
Yasukuni: T he St age fo r Memo ry and Oblivio n.

A Dialo gue bet ween Li Ying and Sai Yo ichi

T ranslat ed by Jo hn Junkerman

Li Ying’s  do cumentary film “Yasukuni” o pened in To kyo  o n May 3, witho ut incident but under heavy po lice pro tectio n. The o riginal launch
o f the film, s cheduled fo r April 12, was  po s tpo ned when fo ur theaters  in To kyo  and ano ther in Osaka cancelled their s creenings  o f the
film after co nservative members  o f the Japanese Diet raised ques tio ns  abo ut the film’s  po litical s tance (See also  David McNeill and
Jo hn Junkerman, Freedo m Next Time. Japanese Neo natio nalis ts  Seek to  Silence Yasukuni Film.

Japanese media and civil liberties  o rganizatio ns  quickly pro tes ted what they co ns idered to  be go vernment interference and a threat to
freedo m o f express io n. Mo re than 30  declaratio ns  were is sued (see the texts  o f these declaratio ns  and o f s tatements  at an April 10
press  co nference, in Japanese. An English-subtitled video  o f directo r Li Ying’s  remarks  at the press  co nference can be fo und here and
here. 

In the aftermath o f the cancellatio ns , mo re than 20  mo vie theaters  acro ss  Japan anno unced plans  to  s creen the film. Officials  fro m
Yasukuni Shrine have asked that a number o f s cenes  be deleted, o n the gro unds  that they were filmed witho ut pro per permiss io n, but
the pro ductio n co mpany, Drago n Films , has  released the film witho ut making any changes . Dis cuss io ns  between the shrine and lawyers
fo r the pro ductio n co mpany co ntinue.

The 123-minute do cumentary, filmed o ver the co urse o f decade, fo cuses  o n the annual events  at the Shinto  shrine in central To kyo  o n
Augus t 15th, the date o f Japan’s  surrender at the end o f Wo rld War II in 1945. Interspersed with this  fo o tage are s cenes  o f craftsman
Kariya Nao ji, the las t surviving member o f a team o f swo rd smiths  who  fo rged 8100  “Yasukuni swo rds” o n the gro unds  o f the shrine
during Wo rld War II. The film also  do cuments  effo rts  by indigeno us  Taiwanese, Okinawans , Ko reans , and no n-Shinto  Japanese to  have
the so uls  o f their relatives  remo ved fro m the shrine’s  regis ter. It ends  with an extended sequence o f archival fo o tage, depicting the
his to ry o f Yasukuni, vis its  to  the shrine by Empero r Hiro hito , and scenes  fro m Wo rld War II.

The film premiered at the Pusan Internatio nal Film Fes tival in Octo ber 2007 and is  s cheduled fo r wide release in So uth Ko rea this  spring.
“Yasukuni” wo n the Humanitarian Award fo r do cumentaries  at the Ho ng Ko ng Internatio nal Film Fes tival in March. Theatrical release in
China is  planned, but the schedule is  yet to  be determined. The film also  s creened at the Sundance Film Fes tival in the US in January and
at the Berlin Film Fes tival in February. No rth American and Euro pean dis tributio n o f the film have no t yet been anno unced.

“Yasukuni” was  funded in part by the Japan Arts  Fund and by two  funds  adminis tered by the Pusan Internatio nal Film Fes tival’s  As ian
Netwo rk o f Do cumentary. It was  co pro duced by the Beijing Film Academy’s  Yo uth Studio , Beijing Zho ngkun Film, and Drago n Films . (JJ)

*  *  *

Sai Yo ichi: These pas t few years , with the o verall shift to  the right in Japan, the tabo o s  surro unding Yasukuni have been amplif ied, with
so me lo ving Yasukuni witho ut unders tanding it, and o thers  hating Yasukuni. In o ther wo rds , it’s  dyed with pass io n.

When yo u hear that a directo r who  is  Chinese has  filmed Yasukuni, anyo ne wo uld expect that it wo uld be filmed fro m an extremely severe
and critical perspective. Let me s tart by giving my impress io n o f the film. It is  no t at all like that. It sho ws  the reality o f what is  taking
place in the co untry where I myself live, but it felt as  if I was  o bserving an entirely different wo rld. In this  film “Yasukuni,” which yo u spent
10  years  do cumenting, yo u’ve captured the reality that takes  place o n the s tage o f Yasukuni Shrine. I’m an ideal member o f the audience
fo r this  film, because I live an o rdinary life ( laughs). I enco unter s cenes  o f Yasukuni Shrine in pass ing, but it do esn’t really have any
particular, special s ignificance fo r me. The Yasukuni Shrine that is  wrapped up in Japan’s  fo reign po licy, bo th external and do mes tically,
is  so mething I enco unter as  news . Of co urse, I kno w this  as  info rmatio n, but fo r me, internally, the place Yasukuni was  nearly
no nexis tent, and I didn’t care if it exis ted o r no t.

