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epilogue  

ConTeSTing memorieS

Yasukuni Shrine as a Countermonument

as a child i greatly admired the men of the tokkōtai. i don’t doubt that their 

spirit of loyalty and patriotism was true, and i would never want to defame 

or criticize them. war time education was very thorough. it led us to firmly 

believe that fighting and  dying for the emperor was the most honorable deed 

that we could do.

A FoRMER  GUnKoKU sHōnen (AuguST 19,  2002)

But, you know, nobody believed that we would be honored as gods  after we 

died. i did think that when i die, i could become food for the fish in the coral 

waters or compost for the jungle trees. i never heard of anyone courageously 

shouting “long live the emperor” when they died. what i heard instead  were 

accounts of men whispering “mo ther” or “Sister” with their last breaths. if 

they had had the energy to shout for the emperor, they would not have starved 

to death!

A SEvENTY SEvEN YEARolD vETERAN (MAY 28,  2002)

on november 29, 2003,  under the main torii of yasukuni shrine, i met up 

with a group of  people ranging in age from a teenage girl to a veteran in his 

eighties. it was an off- line meeting of a Japa nese mailing list that i had been 

participating in for several years. the main objective of the meeting was to 

take a tour, led by a list member, of the yasukuni shrine grounds and the 

yūshūkan Museum. in this short epilogue, i briefly describe this tour as a 

starting point for ways to think about the shrine’s  future. rather than de-

molishing the shrine or creating an alternative national war memorial to di-

vert attention away from the shrine, creative uses of the shrine grounds can 

generate opportunities for actively and critically thinking about the issues 
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from Japan’s imperialist past with a focus on yasukuni shrine as a key insti-

tution of modern Japan. i also briefly discuss some of the mailing list par-

ticipants in order to further complicate the generational structure i intro-

duced in chapter 6 by dividing the “survivor generation” into two:  people 

who experienced the war as adults and the generation of gunkoku shōnen 

(literally, “boys of a militant nation,” i.e., men and  women who  were part of 

the national school system, which was established in april 1941).1 the asia- 

Pacific war experience differed greatly depending on the age and the location 

of the survivor. furthermore, how memory is  shaped also differs based on 

experiences not only during the war but also in the years following the war. 

and as i demonstrate throughout the book, yasukuni shrine is not, and more 

importantly, never was, a univocal institution for the Japa nese: to some 

it portrays an inexcusably distorted view of the past; for  others, its repre-

sen ta tion of military death helped them through the difficult postwar years.

the mailing list, “no- More war: Mailing list for Maintaining Memo-

ries of war experiences,” was initiated by the late nishiha Kiyoshi (1933–

2010), a self- proclaimed former gunkoku shōnen who wished to create a 

virtual space where participants of all ages could talk about Japa nese expe-

riences of the asia- Pacific war.2 the list member conducting the tour that 

day was Hasegawa Jun‘ichi, four years nishiha’s ju nior and a retired shin-

juku district assemblyman.  after retiring from the public position in 1999 

and  until his second retirement to his  father’s hometown, Kanazawa, in 

2010, Hasegawa engaged in peace- promotion activities as the president of 

the shinjuku Peace Committee and an or ga niz ing member of the “Group 

to walk the war ruins of tokyo [tōkyō no sensō iseki o arukukai].”3 

nishiha, in par tic u lar, was an outspoken critic of the war time state and ed-

ucation and frequently voiced his thoughts through his mailing list and 

other activities.4 His messages  were in many ways similar to those of the 

writers of his generation, such as yamanaka Hisashi, a prolific author who 

writes about childhood experiences in the final years of the asia- Pacific war 

and publishes thorough documentation of the war years.5 Many Japa nese 

of this generation, who attended the national schools as young children and 

 were educated in a curriculum that revolved around the idea of the emperor 

as god and Japan as a god’s nation, experienced a strong sense of betrayal 

by authority figures, including the government, teachers, and adults in 

general, with the news of Japan’s defeat in the asia- Pacific war. their 

narrative— that they  were thoroughly indoctrinated by the war time state and 

therefore that not only those in their generation but also all Japa nese, with 
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the exception of the war time leaders, are victims— has been per sis tent 

enough to become the mainstream voice in Japan  today. the mailing list gen-

erally took this tone as well.

