
 

“T he death penalty is, 
needless to say, about 
taking human lives,” for-

mer Justice Minister Hideo Hiraoka 
once stated. Japan remains one of 
the few developed countries that 
continue to carry out executions, 
primarily for severe murder cases. 
Since the mid-20th century, more 
than 110 nations have abolished 
capital punishment, reflecting a 
steady global shift toward alterna-
tive forms of justice. As this inter-
national movement grows stronger, 
Japan is confronted with the ques-
tion of whether to preserve its long-
standing system or reconsider it for 
the future. This article examines the 
perspectives shaping that debate. 

 On a cool after-
noon in Shibuya, 
Tokyo, an anti-
death penalty 
rally draws stu-
dents, activists, 
and passersby. 
Their signs are 
simple but pow-
erful: “A mistake 
cannot be un-
done” and “No justice through 
death.” Among them stands Mr. Ryo 
Kachi, a long-time volunteer with 
Amnesty International Japan. He 
listens as speakers remind the 
crowd of past wrongful convictions. 
When asked why he continues this 
work, he explains, “When people 
learn the reality of executions, many 
start questioning whether the state 
should take a life.” His tone is calm, 
shaped by years of trying to per-
suade a public that often disagrees. 

 In contrast, the atmosphere at Nis-
shin Campus of Nagoya University 
of Foreign Studies (NUFS) is com-
pletely different. A student, Mr. Yo-
shiki Ota, explains why he believes 
Japan should keep capital punish-
ment. “Keeping criminals in prison 
is expensive,” he says. “People pay 
taxes for their food and clothing. I 
think many people support the 
death penalty because it has always 
been there.” His reasoning is practi-
cal, and he speaks with confidence. 

 Another NUFS student, Ms. Aina 
Honda, connects her support to his-
tory. “After the war, there were too 
many criminals to hold. The death 
penalty helped maintain order,” she 
explains. At the same time, she 
acknowledges the possibility of 
change, noting that social media 
and exposure to other countries’ 
systems have influenced her gener-
ation. “Many young people are curi-

ous about how things work else-
where,” she continues, “so maybe 
opinions will shift.” 

 One more supporter, who asked to 
remain anonymous, expresses her 
views strongly. “It’s not right that 
the murderer gets to live a long life 
while the victim never can,” she in-
sists. She quickly dismisses alterna-
tives to execution and adds that dis-
cussions about wrongful convictions 
“do not gain much public attention,” 
suggesting widespread trust in the 
justice system. 

 Together, these scenes, one rooted 
in human rights concerns, the other 
in ideas of justice and order, cap-
ture the emotional divide within 
Japan’s ongoing debate. 

 Japan’s death penalty system re-
mains highly secretive. According to 
Mr. Kachi, inmates are informed of 
their execution only hours before it 
occurs, a practice he describes as 
psychologically devastating. He ar-
gues that citizens cannot meaning-
fully evaluate the system because 
“execution chambers and procedures 
remain invisible,” unlike in parts of 
the United States where media are 
allowed to witness executions. 

 Supporters, however, often empha-
size that Japan’s low crime rate re-
flects strong public order. Many be-
lieve the death penalty deters vio-
lent crime or respects the suffering 
of victims’ families. According to a 
Cabinet Office poll, over 80 percent 
of respondents say capital punish-
ment is “necessary in some cases,” a 
figure that has remained stable for 
decades. 

 During our interview, Mr. Kachi 
raised constitutional and ethical 
concerns: “Living without knowing 
the execution date, in near-isolation, 
is almost a form of torture.” He also 
emphasized the risk of judicial er-
ror, referencing the case of Mr. Iwao 

Hakamada, who spent nearly 
half a century on death row be-

fore being acquitted in a retrial. “A 
wrongful conviction can never be 
undone,” he said, highlighting the 
irreversible nature of execution. 

 Supporters frame justice different-
ly. Several interviewees described 
the death penalty as the “only pun-
ishment that feels fair” for severe 
crimes. Some argued that society 
has a responsibility to reflect the 
pain of victims’ families, while oth-
ers stressed public safety, stating 
that Japan’s calm society is partly 
maintained by strict consequences 
for violent crime. 