But at the same time, there are peo ple, so me o f who m appear in the film, who , despite being fro m the po s twar generatio n, put o n
military unifo rms  and parade with the Japanese flag. There was  o ne scene that surprised me so mewhat. In fro nt o f the shrine, a gro up o f
these men, with great spiritual intens ity, put their hands  to gether in prayer (gasshô ). This  is  so mething that takes  place in Buddhism,
putting yo ur hands  to gether in prayer to  the Buddha. It made me wo nder when Yasukuni had beco me a hybrid o f Buddhism and Shinto ,
and I wo rried, gratuito us ly, this  might make the shrine o fficials  angry (laughs). There was  the gro up o f quite chubby yo ung men, decked
o ut in imitatio n Self-Defense Fo rce unifo rms , who  far fro m marching in perfect o rder as  they appro ached the shrine, were in co mplete
diso rder, and o thers  who  present an appearance that appro aches  caricature, co mpletely at o dds  with their co nscio usness . There are
co mical s cenes  that, if watched by a fo reign audience unfamiliar with the Yasukuni pro blem, wo uld surely make them laugh.

Sai Yo ichi

I think peo ple sho uld be free to  have whatever perspective, ideas , o r his to rical unders tanding they cho o se, but seeing peo ple who
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disco ver their identity and sense o f belo nging in a certain extremism, I felt sandwiched between amusement and fear. Laughter and fear
are two  s ides  o f a co in. There are these elements , and at the same time there is  an accumulatio n o f emo tio n. Hys terical speeches  and
public o pinio n are linked in so me way to  fear. There’s  a s tro ng sense that part o f this  isn’t s imply extracted fro m the gho s ts  o f the pas t.

While this  frenz ied s ituatio n is  unfo lding under the eyes  o f the media, the film intersperses  images  o f the so litary artisan, the swo rd
smith, s ilently fo cused o n fo rging a Yasukuni swo rd. Yo u’d think that having a Chinese film directo r co ming to  vis it wo uld cause
so mething o f a s tir, but he s its  quietly, face-to -face with yo u. He do esn’t speak much, but his  calm express io n and demeano r co nveys
the kind o f life he has  lived. He certainly has  a dis tinctive s tatus , but I had the feeling that he was  also , co nceptually, o ne o f the “s ilent
majo rity” that has  sus tained Japan as  a co untry and a peo ple, that he symbo lized this . Of co urse, yo ur o bservatio nal eye, yo ur critical
eye co mes  into  play in ho w he is  captured, because we perceive yo ur camera eye directly thro ugh the images . In any case, I sensed a very
co o l perspective at wo rk in presenting the hard-to -diges t Yasukuni pro blem, witho ut reducing it to  co de.

Film directo rs  so meho w find themselves  paying intense attentio n to  sets  o f values  that are different fro m their o wn. Why did yo u
co mmit o ver ten years  to  do cumenting Yasukuni and turning it into  a film?

Li Ying: I’ve been living in Japan fo r 19  years , s ince I came here in 1989. I s tarted a TV and film pro ductio n co mpany in 1993. My life as  a
film directo r began here in Japan. Res iding here, wo rking and living here, I began to  no tice, fro m my dealings  with a variety o f peo ple,
that Japanese have a co nscio usness  that “we are different and dis tinct fro m o ther As ians .”

It may seem a matter o f co urse to  Japanese, but yo u hear peo ple say, “That smells  o f As ia,” o r “That has  an As ian feel.” In casual
phrases  like that and in o ther ways , yo u catch glimpses  o f an Orientalism, a sense o f superio rity that Japan is  different fro m As ia. This
is  true o f Japanese film, to o . If there’s  a special is sue o f a magaz ine devo ted to  As ian film, Japanese films  are no t included. In film
fes tivals , Japanese films  are no t placed in the As ian films  sectio n. I felt this  curio us  self-co nscio usness  o f Japan as  a natio n firs thand,
and I especially sensed the gap when it came to  perceptio ns  o f his to ry.