i participated in the tour several times, each tour led by a  different 

 volunteer, beginning in fall 2003 and most recently in March 2012. with 

Hasegawa no longer based in tokyo, a  middle- school history teacher or a 

gradu ate student of modern Japa nese history typically conducts the tours. 

this yasukuni shrine tour is not officially approved by the shrine.6 its ob-

jective is to “examine the shrine grounds and the museum exhibits from the 

perspective of asia as a peaceful community and to think about the prob-

lems of yasukuni shrine.”7 the guides thus attempt to use the shrine 

grounds, its monuments, and the museum exhibits as tools to discuss what 

they consider the “true” history of yasukuni shrine, namely, the history of 

the shrine as the culprit that coerced millions of Japa nese to participate in 

a destructive and self- destructive militarism. this attempt, then, is a use of 

the shrine grounds as what James young has coined a “countermonument”: 

a monument that is meant to be self- critical and challenges the very prem-

ise of its own being.8 in his discussions of countermonuments, young was 

examining a new kind of artist- designed monuments in Germany (Holo-

caust memorials for the most part), which challenged the conventional prem-

ise of monuments—to commemorate historical events— and attempted to 

push viewers to think critically about the past. young was also critiquing 

the pro cess of monument construction, which, in his opinion, takes away 

the task of remembrance upon completion. “in shouldering the memory 

work,” he argues, “monuments may relieve the viewers of their memory bur-

den.”9 the yasukuni guides do not have to construct their own counter-

monument; they appropriate the space of the shrine itself  in order to 

narrate an anti- yasukuni version of history. at the same time, both the 

supporters and opponents of yasukuni shrine are allowing the shrine to take 

over their memory work: regardless of  whether it represents the brave sac-

rifices the 2.6 million enshrined there made to create a peaceful Japan or 

symbolizes Japan’s past aggressions and desires for  future remilitarization, 

yasukuni shrine seems to have only one, correct meaning for each interest 

group. My insistence throughout this book is that the shrine has had vary-

ing and often shifting meanings to the Japa nese over the years and that the 

shifts reflect larger trends in society. even  today it is a site to remember  family 

and friends for some; for  others it is a symbol of Japan’s military aggres-

sions. it therefore can have new implications and  different roles in the  future 

by producing novel meanings and spaces, as i discuss in the introduction.
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Highlights of the shrine tour include vari ous spoils of war and large items 

donated by Japa nese corporations. rather than boast of Japan’s imperial 

victories, the spoils of war now stand— for the purposes of the tour—as 

proof of Japan’s aggressive imperialism. the donations, such as the stone 

torii at the south entrance and the impressive main shrine gate, demonstrate 

the large corporations’ complicity with the shrine. Most of the items ex-

amined on the tour are meant to demonstrate ways that yasukuni shrine 

exercised and, more importantly, still promotes emperor- centered imperial-

ism. for example, the tour always stops at the pair of large stone lanterns 

outside the main shrine gate. eight copper panels  etched with scenes from 

key moments of the imperial navy (left side facing the gate) and the impe-

rial army (right side) encircle the base of each lantern. the traces of dried 

concrete at the edges of some panels, according to the tour guides, are proof 

of the shrine authorities’ defiance of the city of tokyo in the postwar pe-

riod. in february 1947, cognizant of the occupation forces, the tokyo City 

Department of education and the security Department of the Metropoli-

tan Police Department instructed the shrine to remove these panels. the panels 

still remain because shrine authorities, instead of removing the panels, cov-

ered them with concrete, which they removed at the end of the occupation. 

