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INTRODUCTION

2025 marks 80 years since the end of the Second World
War. The Japanese still remember those who lost their lives in

that conflict, and pray for peace in the world.

Every country remembers its war dead in line with its own
traditions, and Japan is no different. This booklet explains
the Japanese tradition of irei and how the war dead are
commemorated within it. We hope that it will give you a better
understanding of the significance of our memorials, 80 years

after the end of the war.
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Shinto Veneration:

Honouring Kami at Jinja
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Since ancient times, Japanese people have seen the divine energy or
life-force of the natural world as expressed in many kami, whom they
have venerated. Individuals who have made a great contribution to the

state or society may also be enshrined and revered as kami.

Observing the Shinto tradition includes honouring ancestors as
guardians of the family. The Japanese have traditionally enshrined these

ancestral spirits at altars in their homes.

Public sites for the veneration of kami are known as jinja. These sacred
spaces are found across Japan even today, and each jinja enshrines some
particular kami. These include kami who appear in ancient Japanese texts
and historical figures from later periods. Among them are individuals
known for their great achievements, such as Emperors, politicians,
scholars, loyal retainers, or brave warriors (samurai). Furthermore, some
people who died for their community are enshrined as kami. Japanese
people share the culture of honouring someone or something that showed

special ability beyond the norm as a kami.
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Enshrining Fallen

Soldiers
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As part of this tradition, the Japanese have enshrined the spirits of
those who died for the country in various wars — civil wars or world wars
— as kami since the mid 19th century, regardless of their social position
or rank. Today, more than fifty jinja across Japan enshrine fallen soldiers,
and many other monuments were built in their memory and to honour their

spirits.

A jinja is not a tomb, and even jinja enshrining individual human
beings do not house the remains of that person. The same is true of the
Jinja that enshrine fallen soldiers — most of the war dead are enshrined in
at least two jinja (Yasukuni Jinja and a Gokoku Jinja), and buried in their

family grave.

In contemporary Shinto, remembering fallen soldiers at jinja and
honouring them as guardians of the country and people is a part of the

tradition.
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Yasukuni Jinja
& Gokoku lJinja
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Yasukuni Jinja enshrines the spirits of more than 2,466,000 people who died
in wars after the mid-19th century. This number includes not only soldiers but
also samurai warriors who died in the process of modernization as well as nurses
and female students who worked in hospitals on the battlefields, and others, no

matter how young or old, who died while serving their country in war.

The Gokoku Jinja of each prefecture enshrine the spirits of the war dead
who came from that area, and also the spirits of those who died when on duty,
such as the men and women of the Self Defense Forces, police officers, and

firefighters.

‘Yasukuni’ means ‘Bring Peace to the Nation’, and ‘Gokoku’ means ‘Defend
the Country’. As the names suggest, Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja were
established to express the hope for peace. In 1936, the Vatican recognised their
role, notifying Japanese bishops that it was acceptable for Japanese Catholics to
participate in ceremonies at these jinja to honour the war dead and express their
wish for peace. Father Bruno Bitter, S.J. and other Catholic priests maintained
this position when they advised the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers

to preserve Yasukuni Jinja after the Second World War.

All countries honour the memory of their war dead through their own
customs. In the United States of America, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and
Arlington National Cemetery; in the United Kingdom, the Cenotaph and the
Grave of the Unknown Soldier; in Australia, the War Memorial. In Japan, the
war dead are honoured first at Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja, through the

tradition of irer.
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4 What Is ‘Irei’?
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Like people everywhere, the Japanese mourn over those who have lost
their lives. Furthermore, they give comfort to their souls through rituals

and ceremonies. This is called ‘irer’.

Irei has similarities to the Requiem Mass celebrated for the dead in
Catholicism, but it is not a prayer to God for the repose of their souls.
Instead, the rites are performed for the dead themselves, to comfort them
directly. Since ancient times, iref has been performed particularly for those

who died tragically, for example in natural disasters or accidents.

In the 19th century, Japanese fallen soldiers began to be enshrined at
Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja and the Japanese have observed irer
rituals for them in accordance with Shinto traditions ever since. Irei for
the war dead has taken on a broader meaning, adding prayers for peace for

Japan and the world to those for the repose of the souls of the fallen.
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The Place
Where The Japanese

Pray for Peace
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Every year, about 5,000,000 people visit Yasukuni Jinja, people of many

religions and nationalities.

On 15th August, the anniversary of the end of the Second World
War, Yasukuni Jinja is filled with visitors from dawn to dusk. The war
remembered in Japan is known as the War of Greater East Asia, as it began
some years before the Second World War, and this day is for remembering
the dead from that whole period. At noon, everyone observes a moment of
silence to remember and honour the enshrined kami and pray for peace. It

is a special day for the Japanese.

Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja are places to pay respects to those
who gave their lives to build a peaceful country. Furthermore, they are
places to pray for the continuing peace and prosperity of Japan. This is
the reason why many people visit Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja

throughout the year.
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Eirei: Kami
Who Are Enshrined at
Yasukuni Jinja
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The kami enshrined at Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja have a
special name: ‘Eirei’. This is close in meaning to ‘The Glorious Dead’ in
English. However, Eirei are part of the Shinto tradition. They are kami who

are enshrined at jinja where people pray for the repose of their souls.

Today, many events and rituals are held at Yasukuni Jinja, such as
daily offerings of sacred dance, annual rituals, the spring cherry blossom
festival, the summer lanterns festival, Noh theatre, sumo wrestling, pro
wrestling and many more. From 1871 to 1898, even horse racing was held
on the jinja grounds. To entertain the Eirei, various traditional arts are also
performed as offerings. These events are intended to comfort and amuse
the enshrined Eirei by dedicating events that they enjoyed when they were

alive.

At Yasukuni Jinja and the Gokoku Jinja, Japanese people perform irei
to comfort the spirits of those who gave their lives for their country, and
to pray for continuing peace. In these places, a universal human impulse is

expressed through the ancient Japanese tradition of Shinto.
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