Li Ying speaks at  a press co nference pro t est ing t he cancellat io n o f  his f ilm

An Orient alist  Self-Co nscio usness

Sai: One o f the things  yo u and I have in co mmo n is  that neither o f us  has  Japanese natio nality. I have So uth Ko rean natio nality,
altho ugh I was  bo rn and raised in Japan. By the way, I’m nearly 60  years  o ld. Japan’s  traditio nal culture and native religio us  values , and
the his to ry o f ho w these have been used as  a po litical dynamic, are things  I have abso rbed thro ugh my skin witho ut kno wing it, and it’s
hard to  extricate myself. I’m very interes ted in yo ur perspective o n this .

Li: Fo r me, being bo rn and raised in China, I’ve always  perceived Japan as  o ne co untry within As ia.

There were a number o f episo des  that presented the impetus  to  film Yasukuni, altho ugh at firs t it was  mo re o f a sho ck than s imply an
impetus . To  begin with, there was  a sympo s ium in To kyo  in 1997, at the time o f the 60 th anniversary o f the Nanking Massacre. They
screened “Nanking,” a pro paganda film made by the Japanese military after the battle. The film sho wed the fo rmal ceremo ny marking the
fall o f Nanking, with the rais ing o f the Japanese flag and the s inging o f the natio nal anthem. An unbelievable so und began to  spread
thro ugh the audito rium. Fo r a mo ment, I tho ught I was  hearing machine-gun fire. It was  pass io nate applause. I fo und myself shaking
invo luntarily.

There was  a wo man in the audience, the daughter o f an army lieutenant who  was  co nvicted o f war crimes  at the Nanking tribunal, and she
made a plea fo r her father’s  inno cence and the res to ratio n o f his  ho no r. I was  sho cked at ho w the gap in o ur perceptio n o f his to ry and
o ur perceptio ns  o f pro blems  was  much larger than I had imagined. What was  behind this  divergence? Why was  it that, 60  years  after the
end o f the war, the pro blems  were s till unreso lved and the same pheno mena were repeating themselves?

This  sympo s ium wasn’t jus t fo r intellectuals  and scho lars . It was  an o pen, public meeting. In the audience, there were men wearing suits ,
s tudents , wo men, the types  o f peo ple yo u co uld see anywhere. It was  these peo ple who  were applauding and cheering. Fro m that po int, I
began to  think that maybe the pro blem o f Yasukuni wasn’t s imply a pro blem o f the right wing.

“Off  t o  China, o f f  t o  T aiwan…”

Li: Ano ther episo de happened during cherry blo sso m seaso n. My parents  happened to  be vis iting Japan, and I to o k them to  Yasukuni
Shrine, because the cherry blo sso ms  are go rgeo us  there. A s tage had been erected near the s tatue o f Omura Masujiro , and there were
yo ung geisha (maiko ) dressed in pretty kimo no s , dancing o n the s tage. The maiko  to o k mo dels  o f airplanes , and in time to  the mus ic—
martial mus ic—they to ssed them in the air, saying, “Off to  Shina (China), o ff to  Taiwan…” My father nearly co llapsed when he heard the
lyrics  to  the war so ng “Jo shû” [Xuzho u]. My father was  bo rn in Xuzho u, and he remembered that so ng. He didn’t have very go o d
memo ries  o f it. Decades  and decades  have passed, but jus t as  he had during the war, he heard the so und o f army so ngs . Things  that
elsewhere wo uld be subjected to  at leas t so me rebuke are do ne at Yasukuni Shrine witho ut s cruple.

My father suffered a heart attack that day. I had invited him here to  sho w him ho w wo nderful Japan is , but after co ming into  co ntact with
that part o f Japan, it was  as  if he had no  des ire to  see o r kno w anything else in Japan.

Sai: Yasukuni Shrine was  es tablished in 1869  by the Meiji empero r. To  think abo ut Yasukuni is  to  trace what the mo dern era s ince Meiji
has  implanted in the Japanese. What impact has  that had o n Japan’s  neighbo ring co untries? It’s  symbo lized by the s lo gan, “leave As ia,
jo in the Wes t.” To  leave As ia behind and catch up to  the Wes t. It meant explo s ively putting into  practice what was  abso rbed fro m the
Wes t. And that manifes ted itself in the invas io n o f China, and the pursuit o f co lo nies  in Eas t As ia, So uth As ia, even the So uth Seas . But
when yo u lo o k at what’s  taking place at Yasukuni, it makes  yo u feel that what was  do ne in the pursuit o f mo dernizatio n s till co ntinues
unchanged nearly 140  years  later. The clo thes  they wear are the height o f fashio n, but the co ntent is  inco ngruo us ly the same as  it was  in
the pas t.



