexpected to find so many 

strong opinions based off of family histories and lived experience of just a generation 

ago. Yasukuni has connected the nation on a familial level. Many informants that had no 

connection to the shrine still felt a debt of obligation to those that lost their lives serving. 

They were highly sympathetic towards those that found Yasukuni to be important to them 

personally.

 This thesis argues that the changes of Yasukuni as a symbol followed gradual 

shifts in meaning. While the shrine Yasukuni eventually became a device for the 

celebration of war, its original purpose as a consolation for the spirits lost for Japan 

prevailed. During imperial times, the transformation of the symbol was carefully 

managed by the state, more specifically the military. While many militaristic elements of 

Yasukuni were shed postwar, the infamous narrative at the Yūshūkan Museum resists 

change due to its religious function. While this lack of change brings continuity and 
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peace for the dead and some of the living, to others it invokes the ideologies that initiated 

war aggression “so the shrine offends and resonates with political purpose.”242 

 This lack of adaptation is not due to a lack of war contrition, but to the religious 

function of Yasukuni. Immediate postwar changes and global events also affected 

nationalism in Japan: 

The post-war predominance of US power has long granted Japan impunity from 
confronting its own atrocities and its aggressive and interventionist posture. 
Assessment of the Yasukuni problem...must locate the issues within the parameters 
of the US-Japan relationship.243

While the Yasukuni problem is Japan’s problem, it is a complex conundrum created out 

of the unique historical and social conditions that prevailed upon the young nation 

particularly with US involvement and presence. 

 Contest over public war memory is seen as a continuation of the war, not 

necessarily the emperor ideology, but still a call for the citizen to defend their nation and 

the “nation-centered interests [which]...had caused the war in the first place.”244 One of 

the main complaints against Yasukuni is its symbolic support behind efforts to 

remilitarize Japan. Leftist and international critics view citizens rising to defend their 

nation by defending Yasukuni as evidence that militarism survives in modern Japan. 
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Whether militarism is linked to defending the shrine is up for debate, but the yielding of 

Yasukuni’s symbolic messages is intentional and the reverberations are powerful. 

 War sympathetic individuals and groups insist on the importance of the shrine as 

both a national and religious site. Arguments that individuals continuing to support 

Yasukuni are operating under the imperial ideology are becoming invalid due to the 

passing of the generations directly affected. Those still living that were directly affected 

by imperial expansion years and suffered under that ideology are few. Scholar Daiki 

Shibuichi preposes that the shrine dispute may fade away as Japan morphs into a 

postmodern society.245

 However, there is considerable evidence in the prickly bilateral relations between 

Japan and its Asian neighbors to support the hypothesis that imminent war may erupt 

over the past. Prime Minister Noda’s question is really every prime minister’s question. 

To visit or not to visit Yasukuni?246 And it shows the extent to which Yasukuni is still a 

potent political symbol. Recent disputes over the Senkaku islands, dragging up six 

decades ago war issues, also show how this issue will not simply fade away but must be 

resolved. As The Economist wrote trying to explain the potential war that could erupt 
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over a “few rocks,” referring to the Senkaku islands in the ocean between China and 

Japan, the real issue is war memory.247 

 Further, Japan’s future as a leading economic power in Asia depends also upon 

the past. The potential for regional cooperation with China, for east Asia to develop a 

prosperous and peaceful relationships like the South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC) and Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) pivots 

upon war memory and the Yasukuni Shrine.248

 Japanese war memory is the main issue facing bilateral relations with the 

geopolitical powers of China, South Korea, Japan, and the US. The “seemingly inevitable 

conflict [between China and Japan possibly leading to future war] has everything to do 

with how the past is remembered in both countries….”249 Yasukuni is an essential piece 

in Japan’s war memory; and so, it is also one of the determinants of Japan’s future.
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Yasukuni Glossary

