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Lost Pasts and Unseen Enemies:  The Pacific War in Recent Japanese Films 

Jonathan Rayner, University of Sheffield 

 

Introduction 

Since 1945 the history of ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ŝƚƐĞůĨ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĐŽƌĚ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ aggression against its Asian 

neighbours, the United States and its allies have themselves become battle grounds disputed by 

ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĂŶĚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĂƚŽƌƐ͘ AƐ Ă ƌĞƐƵůƚ͕ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ŝŶ ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ 

has been marked by obfuscation and ambiguity, with historical fact as much as national perspective 

being contested by the creators of fiction, films, comics and animation. In many examples of post-war 

popular culture, rĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ĂĚǀĞƌƐĂƌies, most notably Americans, have been virtually 

absent, or have been limited to distant, dehumanised aircraft or ships on the horizon, the crews of 

which remain invisible and anonymous. In effect, the difficulty of portraying the war in Japanese 

cinema has become focused not on troubling representations of death (which can, on the contrary, 

be explored spectacularly and voyeuristically, with the full spectrum of cinematic effects and a 

concomitant exploitation of emotional and visceral impact1) but on the necessary and identifiable 

presence of the adversaries and antagonists that Japanese wartime heroes can be seen to face: 

 

For the Japanese, it was important to construct a clear demarcation between the pre-

1945 and post-1945 Japan becĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉŽůůƵƚĞĚ͛ past from the 

new present, as a springboard to construct a new narrative of postwaƌ JĂƉĂŶ ΀͙΁ ƚhe 

postwar Japanese liked to portray themselves as victims of pre-ϭϵϰϱ ŵŝůŝƚĂƌŝƐŵ ΀͙΁ 

Moreover, the intensely myopic preoccupĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ JĂƉĂŶĞƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐĞůĨ͛ came at 

ƚŚĞ ĐŽƐƚ ŽĨ ŝŐŶŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛, namely the victims of Japanese aggression, especially in 

Asia. This was symptomatic of the incapability of the Japanese to come to terms with 

their own past.2 

 

In Japanese war films made since 1945, a pervasive, national assumption of victimhood has functioned 

to obscure the victims and targets of Japanese aggression (the peoples of East Asia and their Western 

colonisers), while the deepening relationships with former adversary nations (primarily America) have 

made the portrayal of enemy combatants difficult and discomfiting. Such treatments also obfuscate, 

ignore or alter the origins of the conflict. Even Nobi (Fires on the Plain) (dir. Ichikawa Kon, 1959), a 

celebrated post-war example which represents unflinchingly the brutality Japanese troops showed 
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towards Filipino civilians, ultimately places greater emphasis upon the suffering of Imperial Army 

soldiers abandoned to their fate far from home. The American enemy is only glimpsed from a distance, 

and is scarcely connected to the plight of Japanese soldiers.  In Japanese films the war can therefore 

appear as a de-contextualised drama rather than a narrative, represented with combatants but 

without combat, with consequences which lack original, apparent causes, and with heroes seemingly 

unopposed by tangible enemies. While similar characteristics, arousing comparable criticisms, have 

been discerned in Western war films,3 JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ initiation of the conflict and (in the opinions of its 

neighbours) its apparent evasion of responsibility for it, have made this manipulation of the national 

past appear disingenuous, flawed or culpable. Far from marking a healthy separation from history, 

ƉŽƐƚǁĂƌ JĂƉĂŶĞƐĞ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ͚ƉŽůůƵƚĞĚ͛ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Ɖast with the 

interests and interpretations of the present. 

In two films addressing the problematic history of the Japanese kamikaze tactics adopted in 

1944-1945, the effort of recovery of a stable national past is located within individual memory, familial 

history and the painstaking (re)discovery of lost relatives. Ore wa, kimi no tame ni koso shini ni iku (For 

Those We Love a.k.a. Assault on the Pacific: Kamikaze) (dir. Taku Shinjo, 2007) and Eien no O (The 

Eternal Zero a.k.a. The Fighter Pilot) (dir. Takashi Yamazaki, 2014) largely eschew representation of 

the enemy until climactic battle sequences showing deliberate, suicidal attacks upon American 

warships, which stand as moments of both national pride and personal mourning. The formidable 

contradictiŽŶƐ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨŝůŵƐ͛ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ (in lamenting the destruction and 

loss of life suffered by Japan and her adversaries, and yet celebrating the patriotic sacrifices of the 

past which produced modern, peaceful and prosperous Japan) complicate the portrayals of the 

wartime enemies who are now essential post-war allies and trading partners. Therefore within 

ongoing ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ ƉĂĐŝĨŝƐƚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ĚŝƐƉƵƚĞĚ ƉĂƐƚ͕ and in the narratives of films 

representing versions ŽĨ ǁĂƌ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ĞŶĞŵǇ͛ ŝƐ frequently relocated 

within the militarist establishment, which may be more unproblematically identified as the instigator 

ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ͕ ĂŶĚ condemned as the source of the ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛s suffering. Yet in these films the continued 

ŚŽŶŽƵƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛s war dead persists, both as a gratifying commemorative element for a loyal 

home audience, and as evidence of re-emergent militarism and a galling revisionist provocation for 

pacifist Japan and for the cŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ former enemies. AƐ DĂǀŝĚ DĞƐƐĞƌ ŽďƐĞƌǀĞƐ͕ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ĐŝŶĞŵĂ 

has evinced: 

 

both an admirable attempt to come to terms with Japanese aggression against its 

neighbors [sic] and an almost simultaneous slippage into seeing the Japanese as no less 
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a viĐƚŝŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ǁĂƌƚŝŵĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ΀͙΁ “ĂǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƌ ŝƐ ŚĞůů ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ĂƐ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ 

ƚŚĂƚ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ĂŝŵƐ ůĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĞůů͘4  

These controversies of history appear most aggravated, in films portraying the forms of 

͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů͛ ;ƐƵŝĐŝĚĞͿ ĂƚƚĂĐŬ initiated and institutionalised during the last months of the Pacific War. 