 Across interviews, a clear pattern 
emerged: supporters often view the 
system as a long-standing norm, 
while opponents see it as a human-
rights issue requiring urgent reform. 

 Among young adults aged 18 to 25, 
opinions varied significantly. From 
discussing the matter with interna-
tional students at NUFS, they fre-
quently opposed the death penalty, 
citing human rights, the risk of 
wrongful conviction, and the belief 
that punishment should prioritize 
rehabilitation. Many suggested life 
imprisonment without parole as a 
more acceptable alternative. 

 Domestic students at NUFS were 
more divided. Some expressed mod-
erate support, often linking it to 
justice for victims or deterrence. 
Others viewed it as part of Japan’s 
longstanding legal structure. How-
ever, many acknowledged limited 
knowledge of execution procedures 
and death row conditions. 

 Notably, several respondents sug-
gested their generation may think 
differently from older ones, pointing 
to increased exposure to foreign per-
spectives through global media. 
This indicates that, while overall 
public support remains high, young-
er generations may be more open to 
reconsideration. 

 In Europe and Australia, abolition 
occurred gradually, often following 
wrongful conviction cases or human
-rights debates. France abolished 
the death penalty in 1981 after in-
tense parliamentary discussion, de-
spite public support at the time. The 
Netherlands followed a slower path 
shaped by rehabilitation-oriented 
justice, while Australia ended capi-
tal punishment state by state. 

 Japan stands apart. Public support 
remains strong, victims’ families 
play a prominent role, and trust in 
the justice system has historically 
been high. Although the Hakamada 
case introduced doubt for many, it 
has not yet triggered a national re-
consideration comparable to devel-
opments abroad. As a result, 
Japan’s debate remains complex 
and ongoing. 

 Japan’s discussion of capital pun-
ishment is shaped by competing 
values: justice for victims, public 
safety, human rights, and fear of 
irreversible error. The interviews 
and surveys conducted for this arti-
cle show that, while supporters and 
opponents differ sharply, both sides 
express genuine moral reasoning. 

 Younger generations, increasingly 
exposed to international perspec-
tives, may introduce new momen-
tum to the debate in the coming 
decades. Whether Japan ultimately 
retains or abolishes the death pen-
alty, the challenge remains finding 
a balance between justice, human 
dignity, and the future of Japanese 
society. 
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J apan’s thriving art industry 
serves as a reflection of its 
rich cultural, traditional, and 

spiritual beliefs. The most promi-
nent modern industry is anime, be-
coming a worldwide phenomenon in 
recent years. According to a cultural 
statistics database by Dentsu, an 
astounding number of 2.8 billion 
viewers watch anime globally, but 
does this media truly represent Jap-
anese beliefs, or does it utilise them 
as an enriching source of entertain-
ment? Even now spiritual beliefs 
are heavily present in Japanese dai-
ly life. Japan’s official government 
statistics site, e-Stat, show that 
over 80 million Japanese follow 
Shinto and/or Buddhism. Under-
standing the prominence of these 
beliefs is key to answering whether 
religious iconography in anime is 
used to simply enhance the enter-
tainment factor, or to truly repre-
sent aspects of Japanese religion. 

 The popularity of Japanese reli-
gious references in anime remains 
even today, with the current box 
office top five highest-grossing Jap-
anese films all featuring strong reli-
gious imagery. One of the most in-
fluential examples, Director Hayao 
Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (2001), 
stood at the top of Japan’s box office 
for an astounding 19 years. Mr. 
Miyazaki frequently utilises Shinto 
elements such as sacred spaces, rit-
uals, and religious figures to evoke 
feelings of spiritualism and harmo-
ny between humanity and nature. 
More recently, 2025’s Demon Slay-
er: Infinity Castle (directed by Mr. 
Haruo Sotozaki) continues this tra-
dition through vivid depictions of 
both Shinto and Buddhist imagery, 
with frequent references to Japa-
nese demons, kagura—traditional 
Japanese religious performances— 
and Buddhist characters, highlight-
ing how contemporary anime con-
tinues to draw upon Japan’s reli-
gious heritage to create powerful 
visuals.  