atsuryoko dantai pressure groups

bekkaku kampeisha special government shrine

butsudan  Buddhist family altar

daitoa Asia-Pacific War

eirei honored war dead spirits

Eirei ni kotaeru kai Glorious War Dead Society

gokoku jinja  nation protecting shrines

gōshisai public enshrinement services 

gon gūji associate head priest

gūji  head priest

harakiri ritual disembowelment

hōsen moving an object of worship 

ihai mortuary tablets

Jinja honchō The National Association of Shintō Shrines

kako no kokufuku    war responsibility

kimigayo     Japanese national anthem

muenbotoke wandering spirits

Nihon izokukai The Japan Society of the War Bereaved

omairi Visit shrine or temple, prayer

reijibō  Symbolic Register of Souls or Book of Souls
130



saishiryō donation made at ritual 

sanpaisya shrine patron or worshipper

seisin holy war

senbotsusha military war dead

shinsyoku Shinto priest 

shōkonshiki  welcoming of souls ceremony 

shuki reitaisai Great Autumn Rite

shūkyō hōjin religious corporation

shunki reitaisai Great Spring Rite

shuten assistant Shinto priest

syūsenkinenbi August 15, Day to remember the war’s end

sukeisha sodaikai Council of Worshipers’ Representatives

tamashii    national spirit

tennōsei    emperor system

Yasukuni hōan legislation to renationalize the Yasukuni Shrine

Yasukuni zyoihōsan kai Support Yasukuni Group

Yūshūkan tomo kai Friends of the Yūshūkan Group

Zenkoku senbotsusha tsuitōshiki National War Memorial Ceremony

131



Appendix

132



133



Bibliography

Akita, Kōji, editor. Yasukuni contributors: Tadamasa Hanada, Takatugu Ogata, Sigeaki 
Mori, Sinsuke Daitō, Nobuaki Murata, Singo Yamamo, Singo Ōyama, Yasuhira 
Noda, Takehiro Inakami, Tomoyuki Mizuno, Motoko Itonaga, Misako Horiguti. 
Sankei Newspaper contributors: Toshiaki Ōno, Hiroaki Saeki, Ryūiti Sibanumari, 
Hiroaki Hasegawa. Photographers: Atsuo Hirosawa, Seiji Takeuti, Syunsuke 
Sakamaki, Takehikō Satō, Ryūetu Kurihashi, Masato Imai, Hiroshi Komatsu, 
Asanori Zaiman, Kenji Suzuki. Yasukuni no Inori, published by Yasukuni Shrine, 
1999. Out of print, Images used with permission from Yasukuni Archives.   

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. London and New York: Verso, 2006.

Asahi Shimbun-
     . “Emperor, Empress compose poems for disaster areas.” Asahi Shimbun, January 12, 

2012. Accessed January 2012. http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/
social_affairs/AJ201201120065.

     . “Noda should watch his mouth.” Asahi Shimbun, 18 August 2011. Accessed 25 
September 2011. http://www.asahi.com/english/TKY201108180284.html.

     . “Anti-Japanese protests erupt in China over islands row.” Asahi Shimbun, September 
15, 2012. Accessed September 18, 2012. http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/
AJ201209150049.

Asanagi website. “Asanagi Activities.” Accessed October 18, 2012. http://asanagi.com/
katsudou/

Bangkok Post. “Japanese Cabinet Member visits Yasukuni Shrine.” Accessed August 
2006. http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/asia/307713/japanese-cabinet-minister-
visits-yasukuni-shrine.

Berger, Thomas.“Dealing with Difficult Pasts: Japan’s ‘History Problem’ from a 
Theoretical and Comparative Perspective.” In East Asia’s Haunted Present: 
Historical Memories and the Resurgence of Nationalism, edited by Tsyuoshi 
Hasegawa and Kazuhiko Togo, 17-41. Connecticut: Prager Security International, 
2008.

134

http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201201120065
http://www.asahi.com/english/TKY201108180284.html
http://www.asahi.com/english/TKY201108180284.html
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150049
http://asanagi.com/katsudou/
http://asanagi.com/katsudou/
http://asanagi.com/katsudou/
http://asanagi.com/katsudou/
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/asia/307713/japanese-cabinet-minister-visits-yasukuni-shrine
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/asia/307713/japanese-cabinet-minister-visits-yasukuni-shrine
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/asia/307713/japanese-cabinet-minister-visits-yasukuni-shrine
http://www.bangkokpost.com/news/asia/307713/japanese-cabinet-minister-visits-yasukuni-shrine


Blum, Mark. “Collective Suicide at the Funeral of Jitsunyo: Mimesis or Solidarity?”In 
Death and the Afterlife in Japanese Buddhism, edited by Jacqueline Stone and 
Mariko Namba Walter, 137-174. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2008.