Portrayals of willing self-sacrifice for the Empire had been the staple of many post-war Japanese films, 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶŐ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ‘ƵƐƐŝĂ ŝŶ ϭϵϬϰ-5 such as Meiji tenno to nichiro 

daisenso (Emperor Meiji and the Great Russo-Japanese War) (dir. Kunio Watanabe, 1957) and 

Nihonkai daikaisen (Battle of the Japan Sea) (dir. Seiji Maruyama, 1969). These commercially 

successful Russo-Japanese War films provided extravagant recreations of historical combat, in which 

dutiful soldiers laid down their liǀĞƐ ǁŝůůŝŶŐůǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƵƐĞ͘  HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƐŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ Ă 

more distant war in which Japan had been victorious, these films appear to have appealed to Japanese 

post-war audiences unproblematically as spectacular entertainment comparable to contemporary 

Hollywood war films, and may also have provided a focus for nationalistic pride without the danger of 

ŽĨĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ĞŶĞŵǇ ĂŶĚ ŶĞǁ ĂůůǇ͕ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ. Indeed, portrayal of a Russian enemy 

(albeit sympathetically in Battle of the Japan Sea), may have actually suited American opinion in the 

Cold War period. When the subject of the kamikazes of the Pacific War was addressed, as in Taiheiyo 

no tsubasa (Attack Squadron) (dir. Shue Matsubayashi, 1963), the moral objections raised explicitly 

against suicide attacks within the narrative deflected criticism of the portrayal of willing self-sacrifice. 

The treatment of this subject in recent Japanese films, in a period when visits by politicians to the 

Yasukuni Shrine (which honours all JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ĚĞĂĚ) provoke annual controversies, has compounded 

the contentious attitudes to conflict and war commemoration which have divided the country.5 In 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨŝůŵƐ͛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐ͕ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ĂĨƚer-effects of self-sacrifice as a key 

characteristic of Japanese identity, the identity of the enemy often becomes displaced, elided, or 

obscured. 

 

For Those We Love: ͚ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ǁĂǇ ƚŽ ůŽƐĞ Ă ǁĂƌ͛ 

Ore wa, kimi no tame ni koso shini ni iku (For Those We Love) dramatizes the kamikaze missions flown 

by Imperial Japanese Army pilots from the Chiran airbase in Kagoshima during the last months of the 

war. Chiran has a potent symbol of the kamikaze campaign, since many pilots departed from the base 

on their final missions and the site has since become a memorial and museum.6 The film begins with 

the following title: 

 

file:///C:/Users/Jondin/Documents/IJN%20Enemies/name/nm0555476/
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I had the fortune to hear the poignant stories of the suicide corps recruits from Tomé 

TŽƌŝŚĂŵĂ͕ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚MŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ KĂŵŝŬĂǌĞ͛͘ I was struck by the 

need to create a legacy attesting to the bravery and beauty of Japanese people back in 

those days. 

Shintaro Ishihara 

 

IƐŚŝŚĂƌĂ͛Ɛ ĐĂƌĞĞƌƐ ĂƐ Ă ƉŽůŝƚŝĐŝĂŶ ĂŶĚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŽƌ ŽĨ TŽŬǇŽ ǁĞƌĞ ƉƵŶĐƚƵĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ĨƌĞƋƵĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƚƌŽǀĞƌƐŝĞƐ 

regarding his right-wing views, including revisionist ƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽŶ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘7 As 

ƐĐƌĞĞŶǁƌŝƚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ĞǆĞĐƵƚŝǀĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌ͕ IƐŚŝŚĂƌĂ͛s statement of inspiration and intent connects his own 

memorialising effort with that of Tomé Torihama, ƚŚĞ ͚ ĂƵŶƚŝĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŝŐure to the youthful pilots 

who patronised her family restaurant. The role of the town and TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ restaurant in supporting the 

young pilots had been dramatized previously in Hotaru (The Firefly) (Yasuo Furuhata, 2001). TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ 

reverential stance towards the ͚ƐƉůĞŶĚŝĚ͕ ůŽǀĞůǇ ǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĞŶ͛ ĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ, as her recollections 

of the war conveyed through voice-over and flashback pursue a persuasive and restorative agenda. 

Shots of young cadets engaging in competitive sports are interrupted by a cut to the grey-haired, 

smiling Tomé. Here the editing and eye-line imply that she looking on, in the physical presence of the 

young men, when in fact her vision of them actually reflects an imaginative, contemplative 

retrospection. As such this enshrining of Tomé as the custodian of the memory of the kamikaze (via 

the validation of her perspective and voice-over as the authentic account of the past) defines the film 

unapologetically as a first-hand emotional advocacy for the remembrance and recognition of the 

youthful pilots. HĞƌ ͚ǀŝĞǁ͛ ďƌŝŶŐƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĞŶ͛ ŝŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚůǇ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ͘ 

HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͛ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ĂƌĞ ƋƵŝĐŬůǇ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚĞĚ ďǇ an 

historical episode which Tomé could not have witnessed:  the briefing by Admiral Onishi at Mabalacat 

in the Philippines in October 1944, Ăƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŽĨ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ĂƚƚĂĐŬ͛ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĞĚ͘8 

TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĚƌĂŵĂƚŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ĞǀĞŶƚ ĨŽƌĞŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ OŶŝƐŚŝ͛Ɛ ƌƵƚŚůĞƐƐ ŝŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞ ƚĂĐƚŝĐƐ͕ 

ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ŚŝƐ ŽǁŶ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞƐ͛ ŽďũĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŽ ͚ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚ ŽƵƌ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĚĞĨĞĂƚ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐƚĂŶƚ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͛͘ To overcome ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĞƌƐ͛ ŵŝƐŐŝǀŝŶŐƐ, Onishi 

asserts the necessity of the kamikaze campaign, not in order to win the war or even avoid losing it, 

but to ͚ůŽƐĞ ŝƚ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ǁĂǇ͛ ƚŽ preserve national honour beyond the now-inevitable defeat:  

 

I͛ŵ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ JĂƉĂŶ ĂƐ Ă ŶĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƉŝƌŝƚ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ OŶĞ ƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ 

said about this war is that we fight to free like-coloured people and races from the grip 
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of the white man. This is beyond question: a just and valid purpose. This belief, this 

resolution, even though our struggle be defeated, for the honour of our nation, must be 

recorded correctly in the annals of history. To this end, young men must die. This is our 

only way. 