Li: And within the co nscio usness  o f it being high fashio n, there’s  that sense o f superio rity. It seems  as  if there’s  no  co nscio usness  o f
defeat, o f having lo s t the war.

Ito  Shunya’s  film, “Pride: The Fateful Mo ment,” was  ano ther impetus  fo r making the film. It’s  the s to ry o f To jo  Hideki fighting his  las t
battle in defense o f the co untry o n the witness  s tand at the To kyo  tribunal. I spent three ho urs  o nce in a dialo gue with Ito  abo ut this
film. What impressed me then was  ho w large the United States  lo o med fo r the Japanese after the war. Japan was  the victim o f the US
dro pping the ato mic bo mbs . The film expresses , Ito  said, ho w the Japanese who  fo ught to  pro tect their natio n maintained their pride in
the mids t o f this  humiliatio n.

But will the his to ry o f the war between Japan and As ia be fo rgo tten in the gulf o f this  victim co nscio usness? Or be igno red? It’s  no t
so mething peo ple want to  lo o k at, to  begin with. After this  dialo gue with Ito , I began to  feel that as  lo ng as  there is  this  kind o f co mplex
perceptio n o f his to ry, no  amo unt o f talking will ever reso lve the pro blem. If that was  the case, the bes t way to  respo nd was  by making a
film o f my o wn, and I co mmitted myself to  do ing so . “Yasukuni” is , in that sense, my answer to  “Pride: The Fateful Mo ment” and to  the
directo r Ito  Shunya.

T he “Yasukuni Swo rd” as a Key

Li: This  co mplex his to rical co nscio usness  can also  be seen as  the pain that Japan carries . I began feeling that I wanted to  immerse
myself deeper into  Japan and to  lo o k fro m the ins ide at the ques tio n o f jus t what exactly Yasukuni Shrine represents .

Every year o n Augus t 15th [the anniversary o f Japan’s  surrender in Wo rld War II], a wide variety o f peo ple make their appearance at
Yasukuni Shrine. On that day, Yasukuni beco mes  a special s tage, under the glare o f media attentio n, and I wanted to  po rtray that
dis tinctive atmo sphere. There is  really a wide variety o f express io ns  scattered thro ugho ut the shrine. Different perspectives  o n As ia
pass ing by each o ther, the scenes  yo u mentio ned that are like caricatures… what kind o f reality is  co mmunicated by the variety o f things
I witnessed? In a sense, I’m to ss ing o ut that ques tio n.

While we were filming, I s tudied a great deal. I lo o ked at every do cument, I went to  all o f the sympo s ia, and in the pro cess  I dis co vered
the exis tence o f the Yasukuni swo rds . The o bject o f wo rship at Yasukuni—in o ther wo rds , its  spirit—is  a swo rd. I realized this  was  the
key that wo uld explain all o f the things  I had been wo ndering abo ut. I co uld use this  key to  o pen the do o rs  that had been clo sed to  me.
What exactly is  the spirit o f Yasukuni? I wanted to  think abo ut this  ques tio n, to gether with tho se who  see the film. I didn’t want to
co nfine the film to  the s tandard Chinese perspective. Fo r me, in filmmaking, this  has  always  been paramo unt.

Sai: I think yo ur appro ach is  abso lutely co rrect. It is  no t widely kno wn that a swo rd is  the o bject o f wo rship at Yasukuni Shrine. This
shines  a light o n o ur fundamental igno rance, where we tho ught we were well info rmed. At the same time, there are images  that lead
beyo nd the co nceptio n we have o f Yasukuni fro m the facts  we kno w. It is  no t biased. This  film mus t co me as  a sho ck to  tho se who  reject
ethnic and intellectual divers ity, because what is  sho wn is  s imply the calm presentatio n o f reality.

“Yasukuni” o pened in early May, under heavy po lice pro t ect io n, int ense media at t ent io n,
and large audiences

Li: The his to ry o f war is  etched in the present that I captured with my camera. The co ntradictio ns  and co nflicts  are s till ro iling, and the
dis to rtio ns . I think what’s  critical here is  that there has  been a do uble s tandard thro ugho ut the po s twar perio d regarding the reso lutio n
o f the pro blem o f the respo ns ibility fo r the war. Externally, the exis tence o f war criminals  was  ackno wledged thro ugh the To kyo  war
crimes  trials . But o n the o ther hand, they have been ho no red as  hero es  who  died fighting fo r their co untry. Great ho no r has  been
lavished o n so ldiers  who  died in the war, as  well as  o n war criminals .

