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Religion, Politics and National Identity
in Modern Japan: Examining the Issue
of Yasukuni Shrine

Jakub Havlíãek*

The peace and prosperity of Japan today
is the fruit of the noble work

of the Kami of Yasukuni Jinja.1

Introduction

The Yasukuni Shrine, a Shinto sanctuary in Tokyo where are enshrined
the “spirits” or “souls” of those who supposedly gave their lives for Japan,
remains subject of controversy. In 2006 newspapers informed that than
Prime Minister of Japan Junichiro Koizumi2 visited the Shrine on August
15, on the 61st anniversary of Japan’s surrender in World War II. It was
Koizumi’s sixth visit to the Shrine since he had become Prime Minister in
2001. He made the visit in spite of the repeated warnings from China and
South Korea. Indeed, both countries along with some Japanese politicians
promptly condemned the visit, refusing the words of Koizumi, who told
the press: “As I’ve said many times, I did not pray for specific people.
I prayed for the war dead as a whole to express grief.”3 The official state-
ments of South Korean and Chinese governments speak of undermining

* The following text is composed of research notes and comments forming a basis for the
author’s PhD thesis. The publication is supported by the Grant Foundation of the Dean
of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University, for the year 2008. (StaÈ vznikla s finanãní
podporou Grantového fondu dûkana Filozofické fakulty MU pro rok 2008).

1 “Welcome to Yasukuni’s Homepage – Questions and Answers”, available at:
<http://www.yasukuni.or.jp/english/index.html> (October 7, 2006).
The word kami can be translated as “god” or “deity”; jinja means “(Shinto) shrine” in
Japanese. The souls in Yasukuni are often referred to as kokka no mamorigami (“nati-
on-protecting deities”), shinrei (“divine spirits/souls”) or eirei (“noble spirits/souls”) –
cf. <http://www.yasukuni.or.jp>.

2 Japanese personal names are switched to Western order – given name comes first.
3 “Defiant Koizumi Visits Yasukuni”, The Japan Times, August 16, 2006. Cf. “Koizumi

Shrine Visit Stokes Anger”, available at: <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-paci-
fic/4789905.stm> (October 7, 2006).
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