OŶŝƐŚŝ͛Ɛ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŽƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞ ĂƚƚĂĐŬƐ ĂĐĐŽƌĚƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĐƚƵŵƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ 

propaganda: that far from engaging in a war of aggression and imperial expansion, Japan had 

responded protectively and responsibly against Western colonial control of Asia. The unqualified 

recapitulation of this justification in a film made in the 21st century exemplifies Japanese attitudes to 

and representations of war history which provoke accusations of disingenuousness. However, rather 

than simply evading Japanese accountability, this statement consciously aggrandizes the sacrifice of 

the kamikaze pilots, endowing their actions with a wider ideological integrity in addition to its stated 

importance in national defence. The deeds of the kamikaze are defined in sympathy with Japanese 

identity and official political morality, and in contradistinction from the corruption and iniquity of the 

Western enemy. HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŵŝƌĂů͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚs to instil a nationalistic zeal are severely undermined 

ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ ĂĚŵŝƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞ ĂƚƚĂĐŬ ĐŽƌƉƐ ŵƵƐƚ ďĞ ͚ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ŝŶ ŶĂŵĞ ĂůŽŶĞ͛͘ TŚŝƐ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ ŝƐ 

ƌĞĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ PŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ ƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐŚŽǁƐ OŶŝƐŚŝ͛Ɛ ƐƵďŽƌĚŝŶĂƚĞƐ ƌĞƉĞĂƚŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ 

unyieůĚŝŶŐ ĚŽĐƚƌŝŶĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŚŽƐĞŶ ͚ǀŽůƵŶƚĞĞƌ͕͛ LŝĞƵƚĞŶĂŶƚ “ĞŬŝ͘ Although he initially reacts with 

horror, Seki is persuaded to lead the first attack, to set an example for others to follow in safeguarding 

ƚŚĞ ͚ ĨĂƚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘ “ƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ “ĞŬŝ͛Ɛ ƐƵĐĐessful attack is represented by generic archive footage 

of kamikaze attacks. 

 AƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵďŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉĞƌƐƵĂƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĐŽĞƌĐŝŽŶ ĐƌĞĚŝƚĞĚ ƚŽ OŶŝƐŚŝ͕ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ǀĂůŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ 

of Seki epitomises the contradictory stances adopted towards the role and character of the kamikaze. 

The admiral appears as both the mouthpiece for nationalistic dogma, which hedges historical fact and 

underpins the hero worship of the suicide pilots, and as the symbol of an inhuman totalitarian military 

establishment, held responsible for squandering lives to defer an unavoidable defeat. Similarly, Seki 

is shown to be a victim of military authority, a professional officer susceptible to the immoral 

manipulation of his superiors, and a heroic role model for the volunteers who succeed him. TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ 

depiction of the conscious selection of Seki as a regular pilot officer, to serve as an example for the 

drafted student pilots who made up the bulk of the kamikaze corps, condemns the military hierarchy 

even as it celebrates individual commitment and heroism in the national cause.9 In this way the 

ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ͛ ĞŶĞŵŝĞƐ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ůŽĐĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƚĞƌŶĂůůǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŚĞƌŽŝĐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ĐĂŶ ďĞ 

commemorated and praised in victories over both. 

 Ore wa maintains these dual and contradictory claims throughout its subsequent narrative of 

the Army pilots nurtured by Tomé Torihama. The devotion of local civilians to the support of the Chiran 
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pilots is shown to be both inspired and repaid by their willingness to die for the country. Tomé gives 

away her best kŝŵŽŶŽ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶŐƌĞĚŝĞŶƚƐ ĨŽƌ ŽŶĞ ƉŝůŽƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚĞĚ ĨŝŶĂů ŵĞĂů Ăƚ ŚĞƌ ƌĞƐƚĂƵƌĂŶƚ͘ HĞƌ 

daughter Reiko is a member of the group of schoolgirls recruited to work at the airfield, who learn the 

ƉŝůŽƚƐ͛ ƉĂƚƌŝŽƚŝĐ ƐŽŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƉǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƌŝƐŝŶŐ sun tokens with their own blood for the 

kamikazes to carry with them into battle. Witnessing the departure of one fighter group, civilians in 

the streets are shown kneeling and bowing in respect of their sacrifice. The connections between 

civilians and pilots are exaggerated when the schoolgirls and their teacher are amongst the victims of 

an American air attack on the base. TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ-over asserts their communal commitment:  ͚TŚĞ 

Special Attack corps ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ŽŶĞƐ ƚŽ ĚŝĞ͗  ReiŬŽ͛Ɛ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ƚĞĂŵ͕ ƚŚĞ ŐŝƌůƐ͛ volunteer corps, 

local soldiers, all took part in the sacrifice.͛ TŚŝƐ ƐŚĂƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ͛ ŵĂƌƚǇƌĚŽŵ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ ĚĞƌŝǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ 

a similar subordination to military authority: over archive footage of the bombing of Japanese cities 

and General MacArtŚƵƌ͛Ɛ ƌĞ-ŝŶǀĂƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ PŚŝůŝƉƉŝŶĞƐ͕ TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ-over insists that beyond hearing 

ƌƵŵŽƵƌƐ͕ ͚ƵƐ ĐŽŵŵŽŶ ĨŽůŬ ŶĞǀĞƌ ŬŶĞǁ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ǁĂƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŐŽŝŶŐ͛͘ Being subject to curfews and 

censorship, the pilots and civilians alike are shown to be at the mercy of self-serving authorities, 

demanding obedience until death. Depictions of the reprimands and beatings meted out to pilots who 

ƐŚŽǁ ͚ĚŝƐůŽǇĂůƚǇ͕͛ ďǇ ƌĞƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ďĂĚ ǁĞĂƚŚĞƌ Žƌ ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝĐĂů ĨĂŝůƵƌĞƐ͕ ĞǆƚĞŶĚ 

the unsympathetic portrayal of the military establishment requiring their sacrifice for notions of 

national identity, irrespective of the success they may be able to achieve. 

 TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĚĞƉŝĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ this reciprocity of care between civilians and kamikazes is foregrounded 

ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĐŝĚĞŶƚ ŽĨ TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ĂƌƌĞƐƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ Kempeitai (military police) for contravening rules on service 

ƉĞƌƐŽŶŶĞů͛Ɛ mail.  Pilots ask Reiko and Tomé to post letters to parents and relatives outside the base 

so that their final communications are not censored. When Tomé is detained and subjected to the 

same brutal treatment as the trainees, the pilots besiege the police station to demand her release.  