Who  is  the o ne mo s t respo ns ible fo r awarding this  great ho no r? The war respo ns ibility o f the empero r was  exempted fro m judgment
during the American-led To kyo  tribunal, right? As  we mentio ned, the Meiji empero r es tablished Yasukuni Shrine. It’s  a place that was  built
to  memo rialize and co nfer ho no r o n so ldiers  who  died in battle o n behalf o f the empero r. An internal do cument describing ho w the



Minis try o f Health and Welfare wo rked hand in hand with Yasukuni to  prepare the names  o f the war dead fo r enshrinement appears  in a
co llectio n o f do cuments  published by the Natio nal Diet Library. Yo u can see Japan’s  do uble s tandard at wo rk there.

T he Spirit ual Cult ure t hat  Sust ained Asia’s “Mo del St udent ”

Li: Yasukuni Shrine is  a like a beautiful garden that gives  express io n to  the heart o f this  do uble s tandard. The diff iculty o f thinking abo ut
the Yasukuni pro blem is  no t s imply a matter o f whether po liticians  make vis its  to  pray there. Since it invo lves  pride and ho no r and
aes thetics , it’s  a tro ubleso me pro blem that isn’t eas ily reso lved.

Sai: Wo rld War II was , in sho rt, an imperialis t war. It was  a war in which a small imperialis t po wer lo s t to  the imperialism o f the wo rld
po wers . At the furthes t extens io n o f po litics  lies  the clash o f vio lence agains t vio lence. War as  the ultimate fo rm o f po litics . Armed
fo rces  as  a mechanism o f vio lence. War means  killing peo ple, yo u can’t win if yo u do n’t kill. But it seems  human tho ught canno t fully
grasp the reality that war is  co ncretely an act o f murder.

Li: The same is  true o f peo ple’s  attitude to ward the swo rd. When peo ple lo o k at a swo rd, they tend to  see it as  so me kind o f spiritual
symbo l. But in fact it is  a weapo n fo r killing peo ple. We aren’t very co nscio us  o f this  dual character. But the fact that the swo rd is  the
o bject o f wo rship at Yasukuni Shrine is  co ns is tent with the essential fact that war is  pro pelled by the twin fo rces  o f spirit and vio lence.

Sai: Co mpared to  the o ther co untries  o f As ia, Japan was  the “mo del s tudent” that raced into  the mo dern wo rld. But if yo u ask whether it
achieved this  with s tability, that wasn’t at all the case. At the time that mo dernity was  intro duced as  a sys tem to  adminis ter the s tate,
the Bo shin War o ccurred within Japan, and there was  a s truggle o ver the ves ted interes ts  o f the samurai class . When Fukuzawa Yukichi
and Omura Masujiro  declared themselves  to  be mo dern men, in fact the s tructure o f their tho ught fo rmed a pillar o f suppo rt fo r the
empero r sys tem. Yo u co uld say that the indigeno us  spiritual culture suppo rted Japan’s  mo dern age fro m the rear.

What  Is Visible t o  an Out sider’s Eye

Li: There is  a s cene in the film where I asked the swo rd smith what kind o f mus ic he lis tens  to  when he takes  a break. The cassette o f
“mus ic” he pulled o ut was  a reco rding o f the Sho wa empero r’s  vo ice. He really relaxed, lis tening to  it. It pro vided heartfelt res t. Watching
him, I sensed that, at an unco nscio us  level, the empero r sus tained him in an impo rtant way. What was  reco rded o n the tape is  very
interes ting. The empero r is  prais ing the effo rts  o f the peo ple who  sus tained Japan’s  mo dernizatio n, attributing the achievements  o f the
co untry fro m the Meiji perio d to  the present to  the wisdo m and co urage o f the peo ple who  came befo re. But there was  no  reflectio n o n
what the path to  mo dernizatio n s ince Meiji had resulted in The Yasukuni-s tyle mo de o f tho ught that we dis cussed earlier is  dis tilled in
tho se speeches . I tried to  express  that fis sure us ing images  and mus ic.

T he f ilm’s pamphlet

Sai: It jus t o ccurred to  me as  yo u were talking that empero rs  essentially do  no t reflect o n the pas t. This  is  no t o nly true o f empero rs
and kings , but also  o f deified leaders  such as  Mao  Zedo ng and Kim Il-sung. It’s  po ss ible that the mo dern era is  the age o f tho se who
failed to  beco me empero rs . There was  no  empero r in the United States . The fello w who  separated fro m Great Britain ended up s itting
pretty abo ve the king. This  sugges ts  that it has  been anti-mo narchism that has  been mo re influential o n the wo rld s cene.