according to the tour guides, the panels also reveal the shrine’s continued 

insistence on glorifying Japan’s military past.

the most im por tant stop on the tour of the inner grounds is the two small 

shrines hidden  behind tall trees to the left of the worship hall. one is the 

Motomiya, the original shrine, which i introduced in chapter 1. the other, 

the Chinreisha, or “spirit- pacifying shrine,” is the focus  here. according 

to the shrine’s website, this small memorial was “built in 1965 to console 

the souls of everyone who died in wars that  were fought anywhere in the 

world.”10 it thus seems to be a place for everyone who was not eligible for 

inclusion in the majestic structure next door and provides the tour guides 

an opportunity to emphasize the selectivity and politics of yasukuni shrine’s 

memorialization pro cess. the Chinreisha was conceived by then head priest 

tsukuba fujimaro  after he returned from his travels in eu rope, accompa-

nying members of the Peace Mission of religionists for the Prohibition of 

nuclear weapons (Kakuheiki Kinshi shūkyōsha Heiwa shisetsu- dan). the 

shrine’s official narrative is that through his trip tsukuba came to realize 

the importance of universally memorializing all war dead. Historian Hata 

ikuhiko has suggested that tsukuba, who was strongly opposed to the en-

shrinement of Class- a war criminals, may have conceived of this shrine as 

a resting place for their spirits.11 But for the tour, the main point of this 
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memorial is its size and location. it is a small,  simple shrine tucked away in 

the woods, out of sight, and does not even have a torii.  Until 2006, an iron 

fence prevented visitors from approaching it. the tour guide also empha-

sizes that its year of completion, 1965, was when izokukai and the asso-

ciation of shinto shrines  were attempting to reinstate state support for 

yasukuni shrine.12 thus, in the narrative of this tour, the Chinreisha was 

constructed to direct attention away from the fact that yasukuni shrine is 

a po liti cal space that commemorates only selected  people in an attempt to 

secure state support for itself.

the tour of the yūshūkan Museum for the most part consists of a close 

reading of representative wall texts to highlight the one- sided repre sen ta-

tion of historical events. the selected depictions not only situate Japan as 

the victim of western imperialism but also ignore Japan’s aggression against 

its colonial subjects. although the wall texts are written in both Japa nese 

and en glish, not all of the information is available in en glish. this suggests 

the shrine’s attempt to pre sent a message for international visitors that dif-

fers from what it tells Japa nese visitors. the tour often ends in the central 

atrium, where larger items are on display, including the Ōka, a tokkō glider, 

hanging from the ceiling, and Kaiten, the manned midget submarine that 

was designed to collide with  enemy ships. the midget sub seats only one 

person and has no windows. it is operated by relying on visual information 

obtained through a periscope. it is a “moving coffin in which men  were shut 

in alive,” the guide emphatically tells the audience. Constructed during the 

final years of the war, the tank on display appears to have been built with 

inadequate materials that could not have protected the man inside. all of 

the displays are interpreted to support the argument that the Japa nese gov-

ernment did not value  human life and that yasukuni shrine justified reck-

less decision making by military leaders.

the argument presented throughout the tour posits the Japa nese  people 

as victims of their war time state. this view coincides with the epilogue’s 

first epigraph. the quote is from an e-mail by a list member, who was born 

in 1933 and indoctrinated as a young boy by the national school system, 

which was established in 1941. Many of his generation firmly believed the 

nationalistic lessons they learned in school, one of which was that the em-

peror was god. and many felt an intensely painful sense of betrayal at the 

end of the war. Unlike the postmemory generations, which tend to embrace 

the ultraconservative argument that Japan fought a war of self- defense, 

members of the former gunkoku shōnen generation are, for the most part, 

extremely critical of the war time state. they strongly oppose the presence 
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of yasukuni shrine and yūshūkan on the grounds that they reinforce the 