Even when she is freed, Tomé continues to antagonise the police commander by repeating her 

ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ͗ ͚WŚǇ ĚŽ ǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĞŶ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŽ ĚŝĞ ĚĞƐĞƌǀĞ ĐƵƌĨĞǁƐ ĂŶĚ ĐĞŶƐŽƌƐ͍͛ The enraged commander 

is only prevented from drawing his sword to kill her by sirens warning of an approaching air raid, in a 

moment which curiously conflates the internal and external adversaries against which the kamikazes, 

ǁŝƚŚ TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ďůĞƐƐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ kinship, are seen to pit themselves. Tomé emerges from this confrontation 

surrounded and protected by her adoptive sons, with bruises which ƐŚĞ ůĂďĞůƐ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ͚ŵĞĚĂůƐ͛͘ In 

other episodes Tomé also appears to transgress convention or propriety in her support for the young 

ƉŝůŽƚƐ͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ƐŚĞ ƌĞƵŶŝƚĞƐ ŽŶĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŝƐ ĨŝĂŶĐĠĞ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ŚŝƐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ǁŝƐŚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĨŝĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌĨĞǁ 

in her restaurant.  In one troubling, ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů ƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ Lieutenant 

Kanayama, a Korean special attack volunteer, ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞƐ ŚŝƐ ŐƌĂƚŝƚƵĚĞ ƚŽ ͚AƵŶƚŝĞ͛ ĨŽƌ ƚƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ Śŝŵ ĂƐ ĂŶ 

ĞƋƵĂů ƚŽ ƚŚĞ JĂƉĂŶĞƐĞ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͗ ͚I ĨŽƌŐĞƚ I͛ŵ KŽƌĞĂŶ ǁŚĞŶ I ĐŽŵĞ ŚĞƌĞ͘ YŽƵ took care of me for so long, 
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more so than my real mother.͛ This repƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ͚ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ͕͛ colonized people within the Asian 

͚CŽ-Prosperity Sphere͛ ;ƚŚĞ ĞƵƉŚĞŵŝƐŵ ĨŽƌ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ empire-building agenda) attains an authentic 

status within the Imperial forces when he proves willing to sacrifice himself like a true Japanese citizen. 

TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ƚŽ ĐĞůĞďƌĂƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ KŽƌĞĂŶ ƉŝůŽƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞƌŽŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ůŽǇĂůƚǇ ƚŽ JĂƉĂŶ͕ even though like 

other pilots he is also seen to be afflicted by doubts as to the meaning and purpose of his actions.10 

TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ŶƵƌƚƵƌŝŶŐ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ŝŶ ĚĞĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͛ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ĂŶĚ ǁĞůů-being, combines her 

maternal and memorialising roles.  As their supporter and spokesperson, she is the informed and 

privileged commentator whose knowledge and survival of this period of history are, the film suggests, 

invested with a national responsibility. IŶ ŚŝƐ ůĂƐƚ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ͚AƵŶƚŝĞ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ǇŽƵŶŐĞƐƚ ƉŝůŽƚ͕ Ă 

nineteen-year-old named Kawai, passes on the years of life he forfeits to her.  In the same 

conversation, Tomé assures him he will always be remembered. In the final attack sequence of the 

film, Kawai is seen to make a successful attack after his comrades have been shot down.  Although 

mortally wounded, Kawai steers his plane into an American aircraft carrier, with his shouts of defiance 

and the diegetic sounds of battle replaced by elegiac orchestral music. In previous attacks no kamikaze 

planes have been seen to actually hit ships: instead the action has been rendered through digitised 

recreations of World War II documentary footage, showing Japanese planes being destroyed in great 

numbers in futile attacks. By contrast, in the climactic attack the pilots are recognisable inside their 

planes, and in addition American ships (and their crews) are clearly visible for the first time. In 

succeeding the youthful Kawai becomes the embodiment of the entire campaign, symbolically 

ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĞůŽŶŐĂƚŝŶŐ TŽŵĠ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ĨŽƌ ŚĞƌ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƚŚĞ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ͛ ĂƉŽůŽŐŝƐƚ ĂŶĚ 

vindicator in and for the post-war world. 

Following the attack the film records the inevitable end of the war, and the progression into 

the post-war world for which the kamikaze pilots died. Tomé and her family listen in disbelief to the 

EŵƉĞƌŽƌ͛Ɛ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐƵƌƌĞŶĚĞƌ͕ ĂŶĚ witness American occupation troops destroying 

the few planes remaining at the base. Despite this concretisation of defeat, not least in the visible 

presence of Americans, the Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ final definition of an enemy emerges from the recognition of the 

gap between past and present, and of the work of memory undertaken by Tomé and privileged by the 

Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘  While survivors of the final attack are shown to be traumatised by their experiences 

and ostracised by civilians eager to forget the war, Tomé remains faithful to her nurturing of the pilots 

ǁŚŽ ůŝǀĞĚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ĚŝĞĚ͘  TŽ ŚĞůƉ ƚŚĞ ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ Lƚ͘ NĂŬĂŶŝƐŚŝ ǁŚŽ ŝƐ ďƵƌĚĞŶĞĚ ďǇ ƐƵƌǀŝǀŽƌ͛Ɛ 

guilt, Tomé visits the shrine erected at Chiran in memory of the kamikazes. As they gaze on the path 

lined with cherry blossoms (the ͚ŵĂƐƚĞƌ ƚƌŽƉĞ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ IŵƉĞƌŝĂů ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ͛11), the spirits of the 

dead pilots seem to appear before them, rejoicing and greeting them without recrimination. Tomé is 

comforted and Nakanishi consoled by the sight of these ghosts who, far from condemning the 
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survivors and subsequent generations, appear contented and united in the afterlife. In completing its 

ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ǁĂƌ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ĂŶĚ ŝƚƐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ƌĞŝƚĞƌĂƚĞƐ Tomé͛Ɛ ƵŶĐƌŝƚical, 

emotional honouring of the men and their memory. 