Li: The film was  invited to  this  year’s  Berlin film fes tival, and I spo ke there with the fo under o f the Fo rum sectio n [Ulrich Grego r]. He was
s tartled by Japan’s  do uble s tandard, epito mized by the Yasukuni pro blem. While Japan and Germany share a his to ry as  imperialis t
natio ns  that suffered defeat, why is  there such a difference between them? This  is  ho w he sees  it. Jus t like Japan, Germany es tablished a
mo dern s tate in the 19 th century, but the imperial era in Germany ended after its  defeat in Wo rld War I. At that po int, the symbo l o f the
s tate ceased to  exis t. In Japan’s  case, it was  defeated, but the symbo l o f the s tate has  co ntinued to  exis t. Even in the Japanese
co ns titutio n, the empero r is  declared the symbo l o f the s tate, and he thinks  that has  led Japan o n a different po s twar path than
Germany. 

Sai: The reaso n that the ques tio n o f the empero r’s  war respo ns ibility wasn’t pursued was  because the US believed he was  a po werful
presence as  a spiritual pillar o f so ciety. The US decided that [trying the empero r] wo uld make a tho ro ugh reso lutio n thro ugh
internatio nal law impo ss ible and make it diff icult to  implement o ccupatio n po licy. Under po s twar law, Yasukuni Shrine is  s imply o ne
religio us  ins titutio n. To  me, it’s  no thing mo re no r less  than that. If I say that, peo ple will pro bably say, “Sai Yo ichi is  anti-Japanese, after
all” ( laughs), but a part o f me has  mo ved further and further away fro m identifying with any co untry o r ethnicity. Fo r the las t two  years , I
spent time in So uth Ko rea wo rking o n a film, but in my daily life I o ften feel very o ut o f place.

Li: There is  a sense o f being an o uts ider, o nly able to  live in the crevices  between co untries . I feel that all the time (laughs).

Sai: But I think being in that po s itio n also  gives  an individual a certain privilege. As  a matter o f co urse, yo u have to  see things  fro m
diverse perspectives . Fo r example, in So uth Ko rea I’m o ften to ld, “It’s  impress ive that yo u’re wo rking as  a film directo r in Japan.” I do n’t
have much use fo r co mments  like this  that are largely based o n an ethnic affiliatio n. A film directo r, as  an express ive artis t, makes  films
fo r the freedo m o f tho ught and belief, which are an individual’s  fundamental rights . Who  is  fro m what co untry is  co mpletely bes ide the
po int. I tell peo ple, “Do n’t place me in so me scheme o f natio nalis t co nfro ntatio n, as  if it’s  a spo rting event where either So uth Ko rea
wins  o r Japan wins .” And they co me back with, “Aren’t yo u a Ko rean?” So  I kid them by saying, “There’s  no  greater Ko rean than me,” and
they usually end up laughing (laughs).

To  me, bo th Japan and Ko rea are very impo rtant presences  in my life, and it do esn’t make much sense to  cho o se o ne, to  belo ng to  o ne
rather than the o ther. It’s  no t so mething yo u cho o se.



Li: My film has  been called “anti-Japanese” by so me. But I feel a s tro ng res is tance to  that term. “Anti-Japanese” is  a term that was  used
mo s t effectively by the Japanese go vernment in the perio d preceding the Seco nd Sino -Japanese War to  inflame natio nalis t sentiment. I
live here in Japan, and there are many aspects  o f the co untry that I respect, aspects  that I think are wo nderful. There’s  no thing in my daily
life that wo uld o ccas io n the use o f “anti-Japanese.” In 2003, I made a do cumentary called “Aji” (Dream Cuis ine). It depicts  a Japanese
co uple who  run a Chinese res taurant. I felt very happy meeting these wo nderful peo ple. I do n’t make films  to  criticize o r o ut o f ideo lo gy.
But to  brand the film “anti-Japanese” is  an emo tio nal respo nse that appears  to  be a kind o f natio nalis tic respo nse.