 In order to understand more about 
the relationship between anime and 
Japanese religion, we interviewed 
three students from Aichi Gakuin 
University’s (AGU) Department of 
Religious Culture: Ms. Mizuho Ka-
mimura, Ms. Nanaho Iwata, and 
Mr. Sei Itozawa. When asked about 
the anime that they felt was ‘the 
most religious’, we received several 
intriguing answers. “Golden Kamuy 
has strong themes of animism that 
are present within Ainu culture. It 
is even stated in the first episode 
that things such as bears can be 
viewed as gods,” Ms. Iwata stated. 
“It was so interesting that I decided 
to study religion.” Upon asking 
what aspects of religion made the 
anime more interesting, she stated, 
“A character’s depth of religious 
belief can also reflect their attitudes 
and strength. For example […] 
characters like Asirpa from Golden 
Kamuy or Himejima from Demon 
Slayer are able to stay grounded in 
their actions, thanks to their belief 
in religion.” This example high-
lights how characters who follow 
religion are perceived as drawing 

power and 
strength of mind 
from their be-
liefs, in contrast 
to the familiar 
“god-like charac-
ters” or other 
characters with 
significant reli-
gious influence. 
Another respon-
se from Mr. Ito-
zawa presented 
a more esoteric 
example. “Saint Oniisan portrays 
Buddha and Jesus as roommates.” 
In this anime, the aforementioned 
religious figures participate in a 
variety of religious and non-
religious activities, such as ping-
pong, Christmas shopping or visit-
ing a temple on New Year’s Eve. 
Mr. Itozawa further elaborated, “as 
a polytheistic society, Japanese 
viewers may not find it offensive. 
But, is it realistic to portray Bud-
dha and Jesus Christ as friends?” 

 This leads us to our next question: 
“How much do you think interna-
tional viewers can understand the 
religious backgrounds of Japanese 
anime?” While there are many de-
pictions of religious elements in 
both Japanese and Western media, 
Japanese anime contains deep-
rooted connections to religion as a 
result of their vast and flexible be-
lief system. However, some of these 
may result in the alienation of for-
eign viewers, as the thematic ele-
ments and narrative parallels are 
made with Japanese viewers in 
mind. Mr. Itozawa furthered this 
sentiment, stating, “Concepts of an-
imism may not connect well with 
foreign viewers as a result of the 
differences between monotheistic 
and polytheistic religious views.” 
However, Ms. Kamimura rebuked 
that “There are elements of niche 
Japanese knowledge that even 
many Japanese do not know, mean-
ing Japanese and Western viewers 
may have similar experiences.” 
Amongst the conversation, we de-
termined that, while viewers may 
miss some obscure references to 
specific religious figures or stories, 
the symbolism of religious places 
and objects are often made clear 
through imagery, characters’ ac-
tions, and how they interact with 
important aspects of the story. For 
example, Torii gates present outside 
of shrines symbolise a safe space 
that evil entities cannot enter. Simi-

larly, kekkai (barriers) represent a 
division between the human and 
spiritual realm. While slightly dif-
ferent, the meanings can be inferred 
through similar imagery present 
within Western media, such as 
churches and salt lines acting as 
barriers to ward off evil.  

 In order to determine whether 
these sentiments are shared by 
viewers with lesser knowledge on 
the subject, we conducted a survey 
amongst Nagoya University of For-
eign Studies (NUFS) students re-
garding religious beliefs and their 
connection to anime. When asked 
about which anime they watch with 
strong religious connections, the 
most common response was Ghibli’s 
Princess Mononoke (1997), followed 
by the currently popular Jujutsu 
Kaisen (Gege Akutami, 2018), as 
well as similar period dramas like 
Rurouni Kenshin (Nobuhiro Watsu-
ki, 1994) and Record of Ragnarok 
(Shinya Umemura, 2017). When 
asked if they think that religion is 
widely practiced in Japan, 75% of 
students responded “No.” This data 
reflects that even though it is not 
necessarily widely practiced, many 
viewers still enjoy watching anime 
with religious themes or references.  