The Eternal Zero͗ ͚TŽ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚ ŵĞĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĚŝĞ͛ 

Ore wa locates its retrospective narrative within the experience and devotion of an emblematic 

individual, whose act of memorialisation makes her a role model for later generations who must be 

taught to remember and respect the war dead. By contrast, Eien no O (The Eternal Zero) is grounded 

ŝŶ Ă ĨĂŵŝůŝĂů ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝǀĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ͕ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ Ă ƐĞĐƌĞƚ ƉĂƐƚ ĂŶĚ Ă ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞ ͚ůŽƐƚ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ are recovered 

and rehabiliƚĂƚĞĚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ ƉŽŝŐŶĂŶƚůǇ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉŽƐƚ-war negotiation (and 

negation) of its militarist past:   

 

Contestations over Japanese war memory are not only about the contents of textbooks 

or government apologies: they are real and current family dilemmas. Japan is made up of 

ŵŝůůŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ Ăůů ŚĂǀĞ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘ GŝǀĞŶ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ 

ongoing public war responsibility discourses, facing the past within the family frequently 

means asking difficult questions about grandparĞŶƚƐ͛ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ǁĂƌ ŐƵŝůƚ͘12 

 

Aƚ ŚŝƐ ŐƌĂŶĚŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛s funeral Kentaro, a directionless young man, discovers that she had a wartime 

husband who is never discussed at family gatherings. This lost relative is dismissed as a coward, who 

has been expunged from memory as a familial and national disgrace.  With his sister Keiko he sets out 

to uncover the story of his vanished grandfather, interviewing surviving veterans who flew the iconic 

Zero fighter with him in a Navy squadron.  Poignantly, the family funeral is dated diegetically in 2004, 

thereby multiplying the acts of retrospection which work to recover and redeem a symbolic history. 

Their enquiry carries several contradictory connotations of memorialisation and expiation:  the 

unknown pilot, Lt. Miyabe was the same age as his grandson (26) at the time of his death as a 

kamikaze; his granddaughter is an author who sees the forthcoming sixtieth anniversary of the war as 

a lucrative writing opportunity; Kentaro, currently failing in his attempts to become a lawyer, hopes 

to find a sense of purpose through their investigation. 

 Having sought their grandfather permission before embarking on their search, the siblings 

ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌ ŚŽƐƚŝůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ĞŵďĂƌƌĂƐƐŵĞŶƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ opprobrium for their lost relative. 

Miyabe is repeatedly condemned as a coward who cared only for his own survival and avoided 

dogfights, despite being a gifted pilot. However, their interview with Izaki, a terminally-ill veteran (and 
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guardian of memory comparable to ToméͿ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚĞƐ Ă ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ƚŽ ǁĂƌƚŝŵĞ ŝŶ ĨůĂƐŚďĂĐŬ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ 

actions are explained and exonerated.  His love of life (also inseparable from love of his wife) leads 

him to shun combat for reasons of both personal survival and moral abhorrence. When he returns to 

the aircraft carrier Akagi after the attack on Pearl Harbour, Miyabe is shown to be alone in lamenting 

the absence of the key targets, the American carriers, while other pilots celebrate the destruction of 

the enemy fleet.  PropheticalůǇ͕ ŚĞ ĨŽƌĞƐĞĞƐ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůĞ ĚĞĨĞĂƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ ƚŽ ĚĞƐƚƌŽǇ ƚŚĞ 

enemy carriers in the attack. He also describes his horror at witnessing the loss of a bomber aircraft 

and its three-man crew, and voices his determination to survive the war.  

Izaki admits to feeling loathing for MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞůĨŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝĚƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛s war, but 

the continuation of his flashback narration ultimately vindicates his superior officer. Miyabe and Izaki 

are next shown during the Imperial NĂǀǇ͛Ɛ ĚĞĨĞĂƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ Battle of Midway. Miyabe again seems 

endowed with prescience when he foresees the disaster which befalls the fleet, but nonetheless fights 

the attacking enemy planes with Izaki to protect their carrier. When his unit is ordered to undertake 

a long-range mission from the island base of Rabaul, Miyabe expresses his doubt that they can 

navigate, fight and return successfully, and is beaten by another pilot for his lack of martial spirit. 

However, when their wingman is forced to ditch his damaged plane on the flight back and dies in the 

sea, Miyabe tells Izaki of his anger at being forced to face a futile death, and restates the importance 

ŽĨ ƐƵƌǀŝǀĂů ĨŽƌ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ ƐĂŬĞ͘ While the youthful Izaki demands that Miyabe allow him to crash his 

plane into an enemy ship should he be unable to return to base, the aged Izaki admits his 

ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ƚŽ ůŝǀĞ͘  WŚŝůĞ ŽƉĞŶůǇ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ƐƵĐŚ Ă ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ ǁĂƐ 

͚ƵŶƚŚŝŶŬĂďůĞ͕͛ IǌĂŬŝ ŶŽǁ ƐĞĞƐ ŝƚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƐƚ ĚĞĐůĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ůŽǀĞ ;ĨŽƌ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ĐŚild) that a man of 

that generation could make. As in Ore wa͕ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶ͛Ɛ narration in Eien no O eschews 

the origins of the war and the presence of the foreign enemy in exonerating and elevating personal 

and emotional motives within times of ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĐƌŝƐŝƐ͘ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ignominious reputation as a selfish 

coward is rectified and rehabilitated through recognition of his comprehensible and sympathetic 

desire for personal, romantic fulfilment, which is threatened by the enemies of Japanese militarism 

and the arbitrariness of war. IǌĂŬŝ͛Ɛ ĞǀĞŶƚƵĂů ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶǀŝĐƚŝŽŶ, and his imitation of 

ŚŝƐ ƐƵƉĞƌŝŽƌ͛Ɛ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŝŶ ƐƵƌǀŝǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ, is vindicated (again in an echo of Tomé͛Ɛ 

narrational act) in his endurance to the present, epitomised and validated by the existence of his own 

family and his ability to correct the injustice done to Miyabe with his own recollection. 

Having been inspired to find out more, Kentaro tracks down Takeda, an ageing businessman, 

who recalls meeting Miyabe as a flying instructor later in the war. “ƚŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐŽǁĂƌĚŝĐĞ͕ 

and his refusal to volunteer for kamikaze duty, were known to his cadets. In training teenage reservists 

who have been conscripted only for special attack duty, Miyabe deliberately fails them in order to 
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prevent their departure on missions.  When a trainee is killed in a flying accident, their unit 

commander reviles the dead youth and denounces his lack of martial spirit. Miyabe speaks out in 

defence of the dead pilot and is severely beaten, but earns the understanding and respect of the other 

trainees as a result. Takeda recounts how a trainee crashed his plane into an American fighter to save 

Miyabe when he was attempting to lead enemy ĂŝƌĐƌĂĨƚ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ŚŝƐ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͘  TŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ TĂŬĞĚĂ͛Ɛ 

flashback shows Miyabe with the cadet on the way to hospital, with both men exhorting each other 

ƚŽ ƐƵƌǀŝǀĞ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ͚ůŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ĚŽ ŐŽŽĚ ǁŽƌŬ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŬĞ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛͘ This recollection reinforces those 

of the other veterans, so Kentaro remaiŶƐ ƵŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ŐƌĂŶĚĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĞǀĞŶƚƵĂů ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ 

to undertake a kamikaze mission.  

