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To reconstitute Yasukuni debate:
an aspect of nationalism

Commemoration of fallen soldiers has long been a fundamental debate in postwar society in
Japan. Yasukuni Shrine, founded in 1869 by the Meiji government in its embryonic stage, for the
purpose of commemorating government soldiers killed in the civil war fought with the remnants
of the old regime, had been a primary institution for such commemoration until Japan's defeat in
WW?2. By celebrating deaths on the battlefield and valuing the sacrifice of soldiers and members
of the nation, Yasukuni was at the center of militaristic culture. After Japan's defeat, although
Yasukuni was formally separated from state apparatus, general desire for social recognition for
those who were killed in wars remained.

The very fact that Yasukuni has been the focus of debates or controversies suggests that
post-war Japanese society had a serious problem in achieving national consensus over the way in
which their fallen soldiers should be remembered. This paper intends to offer a prospect to adjust
or solve this structural problem harbored by post-war Japanese society.

Yasukuni Shrine today shows its exclusive, militaristic and xenophobic characteristics, which
usually are associated with the notorious concept of nationalism. To criticize Yasukuni and
commemoration in general as a prime example of dangerous and infant nationalism has been a
common intellectual trend since the late ‘60s.

This paper, on the other hand, tries to argue that it was not an excess of nationalism but
rather lack of it that provided the precondition for problems concerning commemoration at

Yasukuni. The argument develops from re-definition of the “nation” as a conceptual framework.

(ITO, Kenichiro, Doctoral Program in International Relations,

Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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