“Defeat ” vs. “End o f  t he War”

Li: I o ften watch NHK do cumentaries , and fo r the mo s t part tho se that trace the his to ry o f Meiji praise the acco mplishments  o f the
empero r and the illus trio us  victo ry in the Russo -Japanese War. But they never dis cuss  the dark s ide o f what resulted fro m this . Thro ugh
the Sino -Japanese War and the Russo -Japanese War, Japan o btained Taiwan and turned Ko rea into  a co lo ny. It’s  a glo ry that derived fro m
a success io n o f invas io ns . The Yasukuni pro blem can’t be reduced to  ho w o ne sees  the peo ple who  died in Wo rld War II.

In additio n to  pride and ho no r, a sense o f lo ss  is  clo sely linked to  manifes tatio ns  o f natio nalism. During the po s twar perio d, when
Augus t 15th co mes  aro und, the Japanese mass  media talk abo ut “the end o f the war” rather than “the defeat.” I think tho se wo rds  tell
the s to ry. It’s  pride talking: We didn’t lo se, the war ended. Fo r Japan, “leave As ia, jo in the US” fo llo wed in the fo o ts teps  o f “leave As ia,
jo in the Wes t,” but after the end o f the Co ld War, Japan was  faced with the need to  think abo ut a new relatio nship with As ia. In bo th
eco no mic and cultural spheres , a new interrelatio nship and o rder is  being bo rn, but at the same time it’s  a very sens itive perio d, when
it’s  easy fo r natio nalis t sentiments  to  arise. My film has  been labeled “anti-Japanese,” but to  me, it’s  a lo ve letter to  Japan. I have lived
here a lo ng time and tho ught a great deal abo ut Japan. I’m no t sure if disease is  the bes t metapho r, but if a dear friend is  suffering fro m
so me kind o f illness , yo u ho pe that so meho w he o r she will reco ver. Yo u want to  help. Yo u want to  heal them. It wo n’t do  to  clo se yo ur
eyes  and let yo ur friend get wo rse. The Yasukuni pro blem is  clearly o ne o f the aftereffects  o f the war. Jus t as  it has  beco me an is sue
bo th internatio nally and do mes tically, it causes  co nflict within the so ciety as  a who le. It’s  a very regrettable s ituatio n, and it always
causes  me pain. It was  intensely ago niz ing to  make this  film. It may be quite diff icult fo r Japan to  accept the film, but I’m co mmitted to
facing whatever the respo nse might be.

Sai: It’s  true that a label like “anti-Japanese” takes  o n a life o f its  o wn. There will be divided o pinio ns , including tho se co lo red by
prejudgment, but I think the film will be accepted. Even if there are tho se who  react emo tio nally, I think the film is  s tro ng eno ugh to
present them with the fundamental ques tio n o f why they respo nd with such anger.

Michael Mo o re also  makes  do cumentaries , but his  appro ach is  different. There’s  so mething dubio us  abo ut Mo o re (laughs). I can
unders tand the way he beats  up o n the bad guys , as  entertainment, but that s implif ied po se actually makes  it harder to  unders tand the
o ther s ide. But yo ur appro ach is  very co mpo sed, and yo u let yo ur critical s tance wo rk thro ugh o thers . Yo u do n’t defo rm the subject at
all. I think this  film will be influential fo r its  metho d as  much as  its  subject. I can unders tand ho w the film was  highly regarded at the
Berlin and Sundance film fes tivals . Tho ugh it makes  me a bit jealo us… (laughs).

Neit her Ant -Japanese no r Japan-Lo ving

Sai: Whether it’s  a do cumentary o r a feature film depicting a fictio nal wo rld, a film canno t exis t entirely separate fro m the times . There’s
always  an element o f filmic express io n that’s  a co mpanio n o f the times . The Co en bro thers ’ “No  Co untry fo r Old Men” wo n fo ur Academy
Awards . It’s  no t a Ho llywo o d-esque ro ller-co as ter film, and it do esn’t invo lve any grand spectacle. It’s  a film that depicts  co ld-blo o ded
vio lence and crime, filled with tens io n. I suppo se the Co ens  wo uld say they s imply depicted a wo rld they’re drawn to , but the film is  fully
infused with the atmo sphere o f the times . Even in films  pro duced with funding fro m big bus iness  that end up winning entertainment-
o riented prizes , the subtle changes  o f the times  appear.

What yo u want to  co nvey thro ugh this  film, o nce again, is  no t ideo lo gically fo rced o n the viewer. The las t sho t in the film makes  this
quite clear. It’s  a beautiful aerial sho t that flo ats  o ver Yasukuni at night and then widens  o ut o n the To kyo  skyline. Then this  large
o verhead sho t takes  the line o f s ight o ut to  the jet-black o cean beyo nd the city.