PŽŝŐŶĂŶƚůǇ͕ ŝŶ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ ŝŶ ƉƌŽďŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ ŚŝĚĚĞŶ ƉĂƐƚ͕ KĞŶƚĂƌŽ ŝƐŽůĂƚĞƐ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ 

further from his contemporaries. Arriving late at a dinner with friends where a group holiday is being 

planned (ironically, all their suggested destinations ʹ Hawaii, Saipan, and Okinawa ʹ bear associations 

with the Pacific War which the youthful members of the party are either unaware of or choose to 

ignore), Kentaro vigorously defends his relative and the kamikazes against their accusations of 

͚ƌŽŵĂŶƚŝĐ ŚĞƌŽŝƐŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ďƌĂŝŶǁĂƐŚŝŶŐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ƐƵŝĐŝĚĞ ďŽŵďĞƌƐ͘ However, in 

ŚŝƐ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĚŝƐƚŝŶŐƵŝƐŚ ƚŚĞ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ͛ patriotically and militarily from the fanaticism of terrorists, 

KĞŶƚĂƌŽ ĐŽŶĨƌŽŶƚƐ ĂŐĂŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŝŐŶŽƌĂŶĐĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ŚŝƐ ŐƌĂŶĚĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŵŽƚŝǀĞs for volunteering. A comment 

from Kageura, another former pilot who flew from Rabaul, only compounds the mystery. Kageura had 

ŚĂƚĞĚ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ĐŽǁĂƌĚŝĐĞ͕ ďƵƚ ŚĂĚ ƐĞĞŶ Śŝŵ ƚƌĂƵŵĂƚŝƐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŚĂƌĞĚ 

duty of escorting the kamikazes to their targets. When Miyabe finally volunteered for kamikaze duty 

himself, Kageura recalled how he angrily objected to skilled veterans being expended in a futile 

strategy: ͚AŐĂŝŶƐƚ ŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵŝŶŐ ŽĚĚƐ I͛Ě ŐůĂĚůǇ ƌŝƐŬ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ KĂŵŝŬĂǌĞ ŚĂĚ ŶŽ ŽĚĚƐ͘ TŽ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚ 

ŵĞĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĚŝĞ͛͘ Yet Kageura remembers that Miyabe swapped planes with another pilot on the morning 

of his final mission. Miyabe gave up his later model Zero to a younger pilot in preference for an earlier 

version of the fighter. Subsequently the younger pilot was forced to ditch because of engine trouble, 

and so was rescued after the mission. It appears that fate might have spared Miyabe after all, and that 

he could have survived the war.  

However, oŶ ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͛ ƌŽƐƚĞƌ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ͕ Kentaro finally ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚƐ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ 

decision to volunteer, and the choice to swap aircraft. Although driven to volunteer by guilt over the 

deaths of his cadets, Miyabe had earlier promised his wife and child that he would return from the 

war, if he was wounded or even if he  ͚ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ƌĞďŽƌŶ͛ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƐŽ͘ Revisited and reinterpreted 

flashbacks now solve the mystery of the past and ƌĞǀĞĂů MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ƐƵƌǀŝǀĂů ƉĂĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ OŝƐŚŝ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐĂĚĞƚ 

who saved his life. On the day of the final mission, Miyabe swaps his faulty plane with Oishi, assuring 

his survival and leaving a photograph of his family in the cockpit for him to find. At the end of the war, 
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Oishi seeks out his leader͛Ɛ ǁŝĚŽǁ͕ ĂŶĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ her second husband, allowing Miyabe to keep his 

promise and maintain his principle of protecting his family, despite going to his death. MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ĂĐƚ 

therefore merges the supposedly selfish and cowardly desire for survival with the altruistic saving of 

others and the safeguarding of family as analogies and parallels to the kamikazes sacred, sacrificial 

ĂŶĚ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚƵƚǇ͘ IŶ Ă ƌĞǀĞƌƐĂů ŽĨ KĂŐĞƵƌĂ͛Ɛ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚĂďůĞ ĐǇŶŝĐŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ Ă ƚĂĐŝƚ ƌĞĂĨĨŝƌmation of the 

kamikaze strategy͕ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂƚŚ ŵĞĂŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚĞĚ͘ TŚĞ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ KĞŶƚĂƌŽ͛Ɛ 

ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĂŶĐĞƐƚŽƌ͛Ɛ ŚĞƌŽŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ƐĞůĨůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ ŝƐ ĂĐĐŽŵƉĂŶŝĞĚ ďǇ Ă ŵŽŶƚĂŐĞ ƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ 

which erodes the distinction between past and present in unitinŐ ƚŚĞ ĨůĂƐŚďĂĐŬƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ ǀŽŝĐĞ-

ŽǀĞƌƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐĐĞŶĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŽŶĐƌĞƚŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ ĂŶĚ 

ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝǀĞ ĂĐƚ͘ IŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚĐĂƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EŵƉĞƌŽƌ͛Ɛ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ 

surrender, stating the need for the nation ƚŽ ͚ĞŶĚƵƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĞŶĚƵƌĂďůĞ͛ ĨŽƌ Ă ůĂƐƚŝŶŐ ƉĞĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ JĂƉĂŶ͘ 

TŚĞ ƚŚƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ŽĨ ǁĂƌƚŝŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƉĞĂĐĞƚŝŵĞ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ ŝŶƐŝƐƚƐ ƵƉŽŶ MŝǇĂďĞ͛Ɛ ŚĞƌŽŝƐŵ͕ 

inferring his endurance of the unendurable in choosing death to save lives, and to safeguard his family 

by conferring its protection to an indebted surrogate. TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĨŝŶĂů ŝŵĂŐĞƐ͕ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ KĞŶƚĂƌŽ ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ 

to see Miyabe flying in his Zero over the cityscape of modern Tokyo, cements the Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ connection 

between present-day Japan and the sacrifice of the past, and asserts the unbroken continuance of 

national values from one generation to another. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