Bennett, John and Michio Nagai.“Echoes: Reactions to American Anthropology.” 
American Anthropologist, New Series, 55:3. (Aug., 1953): 404-411.

Breen, John, editor. Yasukuni, the War Dead and the Struggle for Japan’s Past. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008. 

     . supervisor. Koburi, Record in Pictures of Yasukuni Jinja: Yūshūkan. Tokyo: Yasukuni 
Shrine, 2009. 

Chidorigafuchi Website. Accessed October 20, 2012. http://www.env.go.jp/garden/
chidorigafuchi/english/index.html.

Cohn, Bernard. Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge:The British in India. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996. 

Collins, Jo and John Jervis, editors. Uncanny modernity: cultural theories, modern 
anxieties. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.

Dower, John W. Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II. New York: W. W. 
Norton & Company, Inc./The New Press, 2000.

     . Ways of Forgetting, Ways of Remembering:Japan in the Modern World. New York: 
The New Press, 2012.

     . Japan in War and Peace. New York: New Press, 1993.

Em, Henry. “Minjok as a Modern and Democratic Construct: Sin Ch’aeho’s 
Histiography.” In Colonial Modernity in Korea, edited by Gi-Wook Shin and 
Michael Robinson, 336-361. Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Asia 
Center, 1999.  

Galvin, Richard John. “Truth Commission Covering World War II Era Japanese War 
Crimes.” In Tulane Journal of International and Comparative Law, 2003, 59-116.

135

http://www.env.go.jp/garden/chidorigafuchi/english/index.html
http://www.env.go.jp/garden/chidorigafuchi/english/index.html
http://www.env.go.jp/garden/chidorigafuchi/english/index.html
http://www.env.go.jp/garden/chidorigafuchi/english/index.html


Gutman, Yufat. Memory and the Future: Transnational Politics, Ethics and Society. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

Hardacre, Helen. Marketing the Menacing Fetus in Japan. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1999.

     . Shinto and the State: 1868-1988. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989.

Igarashi, Yoshikuni. “The Unfinished Business of Mourning: Maruyama Masao and 
Postwar Japan’s Struggles with the Wartime Past.” East Asia Cultures Critique 
10:1(2002), 195-218.

Indergaard-Fukase, F. and Michael Indergaard. “Religious nationalism and the making of 
the modern Japanese state.”online publishing: Springer, Theor Soc (2008) 
37:343-374. Accessed February 28, 2011. doi: 10.1007s11186-007-9055-8.

Jager, Sheila Miyoshi and Rana Mitter, “Epilogue: New Global Conflict? War, Memory, 
and Post-9/11 Asia.” In Ruptured Histories: War, Memory, and the Post-Cold War 
in Asia, edited by Sheila Miyoshi Jager and Rana Mitter, 322-328. Cambridge and 
London: Harvard University Press, 2007.

Japan Today-
     . “Yasukuni shrine hit by arson attack.” Japan Today, December 26, 2011. Accessed 

December 28, 2011. http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-
shrine-hit-by-arson-attack.

Kawano, Satsuki. Nature’s Embrace: Japan’s Aging Urbanities and New Death Rites. 
Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2010. 

     . “Scattering Ashes of the Family Dead: Memorial Activity among the Bereaved in 
Contemporary Japan.” Ethnology 43:3 (2004), 233-248.

Kingston, Jeff. “Record in Pictures of Yasukuni Jinja: Yūshūkan.” Critical Asian Studies, 
42: 3 (2010): 497-499. 

Kôno, Taeko. “Iron Fish.” In The Showa Anthology: Modern Japanese Short Stories, 
edited by Van C. Gessel and Tomone Matsumono, 362-374. Tokyo and New York: 
Kodansha International, 1984.

136

http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack
http://www.japantoday.com/category/crime/view/yasukuni-shrine-hit-by-arson-attack


Kyodo News Agency, “Warrant issued for Yasukuni arsonist.” Japan Times, December 
26, 2011. Accessed December 28, 2011. http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/
nn20120119b4.html.