 When asked how viewers learned 
about the history and iconography 
of Japanese religions, a majority 
responded that they learnt through 
school, meaning that many students 
have similar knowledge of Shinto 
and Buddhism. In regards to the 
accuracy of religious depictions in 
anime, one student says, “I think 
it’s accurate sometimes,” elaborat-
ing, “even though it might be differ-
ent from the textbooks, I think 
anime sometimes exaggerates 
[religious imagery] to make the sto-
ry more interesting!” This belief 
highlights a common perspective 
present within our survey data: the 
use of culturally significant ele-
ments and iconography to enhance 

the entertainment value and viewer 
relatability. When asked if they felt 
religions are featured in anime to 
increase the practice of faith in Ja-
pan, 87.5% of respondents answered 
“No”, reinforcing the idea that such 
symbolism is not generally inter-
preted as an expression of religious 
belief, but rather as a narrative and 
aesthetic device. 

 Utilising commonly known tropes 
and character traits present within 
famous religious stories or scenes 
allows viewers to easily understand 
a character’s narrative position and 
personality. In addition to this, 
some anime pay close attention to 
specific elements or practices within 
Japanese religion. For example, 
Dandadan (Tatsu Yukinobu, 2021) 
portrays many symbolic and literal 
representations of Shinto culture, 
such as the use of paper seals, torii 
gates, and various yokai such as 
Kasa-obake (umbrella monster) and 
Tsuchinoko (a type of snake yokai). 
While these representations are 
mostly faithful to their original de-
pictions, they remain a way to en-
hance and enrich the entertainment 
value of the story, with many of 
these elements being key parts of 
the narrative. Adding to this notion, 
Mr. Itozawa stated, “It is important 
to consider the accuracy of religious 
representations”, furthering, “For 
example, the religions shown in 
Golden Kamuy andYour Name are 
written with a lot of respect and 
research.” As stated by Mr. Itozawa, 
Makoto Shinkai’s works Your Name 
(2016) andWeathering With You 
(2019), Shinto and folkloric beliefs 
such as kami and musubi (the belief 
that all things are connected in 
fate) play crucial roles in developing 
the character’s personalities, ac-
tions, and relationships. In both 
films, characters’ interactions with 
shrines and religious objects allow 
them to draw strength from the 
power of these kami. Seeing this, 
writers can lead viewers to draw 
upon their existing knowledge of 
religious beliefs to create more 
grounded and engaging settings 
within a story.  

 Ultimately, the relationship be-
tween anime and Japanese religion 
focuses more on inspiration, as op-
posed to instruction. While Shinto 
and Buddhist imagery remain deep-
ly ingrained in many of Japan’s 
most influential and historical 
works, as well as daily life, these 
elements are used to enrich story-
telling, strengthen characterisation, 
and create distinct, visually and 
emotionally compelling stories, ra-
ther than promote religious practice 
itself. Through insight from the stu-
dents at AGU, as well as survey 
data of NUFS students, religious 
symbols in anime can be viewed as 
an accessible tool for viewers to en-
gage with. These symbols can be 
used to identify a character’s be-
liefs, personality, strength, and 
even more mysterious factors such 
as connection to fate. In this way, 
anime continues to serve as a bridge 
between modern and traditional 
Japanese culture and entertain-
ment, embracing the nation’s rich 
cultural heritage while still being 
engaging to global audiences. 
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Interview conducted with  
Aichi Gakuin University stu-
dents, Nisshin City, Aichi Pref. 

Q: If they are 
mistaken, 
should media 
producers 
receive de-
tailed expla-
nations from 
shrines and 
such before 
starting anime production? 

Q: Do you think media covers Japa-
nese religions to increase the number 

of believers in Japan?  

Q: Do you think that religion is 
widely practiced in Japan? 
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