Despite, or perhaps because of, the controversy they inspired by their ambivalent treatment of the 

wartime past, these films became landmark commercial successes within the Japanese cinema. Ore 

wa, kimi no tame ni koso shini ni iku gained 2 billion yen from its Japanese release, while Eien no O 

earned more than 8 billion yen, staying at the top of the Japanese box office for two months and in 

the process becoming one of the top ten highest grossing Japanese films of all time.13 While it would 

be true to say that spectacular war films have always been popular in Japan (as in other countries), 

the spectacle of combat offered by these two films constitutes a negligible proportion of their overall 

duration. At the same time their recreation of kamikaze attacks, though arguably a selling point 

emphasized by their digital effects, represents the climactic resolution of their ambivalent 

deliberations on patriotic self-sacrifice. Their evasive or disingenuous arguments for peace and life, 

which are claimed to necessitate the pursuit of war and death, are resolved by the unequivocally 
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heroic deeds of their protagonists in successfully executed attacks. The solitary, dedicated, selfless 

individual pilot is exalted as the unarguable victor over both the massed, anonymous enemies of 

wartime, and the Japanese enemies of past militarism and present indifference. In these respects, 

these treatments of the kamikaze phenomenon depart markedly from historical assessments of the 

late 20th ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ĂƚƚĂĐŬ͛ ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ŝŶƚĞŶĚĞĚ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůůǇ ĂƐ ŶŽ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ 

a short term expedient for the battle for the Philippines, and criticised the conception, operation and 

evaluation of the kamikazes strategically and tactically. 

 

JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ƐƵŝĐŝĚĞ Ăŝƌ operations mark the Pacific War with two scars that will remain 

forever in the annals of battle: one, of shame at the mistaken way of command; the 

other, of valor [sic] at the self-sacrificing spirit of young men who died for their beloved 

country.14 

 

Ore wa engages in an act of national restoration, reaffirming heroic individuals through a narrative of 

ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƌĞĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵŵĞŵŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ũƵĚŐĞĚ͕ ďǇ TŽŵĠ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐƵŵĂďůǇ ĂůƐŽ ďǇ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ 

screenwriter Ishihara, to be a necessary and expiatory task which restores war heroes to their proper 

place in national history. By contrast, Eien no O portrays the conduct of a familial-historical 

investigation, an attempt to recover fact and redeem a misprized individual. From a personal, socio-

archaeological enquiry a national, cultural past is uncovered, with an emblematic extrapolation from 

one to the other: one family owes all to one man, and thus the country owes everything to him and 

his comrades. Both films are strident in their assertions of the essential validity of the truths they 

reveal or re-ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ͘ PĂƌĂĚŽǆŝĐĂůůǇ͕ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂĨĨŝƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ŚĞƌŽŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ obligation to them is the assertion of their own victimhood at the hands of the Japanese 

politico-military establishment. Their patriotism and sacrifice may be celebrated as fundamentally 

representative national traits, yet the connections created between the kamikazes and traditions of 

feudal loyalty (in Ore wa͕ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ŽŶĞ ƉŝůŽƚ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĚĞƐĐĞŶĚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ͚WŚŝƚĞ TŝŐĞƌƐ͕͛ ƚŚĞ 

loyal samurai renowned for their service in the Boshin War) underline how contemporary Japan has 

(in error, it seems) progressed beyond, strayed from or pragmatically abused such honourable, 

historical precedents. If the truth of past has been lost in a shameful obscuration, its restoration also 

appears to imply a perturbing retrenchment of conservative values. Within such a schema for 

ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ĨŝůŵƐ͛ ŵĂŬĞƌƐ appear unabashed or unaware of the 

mendaciousness with which the past is treated: 
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Ishihara zeroes in on the ignorance of youth as a particularly worrisome feature of 

contemporary Japan. He relates a story told to him by a WWII pilot. The pilot, while 

standing on a commuter train, overheard a couple of young people talking: 

͚Hey, did you know that 50 years ago JĂƉĂŶ ĂŶĚ AŵĞƌŝĐĂ ǁĞƌĞ Ăƚ ǁĂƌ͍͛ ͚WŚĂƚ͍ NŽ ǁĂǇ͛͘ 

͚IĚŝŽƚ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ƚƌƵƚŚ͛͘ ͚Are you serious? Who won?͛ 

As Ishihara relates it, the pilot, hearing this, experienced such a shock that he had to get 

off the train and sit down on a bench on the train platform to recover. Here the victim is 

the pilot, and the countless other Japanese who suffered as a result of WWII. For Ishihara, 

the source of the problem is the lack of historical knowledge that leads to such confusion 

ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ WŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ IƐŚŝŚĂƌĂ͛Ɛ ůŽŐŝĐ͕ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ 

ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇƐ ŵŝůŝƚĂƌŝƐŵ͕ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵƚŚ͘ ‘ŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƋƵŝƚĞ 

powerful, but logically, it ignores as much history as the youths on the train.15 

 

Here the American adversary ŝƐ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ŝƌƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ obliviousness to its 

chronological past and its cultural traditions. The enemy is Japanese ignorance and identity loss: an 

ironic conclusion to reach given the long-running and rancorous clashes between left-wing and right-

wing factions over the incomplete, inaccurate or partial accounts of Pacific War history endorsed by 

state-regulated school texts.16 The disputable interpretation of the past which both For Those We Love 

and The Eternal Zero advocate ŝƐ ƌĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ƵŶƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶĂďůĞ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĨŝůŵƐ͛ ĞůůŝƉƚŝĐĂů ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

foreground and portray the redemption of past and present through the recovery of a restorative 

truth.  The pilots in both films are both distanced from militarism and yet anointed as patriots by their 

decisions to die so that others may live, replacing inevitability and victimhood with choice and 

heroism: 

 

This kind of almost tautological explanation for kamikaze actions is also the most 

inoffensive, because it largely isolates the dead from history. However, it also depends 

on the narration, as if kamikaze existed in order to be narrated as existing. As in For Those 

We Love, this effectively functions as self-justification for these movies themselves, 

reducing the kamikaze to a textual operation, as if their suicidal missions were essentially 

ĂĐƚƐ ŽĨ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝŽŶ ďƵƚ ŽŶůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ΀͙΁ YĞƚ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ Ăŝŵ ƚŽ 

imbricate the act of narration (the films, the internal storytellers), the subject of narration 