I do n’t kno w ho w many peo ple will make films  o n Yasukuni in the future, but I think all audiences  have to  be attuned to  the changing
times  and changing peo ple that surface in films , because peo ple’s  values  are no t fixed fo r all time. And in o rder to  be sens itive to  this ,
there can be no  “anti-Japanese” o r “Japan-lo ving.”

Li: Ever s ince I came to  Japan, I have sensed the deep bo nd that links  Japan, China, and Ko rea. Peo ple say that As ia lags  behind the res t
o f the wo rld, because it hasn’t achieved the kind o f cro ss -natio nal so lidarity that exis ts  in Euro pe, which allo ws  yo u to  explo re the
bigger picture. Lo o king to  the future, I think it will be increas ingly impo rtant to  cro ss  natio nal bo undaries  to  express  o urselves . In fact, I
have cro ssed o ut o f the co untry o f my birth to  live in Japan, and yo u have been do ing the same. It’s  impo rtant fo r Japan, China, and
Ko rea to  have multiple perspectives . But, in reality, ho w do  we avo id getting caught up in narro w natio nal co nscio usness?

It’s  entirely by chance that I finished this  film no w, but I also  think there’s  maybe an element o f inevitability abo ut it. We are planning to
release this  film no t jus t in Japan but in Ko rea and China as  well. I want to  reexamine the relatedness  o f As ia thro ugh the Yasukuni
pro blem, and I ho pe the film will pro vide a s timulus  fo r pro ductive debate.

Sai: One o f the things  that s trikes  me when I go  to  film fes tivals  here and abro ad is  ho w the filmmakers  o f the wo rld are picking up o n
and express ing in their dis tinctive ways  the kind o f squirming that is  go ing o n aro und us .

Li: What’s  been interes ting to  me at the film fes tivals  I’ve been invited to  is  that audiences  draw co nnectio ns  to  their o wn co untry’s
his to ry when they watch “Yasukuni.” At Sundance, there was  the respo nse that the Yasukuni pro blem is  o ne o f the pro blems  that were
left unreso lved by America’s  po s twar po licies . At the Berlin fes tival, peo ple drew co mpariso ns  to  the behavio r o f Naz i Germany. I really
go t the sense that films  are a fo rm o f cultural dialo gue. They can be mirro rs  in which we see o urselves . There’s  no thing mo re wo nderful
than sharing critical influences  thro ugh film. I can’t help but ho pe that “Yasukuni” reso nates  in that way.

*  *  *

Li Ying was  bo rn in China in 1963. After wo rking as  a directo r fo r China Central Televis io n, he mo ved to  Japan in 1989, where he
es tablished the film and TV pro ductio n co mpany Drago n Films . His  firs t film, “2H,” was  released in 1999  and wo n the award fo r
o uts tanding As ian film at the Berlin film fes tival. Li’s  o ther films  are the feature “Flying” (2001), the do cumentary “Dream Cuis ine”
(2003), and the mixed do cumentary-drama “Mo na Lisa” (2007). All o f his  films  have been invited to  Berlin. He has  also  pro duced
do cumentary specials  fo r televis io n. “Stardus t Dreams” (2003), abo ut aspiring acto rs  at the Beijing Film Academy, wo n the Ho so  Bunka
Fo undatio n and ATP awards  fo r bes t do cumentary.

Sai Yoichi was born in Nagano Prefecture in 1949. He served as first assistant director on Oshima Nagisa’s “In the Realm of the Senses” (1976). His



debut film as a director was “Jûkai no mosquito” (The 10th Floor Mosquito). Sai’s 1993 film “Tsuki wa dotchi ni dete iru” (All Under the Moon), is the
story of a Korean taxi driver in Japan; it won over 50 awards, including a Japanese Blue Ribbon and the Kinema Jumpo best film and best director
awards. Among his best-known films are “Marks no yama” (Marks, 1995), “Keimusho no naka” (Doing Time, 2002), and “Chi to hone” (Blood and
Bones, 2004), which won four Japanese Academy Awards, including best director and best screenplay. “Soo” (Double Casting, 2007) is his first film
made in South Korea. Sai also serves as president of the Directors Guild of Japan.

John Junkerman is an American documentary filmmaker and Japan Focus associate living in Tokyo. His most recent film, “Japan’s Peace Constitution”
(2005), won the Kinema Jumpo and Japan PEN Club best documentary awards. It is available in North America from First Run Icarus Films.
Junkerman has written the English subtitles for a number of Li Ying’s films, including “Yasukuni.”
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