Linbo, Jin. “Japan’s Neo-Nationalism and China’s Response.” In East Asia’s Haunted 
Present: Historical Memories and the Resurgence of Nationalism, edited by 
Tsyuoshi Hasegawa and Kazuhiko Togo, 165-179, Connecticut: Prager Security 
International, 2008.

Lind, Jennifer. Sorry States: Apologies in International Politics. Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2008.

Maekawa, Michiko. “The Politics and Culture of Contemporary Religion in Japan.” 
Nanzan Bulletin 26 (2002), 44-59.

Masshardt, Brian. "Demonstrating Democracy: Citizen Politics in Japan and Yasukuni 
Shrine, 2001-2006." PhD diss., University of Hawai'i at Manoa, 2009. http://
ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?
accountid=7118.

Minemura, Kenji.“China willing to risk ‘conflict’ as it claims waters around Senkakus.” 
Asahi Shimbun, September 15, 2012. Accessed September 18, 2012. http://
ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064.

Mullins, Mark. Christianity made in Japan: A Study of Indigenous Movements. Honolulu: 
University of  Hawai’i Press, 1998.

     . “How Yasukuni Shrine Survived the Occupation: A Critical Examination of Popular 
Claims.” Monumenta Nipponica 65:1 (Spring 2010), 89-136. Accessed October 
25, 2012, doi: 10.1353/mni.0.0109.

Nelson, John. “Social Memory as Ritual Practice: Commemorating Spirits of the Military 
Dead at Yasukuni Shinto Shrine.” The Journal of Asian Studies 62:2 (May 2003), 
443-467, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245.

     , dir.“Spirits of the State: Japan’s Yasukuni Shrine.” Princeton: Films for the 
Humanities and Sciences, 2005, DVD.

     . Enduring Identities: The Guise of Shinto in Contemporary Japan. Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2000.

137

http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20120119b4.html
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/250908910?accountid=7118
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201209150064
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3096245


O’Dwyer, Shaun. “The Yasukuni Shrine and the Competing Patriotic Pasts of East Asia.” 
History & Memory: Studies in Representations of the Past, 10: 2 (2010), 147-177. 

Ohnuki-Tierney, Emiko. Kamikaze, Cherry Blossoms, and Nationalisms: The 
Militarization of Aesthetics in Japanese History. Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2002.

Powles, Cyril. “Yasukuni Jinja Hoan: Religion and Politics in Contemporary Japan.” 
Pacific Affairs, 49:3 (1976), 491-505.

Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet Website. “Statement by the Chief Cabinet 
Secretary on the 67th Memorial Ceremony for the War Dead,” last modified August 
14, 2012. Accessed October 20, 2012. http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/others/
201208/14danwa_e.html.

Rose, Caroline. Interpreting History in Sino-Japanese Relations. Routledge, 1998.

     . Sino-Japanese Relations: Facing the Past, Looking to the Future? Routledge, 2005.

     . “Stalemate: The Yasukuni Shrine Problem in Sino-Japanese Relations.” In Yasukuni, 
the War Dead, and the Struggle for Japan’s Past, edited by John Breen ,1-23. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2008.

Ryu, Yongwook. “The Yasukuni Controversy: Divergent Perspectives from the Japanese 
Political Elite.” Asian Survey, 47:5 (2007), University of California Press, 
705-726.

Saya, Makito. The Sino-Japanese War:and the Birth of Japanese Nationalism. Translated 
by David Noble. Japan: International House of Japan, 2011.

Selden, Mark. “Japan, the United States and Yasukuni Nationalism: War, Historical 
Memory and Asia Pacific.” Economic and Political Weekly , Vol. 43, No. 45 (Nov. 
8 - 14, 2008),71-77

Seaton, Philip. Japan’s contested war memories: The 'Memory Rifts' in Historical 
Consciousness of World War II. [electronic resource]. Routledge, 2007.

     . “Do You Really Want to Know What Your Uncle Did? Coming to Terms with 
Relatives’ War Actions in Japan.” Oral History, 34:1 (Spring 2006), 53-60.

138

http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/others/201208/14danwa_e.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/others/201208/14danwa_e.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/others/201208/14danwa_e.html
http://www.kantei.go.jp/foreign/others/201208/14danwa_e.html


Seraphim, Franziska. War Memory and Social Politics in Japan, 1945-2005. Cambridge 
and London: Harvard University Asia Center, distr. Harvard University Press, 
2006.