(the kamikaze sailors or pilots), and the reception of the narration (the film audience or 
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the survivors of the war) all in the same circular, unmediated textual process, purports to 

circumvent alternative interpretations.17 

 

Noticeably, it is not just the ignorance and indifference of younger Japanese which must be overcome 

by this narrative act, but also the obfuscation and silence of the intervening, parental and postwar 

generation which has implicitly failĞĚ ƚŽ ŝŶĨŽƌŵ ŝƚƐ ŽĨĨƐƉƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ǁĂƌƚŝŵĞ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘  KĞŶƚĂƌŽ͛Ɛ ŝŐŶŽƌĂŶĐĞ 

ĐĂŶ ŽŶůǇ ďĞ ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚĞĚ ďǇ Ă ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ŽĨ ƚĞƐƚŝŵŽŶǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ ĨůĂƐŚďĂĐŬƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

are treated as reverentially as Tomé͛Ɛ commemorations of the dead. 

However, other ƚǇƉĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ ĞŶĞŵŝĞƐ͛ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ƚƌŽƵďůŝŶŐůǇ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ĂŵŽŶŐ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ŽƉƉŽƐĞ ǁĂƌ͕ 

who attempt to evade duty or fail to honour the dead. At the outset of Eien no O, the condemnation 

ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŽƐƚ ŐƌĂŶĚĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐŽǁĂƌĚŝĐĞ ŝƐ ƵŶƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶĞĚ͕ ĂƐ ŝĨ ƚŚĞ ƐŚĂŵĞĚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵal has been scapegoated 

unproblematically for the defeat of the nation. If neither are discussed, both are implicitly denied. 

Conversely, the recovery of the emblematic Zero pilot as a multifaceted individual (a loving husband, 

an excellent pilot, a committed patriot and a sacrificial patriarchal figure, wedded to life but ultimately 

willing to die) provides a model citizen and hero essential to the construction of modern Japan. This 

realisation is confirmed by the paradoxical vision of the Zero over present-day Tokyo, apparently on 

its way to heroic destruction aboard an American ship in 1945. TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ thus 

consummates the incomplete recreation of the kamikaze attack seen at its opening, in which its 

outcome and identity of the pilot are deliberately occluded. That Miyabe is last shown smiling before 

the (still unseen) moment of impact, implies his transubstantiation in success, obscures his violent 

death, and confers immortality upon him and the fervent, enduring national values he has come to 

incarnate. 

TŚĞ ĐĂƐƚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ ĂƐ ĚĞĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ͕ ůŝƚĞƌĂůůǇ ŽĨ ͚ůŽǀĞĚ ŽŶĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĂůůĞŐŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ 

and its inherent values, embeds these films within long-standing romantic and patriotic discourses 

ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌƚŝŵĞ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͘ DĂƐŚŝŶŐ ŝŶĚŝǀidualism and skill becomes entwined with personal 

bravery in the defence of Japan from American bombing raids, and moral superiority and integrity in 

the self-sacrifice of the kamikazes, in which pilots re-enact the loyalty of the feudal era samurai.18 Just 

ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶƐ ŽĨ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĂƌ ŽĨ ĂŐŐƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŽďƐĐƵƌĞĚ ďǇ ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ŽĨ ůŝďĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ ĂŶĚ 

ĚĞĨĞŶĐĞ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ WĞƐƚĞƌŶ ŝŵƉĞƌŝĂůŝƐŵ͕ ƐŽ ƚŚĞ ĨĞƌŽĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ĂƚƚĂĐŬ͛ is transmuted into heroic 

defence of the tangible family, which stands in symbolic stead for the abstract nation.  In their complex 

conflicts with personal conscience, imperial duty, individual desire and national authority, the 

cinematic kamikaze re-assert aspects of Japanese-ness even as they evasively redefine the adversarial 

enemy in the present as well as the past: 
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[Ore wa] presents what might be called the Yasukuni Shrine version of the tokkotai story, 

in which the war was not an imperialistic adventure but an idealistic crusade to free Asia 

from Western domination. The pilots died not pointlessly but to protect their loved ones. 

They are not the local equivalent of suicide bombers but pure-spirited heroes who 

embody the Japanese tradition of self-sacrifice for the common good. And now they are 

gathered at Yasukuni Shrine, gods for all eternity, to be worshipped Ͷ and emulated. ΀͙΁ 

Despite its problematic ideology and rambling story structure, [For Those We Love] offers 

ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉŝůŽƚƐ͛ ůŝǀĞƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨĞĂƌƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞŐƌĞƚƐ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŬĞƐ ƚŚĞŵ 

less like park statuary, more fallible flesh-and-ďůŽŽĚ͘ BƵƚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂůƐŽ Ă ƌĂůůǇ-round-the-

Hinomaru film that will warm the hearts of the boys on the sound trucks who long to re-

launch that old Asian crusade. With any luck, Gov. Ishihara Ͷ and the rest of us Ͷ ǁŽŶ͛ƚ 

live to see it.19 

 

“ĐŚŝůůŝŶŐ͛s suggestion ʹ that the re-emergence of World War II in general and the kamikazes in 

particular as cinematic subjects speak to aggressive nationalism in 21st century Japan ʹ  may  be derived 

ĨƌŽŵ “ŚŝŶƚĂƌŽ IƐŚŝŚĂƌĂ͛Ɛ ŝŶĨůĂŵŵĂƚŽƌǇ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ-day territorial disputes 

with China.20 Although the circular narrational acts of For Those We Love and The Eternal Zero might 

appear to elide the presence and identity of the enemy in their prejudicial returns to the past, it could 

be inferred that a third (regional, future) enemy is discernible alongside the anonymised adversaries 

of the Pacific War and the unsympathetic depictions of military authority.  Additionally, therefore, 

ƚŚĞƐĞ ĨŝůŵƐ͛ ĚŝĚĂĐƚŝĐ ĞǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ PĂĐŝĨŝĐ ǁĂƌ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ĂŶĚ ĚƵƚŝĨƵů ǀĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŬĂŵŝŬĂǌĞƐ͛ ǀŝĐƚŽƌǇ 

over obscured foreign adversaries and modern indifference, can also be seen as an ominous, 

inculcatory patriotism for audiences of the Japanese cinema, at home as much as abroad. 
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