official war time narrative, which pre sents the asia- Pacific war as a  battle 

to liberate asia from western imperialism. theirs are the voices that most 

yasukuni opponents are familiar with. But, as i have argued throughout the 

book, these voices, which cast the po liti cal and military leaders as the per-

petrators and the rest of Japan as victims and fault yasukuni shrine for 

Japan’s problematic relationship with its war time past, interfere with the 

work of coming to terms with the past. this stems from the ease with which 

critics conflate Japan’s war crimes with yasukuni shrine. according to this 

scenario, yasukuni shrine becomes the scapegoat. it then is simply a  matter 

of pointing a fin ger at yasukuni shrine as the wrongdoer.

the second epigraph, however, pre sents a starkly  different view. Here, the 

author is aware that he will not become a god even if he dies at war. fur-

ther, he argues that those around him have also never  really believed in the 

ideology propagated by yasukuni shrine. How do we reconcile these com-

peting voices? the author of the second epigraph was seventy- seven years 

old when he wrote the message to the list. thus, he was born around 1925. 

Many Japa nese of his and older generations did not receive the intensely 

nationalistic education of the gunkoku shōnen generation. they did not go 

to war because they believed that they needed to die for the emperor and 

that they would be rewarded with a god status. they went to protect their 

homeland and their  family. for many, enshrinement at yasukuni shrine was 

an inevitable outcome, not the motivating  factor. it is said that many prom-

ised each other that they would meet at yasukuni (i.e.,  after they  were killed). 

if  these words indeed  were spoken, for many they  were an expression of 

comradeship. But for the most part, the men of this generation, who served 

in the military and survived to return home, did not talk or write about their 

experiences. By the time some began to voice their thoughts de cades  later, 

many of their generation had died. although this generation has provided 

narratives and repre sen ta tions of their war experience, they are less promi-

nent than those about the gunkoku shōnen experience. the availability of 

such narratives  today also affects the shaping of war memories.

the use of the shrine for the pre sen ta tion of a counternarrative is not 

only an innovative use of the shrine grounds but also a relevant  factor in 

accessing and understanding competing historical interpretations. But 

the currently prevailing counternarrative, with its focus on yasukuni shrine 

as culpable for the asia- Pacific war, reinforces the positing of a simplistic 

dichotomy of victim and perpetrator. there are a variety of ways to push 

the discussion further to include questions of what it means to be a victim, 



Epilogue

196

to be deceived, to be responsible for being a part of something without 

fully understanding the implications— all in the context of an all- out war. 

these are useful discussions for thinking about ways to move forward with 

issues of war responsibility and reconciliation, on both domestic and inter-

national levels.

the physical presence of yasukuni shrine, as well as the memory of 

events that transpired there, should stand as a testimony to the variety of 

Japa nese war experiences over time. furthermore, the competing narratives 

of war time Japan,  whether personal experiences or larger issues of the 

roles the Japa nese  people or the state played in the war, do not have to be 

used as evidence for one side to condemn the other. rather, the narratives 

can serve as lessons for working through the past. Both recognizing and 

exploring the reasons  behind shifts in the prevalence of the kind of memory 

expressed by the first epigraph, in preference to the kind of memory expressed 

by the second, help us think about the structure of memory and the rela-

tionship between memory and time, between memory and space. Just as 

media and institutions, including yasukuni shrine, variously functioned as 

institutions of memory keeping in war time Japan— the kind of memory 

examined here— postwar publications and museums associated with war 

memory are now developing into institutions that will similarly shape the 

memory of postwar Japan for  future generations. instead of a monument 

to be demolished or ignored because it imparted imperialistic messages dur-

ing the asia- Pacific war, yasukuni shrine can serve as a reminder of the tu-

multuous history of modern Japan, facilitate debate on the ways in which 

the war is remembered over time, and, in par tic u lar, become a reminder of 

the ongoing need to examine the concept of postwar responsibility (sengo 

sekinin) as it applies to past, pre sent, and  future generations.