Shibuichi, Daiki. “The Yasukuni Shrine Dispute and the Politcs of Identity in Japan: Why 
All the Fuss?,” Asian Survey, 45:2 (March/April 2005), 197-215.

Slote, W. and G.A. De Vos. Confucianism and the Family. New York: State University of 
New York Press, 1998.

Smith, Robert John. Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1974.

Susumu, Shimazono and Ryan Murphy (trans.), “State Shintō in the Lives of the People: 
The Establishment of Emperor Worship, Modern Nationalism, and Shrine Shintō 
in Late Meiji.” Journal of Japanese Studies, 36:1 (2009), 93-124.

Symonds, Peter. “Koizumi’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine legitimizes Japanese 
militarism.” World Socialist Web Site. Last modified 17 August 2001. Accessed 
October 28, 2011. http://www.wsws.org/articles/2001/aug2001/jap-a17.shtml.

Tamura, Yuzuru. “Study on the Yasukuni Shrine.” Journal of Matsuyama, 13:5, 
December 2001, 335-369.

Tan, Joseph and Ni Zhen. “Chinese and Japanese Newspaper Reporting of the Shrine 
Controversy: A Comparative Analysis of Institutional Media Bias.” Electronic 
Journal of Contemporary Japanese Studies Vol. 2 (2009). Accessed 18 March 
2011. http:www.japanesestudies.org.uk/articles/2009/TanZhen.html. 

Tanaka, Akihiko. “The Yasukuni Issue and Japan’s International Relations,” In East 
Asia’s Haunted Present: Historical Memories and the Resurgence of Nationalism, 
edited by Tsyuoshi Hasegawa and Kazuhiko Togo,, 119-141. Connecticut: Prager 
Security International, 2008.

Tetsuya, Takahashi. “Legacies of Empire: The Yasukuni Shrine Controversy.” In 
Yasukuni, the War Dead and the Struggle for Japan’s Past, edited by John Breen, 
105-125. New York: Columbia University Press, 2008.

139

http://www.wsws.org/articles/2001/aug2001/jap-a17.shtml
http://www.wsws.org/articles/2001/aug2001/jap-a17.shtml
http://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/articles/2009/TanZhen.html
http://www.japanesestudies.org.uk/articles/2009/TanZhen.html


Traphagan, John. The Practice of Concern: Ritual, Well-Being, and Aging in Rural 
Japan. Durham: Carolina Academic Press, 2004.

Vlastos, Stephen. “Chapter 6: Opposition movements in early Meiji, 1868-1885.” In The 
Cambridge History of Japan, Volume 5 The Nineteenth Century, edited by Marius 
B. Jansen. Cambridge University Press,1989. Cambridge Histories Online. 
Cambridge University Press. Accessed 6 November 2012, doi: 10.1017/
CHOL9780521223560.008.

Wan, Ming. Sino-Japanese relations: interaction, logic, and transformation.Washington, 
D.C. : Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Stanford, Calif. : Stanford University Press, 
2006.

Yanagawa, Keiichi and Yoshiya Abe.“Cross-Cultural Implications of a Behavioral 
Response.” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies. 10: 4 (Dec., 1983): 289-307. 

Yasukuni website. “Yasukuni Shrine.” Accessed November 17, 2011. http://
www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/. 

Yomiuri Shimbum. “Yasukuni: Behind the Torii: From government-run shrine for war 
heroes to bone of contention,” (June 13, 2005). Accessed 28 August 2012. http://
www.japanfocus.org/-Yomiuri-Shimbun/1967. 

     . “Ministers Plan to Visit Yasukuni.” Yomiuri Shimbun, 11 August 2012. Accessed 12 
August 2012. http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/national/T120810004590.html. 

     . Jiji Press, “Lee presses Japan on comfort women issue.” Yomiuri Shimbun, August 
16, 2012. Accessed September 18, 2012. http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/
T120815004703.html.

Zhixin, Wang. “China, Japan, and the Spell of Yasukuni,” In Yasukuni, the War Dead, and 
the Struggle for Japan’s Past, edited by John Breen, 71-90. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008.

140

http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/
http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/
http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/
http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/T120815004703.htm

