The Educational System of an Empire
(2016)
by Hikaru Fujii
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 21 mins

Death by Hanging
(1968)
by Nagisa Oshima
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 118 mins

Death by Hanging by Isolde Standish

Nation-states retain the legal right to kill both through the imposition of the death penalty in criminal cases
and in war. Oshima Nagisa, in his dark satire, Death by Hanging, challenges the Japanese State’s legitimacy
to kill. Citing the results of a Ministry of Justice Survey carried out in June 1967 in which 71% of those
guestioned were in support of the death penalty, the film confronts the audience head-on with the
guestion: ‘Are you opposed to the abolition of the death penalty or do you support the abolition of the
death penalty?’ Drawing on a high-profile case involving a second generation Korean youth who was
arrested in 1958 and executed in 1962 for the murder and molestation of two Japanese high school girls,
Oshima creates a Brechtian farce that directly confronts the audience with the ‘reality’ of an execution.
Through the subsequent play within a film structure, the film proceeds to raise further questions; What is
the nation-state (kokutai)? What is the status of second-generation Koreans in Japan? Many of whom are
descended from forced labourers brought to Japan during the colonial period and World War II. And
finally: what kind of people are the Japanese?

One of the reasons this case attracted so much attention in Japan and won the accused considerable
support was due to letters he wrote while in prison. In these letters he attempted to come to some
intellectual understanding of his actions. These letters were eventually published in Japan under the title
Crime, Death and Love (Tsumi to shi to ai). As an articulate boy with a good academic record, he did not fit
the public profile of a criminal spawned from an impoverished Korean family. He thus not only challenged
popular racist stereotypes but opened up a debate in Japan on the nature of guilt and remorse. The film
critic Sato Tadao, in an article published in 1968, sets out the contextual issues surrounding Death by
Hanging, arguing that the starting point for Oshima was the question of ‘a sense of guilt’ (tsumi no ishiki),
that is the criminal’s consciousness of having transgressed a social limit. This is then juxtaposed with the
State’s power to authorise certain people to kill without a sense of guilt as in war or the execution of a
criminal. The argument continues that if people can kill legitimately in the name of the State without a
sense of guilt, then guilt is not an innate human characteristic, but culturally defined and learnt.



A similar structure of an improvised play within a film is adopted by Fujii Hikaru in the accompanying
experimental short film The Educational System of an Empire (2015). In this film, Fujii too questions state
authority through contested interpretations of historiography. This issue continues to haunt the
relationship between Japan and Korea and has recently been highlighted once again with the controversy
over the screening of the documentary film The Main Battleground of the Comfort Women Issue (Shusenjo
2019) and the demands of the mayor of Nagoya for the removal of a statue of a Korean ‘comfort woman’
from an exhibition which opened in Achi Prefecture in August 2019. Fujii can be seen as a contemporary
artist following in the traditions of Oshima and other filmmakers of his generation, including Imamura
Shohei, who confronted the post-war Japanese State through the medium of film with alternative
interpretations of recent history and definitions of what it is to be a Japanese.
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