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Be careful who you praise and the degree of zeal you do it with.  The slain Shinzo Abe, shot
dead in Nara on July 8, towered over Japanese politics.  In doing so, he cast a lengthy
shadow.  In death, this shadow continues to grow ever more darkly.

The reaction from certain figures outside Japan left an impression of distorted admiration. 
There was Hillary Clinton’s cloying tribute about Abe being “a champion of democracy and a
firm believer that no economy, society, or country can achieve its full potential if women are
left behind.”

The tribute was a classic reminder of how the late Japanese leader could mislead, in this
case  on  the  rights  of  women  and  the  policy  of  “Womenomics”.   In  her  effusion,  the  US
Secretary  of  State  had ignored Abe’s  problematic  position  on Japan’s  use of  “comfort
women”  or  sex  slaves  during  the  Second  World  War.   Before  the  Japanese  National
Assembly,  Abe claimed, despite having previously made some tokenistic  apology,  that,
“There was no document found that the comfort women were forcibly taken away.”

Academic Alison Dudden provides a succinct distillation of that side of Abe.  His “great
leader”  credentials  might  be  celebrated  in  some  circles,  “but  his  personal  vision  for
rewriting Japanese history, of a glorious past, created a real problem in East Asia”.  It was a
vision that proved divisive for countries in terms of how they approached Japan, and it also
divided Japanese society in terms of its own wartime responsibility.

Of all those attending the state funeral, the Australians seem the oddest, resembling an
Olympic delegation filled with previous and current medal holders.  There are no less than
four leaders, three former and one current, who have decided to put in an appearance: the
Coalition figures John Howard, Tony Abbott and Malcolm Turnbull, and Labor prime minister
Anthony Albanese.  “Mr Abe was a remarkable leader, a catalyst for change in Japan and the
region, a true friend of Australia,” remarkedAlbanese in a statement.

To understand the darker side of Abe requires placing such gushy remarks to one side. 
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Granting him a state funeral was itself a contentious point, given its historical associations
with imperial power.  For prime ministers in the postwar era, there has only been one other:
Shigeru Yoshida in 1967.

Several opposition politicians are also irate about the way the decision to hold a state
funeral was reached.  Parliament was not consulted, with Prime Minister Fumio Kishida
keeping it a Cabinet matter.  As Junichi Miyama of Chuo University put it, “A state funeral
contradicts the spirit of democracy.”

A number of citizens even went so far as to argue against its legality, petitioning the Tokyo
District Court to block the event.  The claimants in that case also argued that the measure
would propagate a situation obligating the public to mourn Abe’s death.  The petition,
comprising 576 individuals, was dismissed by Presiding Judge Yukito Okada, who declared
that there was no law that could halt state budget implementation via petition.  The justice
also dismissed the second claim on obligatory mourning.

In July, the national broadcaster, NHK, found that 38 percent of respondents were against
the proposal.  By August, the number had grown to 57 percent, and not helped by the
swelling bill, estimated to be 1.7 billion yen, a distinctly larger sum than the initial 250
million yen figure.

Kishida justified the decision on the basis of political longevity: Abe had proven to be Japan’s
longest serving leader.  The funeral was also an occasion to show how “Japan will not give in
to violence”.  Given that Abe had already received a more private funeral where his family,
friends and admirers could pay tribute, the entire occasion reeks of self-interest; the dead,
after all, can offer no protest at being used.

The decision has stirred a rash of demonstrations, even encouraging an attempt at self-
immolation.  A number of themes feature in these reactions: the note of militarism Abe
struck  while  in  office;  his  historical  stubbornness  on  the  role  of  Japan  during  the  Second
World War, and, perhaps most notably, links to the Family Federation for World Peace and
Unification (the Unification Church).

The nexus between the ruling Liberal Democratic Party and the Unification Church, a South
Korean outfit founded by Reverend Moon Sun-myung and colloquially known as the Moonies,
was evident in plain sight.  Abe’s personal links stretch back to his grandmother and former
leader Nobusuke Kishi, who aided the sect’s establishment in Japan.

When Moon paid a visit to Japan in the spring of 1992, he was initially denied entry by senior
intelligence officials on account of having served time in a US prison for tax evasion.  It did
not take long for the decision to be overturned, with Shin Kanemaru of the LDP intervening
on the reverend’s behalf.

The special  treatment offered this  excommunicated Presbyterian minister  was emblematic
of the broader approach to religious groups in Japan.  The country’s postwar constitution
guarantees freedom of religion but supposedly curbs political influence and state support. 
Nor is the state permitted to engage in religious activity. The result is a stealthy connection
between  religious  groups  and  political  parties  that  has  proven  difficult  for  authorities  to
investigate.

Former  senior  official  at  the  Public  Security  Intelligence  Agency  Mitsuhiro  Suganuma
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attributes this to constitutional restraints. “Nobody was willing to investigate the Unification
Church and the close ties with Japanese politicians because the constitution guarantees
freedom of religion.”

The association between the LDP and the Unification Church also yielded another dividend:
guaranteed support against communism.  This was not to say that Moon did not court his
own  idiosyncratic  attitudes  towards  his  Japanese  admirers.   “The  Japanese  way,”  he
reasoned in a speech given in 1997, “is not heaven’s way.  When you go to the spirit world,
you should speak Korean.”

The conduct of Tetsuya Yamagami initially commanded shock and grief but his reasons for
the killing started to take hold.  These included the impoverishment of his family at the
hands of the Moonies.  His mother, the claim went, had made crushingly large and ruinous
donations  to  the  sect,  stripping  the  family  fortune.   While  few  would  endorse  such
retributive conduct, historical attempts to understand Abe will have to do better than any
seen by the visiting dignitaries, equipped with their share of whitewash.
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