
For whom the bell tolls 

 

A visit to the controversial Yasukuni shrine upsets the neighbours 

 

A MEETING this week between South Korea’s new foreign minister, Yun Byung-se, and his 

Japanese counterpart, Fumio Kishida, was supposed to lay the basis for an era of closeness. 

But after Taro Aso, Japan’s deputy prime minister and finance minister, visited the Yasukuni 

shrine in Tokyo on April 21st, Mr Yun cancelled the trip. 

 

The shrine, according to Shinto belief, houses the spirits of over 2.4m Japanese war dead, 

who include among their number 14 of the country’s highest-ranking war criminals. For 

Japan’s neighbours its veneration has come to symbolise a lack of repentance for wartime 

aggression. On the same day as Mr Aso’s visit, Shinzo Abe, the prime minister, sent an 

ornamental offering instead of going himself. Two other ministers visited at the weekend. To 

the surprise of priests at Yasukuni, who say they usually receive only 100 or so 

parliamentary members for the spring festival, 168 of them marched together to worship on 

April 23rd. China joined South Korea in condemning the visits, which left Japan looking 

isolated as well as insensitive. 

 

The timing could hardly be worse. China and Japan are at daily risk of unintended clashes 

over five tiny islets which the Japanese know as the Senkaku islands and the Chinese call 

the Diaoyus. In the face of territorial challenges from China and threats from North Korea, 

Japan has a strong interest in building better relations with South Korea, as America has 

urged. 

 

Officials said Mr Aso’s visit was private. But an informal understanding with China holds that 

as long as Japan’s prime minister, chief cabinet secretary and foreign minister stay away 

from Yasukuni, relations remain undamaged, says Koichi Nakano of Sophia University. No 

prime minister has visited the shrine since Junichiro Koizumi made annual visits between 

2001 and 2006. But Mr Aso’s presence nearly broke the agreement; he is deputy prime 

minister and a former prime minister. 

 

During his first term as prime minister Mr Abe, a colleague of Mr Koizumi’s in the Liberal 

Democratic Party (LDP), had tried to mend relations with South Korea and China. But some 

observers fear that Mr Abe’s party is now showing its true colours. With a soaring 

stockmarket and rising poll numbers, the LDP may reckon it has rein to indulge its 

nationalistic instincts. The fact that the prime minister either sent Mr Aso to Yasukuni or 

tolerated his visit is due to arrogance, in the view of Katsuya Okada, a former foreign 

minister of the opposition Democratic Party of Japan. To make matters worse, at a 

parliamentary committee meeting Mr Abe appeared to distance himself from apologies 

made by former prime ministers, quibbling about the definition of terms. 

 

More important than these April visits will be the question of Yasukuni on August 15th, the 

emotionally charged anniversary of Japan’s defeat in the second world war. One senior LDP 

official argues that Mr Aso’s visit was in fact designed to provide political cover for Mr Abe to 

stay away then. The party’s right wing, he says, could otherwise punish its leadership for 

seeming to cave in to foreign pressure. Some people hope that Mr Aso might even revive 

his former efforts to make the shrine less controversial. In 2006 he had suggested that it be 

converted into a foundation, to be overseen by the state, which would allow the war 

criminals to be moved elsewhere. For the moment, attention is focused on the damage 

freshly done. 

 

Fonte: The Economist, London, v. 407, n. 8833, p. 39, Apr. 27th – 3rd May 2013. 
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