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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

This thesis explores the cultural significance of the characters, aesthetics and 

values presented in Spirited Away with a special focus on Shinto and Japanese history in 

the 20th Century. 

The atrocities committed by Japan in beginning of the 20th Century have made the 

director, Hayao Miyazaki, ashamed to be Japanese, especially since his family was 

directly involved in the war industry of airplane building.  Spirited Away, more than any 

of Miyazaki’s other films, explores the themes of national and personal identity, memory 

and reconciliation with the past.  While Miyazaki wishes to inform the youth of Japan of 

“the richness of [its] traditions,” his method of root-seeking is ultimately a critical one.  A 

close analysis of two scenes and main characters reveal that some values of traditional 

Japan are venerated and revived, while others are rejected and abandoned.  Furthermore 

“traditional” Japan in Spirited Away is presented as ultimately interwoven with foreign 

cultures and contemporary Japan, warning against any unified view of history and any 

conception of Japan as culturally pure. 

 

       ______________________ 
       Professor Glenn R. Cuomo 
       Humanities 



 
 

Introduction 

Perhaps the most prominent philosophical problem in analyzing a Japanese 

film as a Western student is the degree to which a Western lens of critical theory in 

the Humanities is relevant to a work of art created outside its culture.  How much is 

relevant to the work itself and how much is over-privileging the Western canon?  On 

the one hand, film is perhaps the most international and transnational art form.  A 

mixture of nationalities of cast and crew is often at work during the production of any 

film.  Directors may have trouble finding funds for a project within their own country, 

but may find funding or distribution contracts with production companies abroad.  

Film festivals seek to bring world cinema to their own cities.  Online rental 

companies like Netflix make it easy for audiences to find cinema from around the 

world.  Finding foreign-language films that translated into multiple languages is also 

relatively easy.  Unlike two-dimensional artwork like painting, a viewer does not 

need to travel and attend museums or galleries abroad in order to experience the 

artwork; the film form can travel to them through the mail.  Unlike literature, which 

would rely entirely on its translator to transcend its meaning, the visual language of 

film – cinematography, art direction, composition, color, acting – does not require 

translation, leaving the viewer to experience a film more closely to its authentic 

intent, sans the approximations of translation.  Granted, dialogue still requires 

translating, and cultural barriers remain.  Having never lived in or studied a culture 

extensively, a viewer may misunderstand the meaning of the use of a color, of a 

certain gesture, a ritual, a familial concern or tradition, or silence.  Regional codes in 
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DVDs are a practical factor in limiting the amount of international film exchange.  

Independent filmmaking remains a tough business, and international cinema lies at 

the mercy of distribution contracts and film festival programmers, which are as well 

limited in time and resources.  The problem of fetishizing a culture can flourish as 

international audiences may be more interested in tales from abroad that dazzle rather 

than elucidate.  (Copies of Zhang Yimou’s  Hero and House of Flying Daggers 

featuring flying martial arts scenes in stunning colors can be found extensively 

throughout commercial DVD suppliers in the USA.  His film To Live, a more quiet, 

realistic portrait of a family living through the Cultural Revolution, is unfortunately 

overlooked by distributors.)  Having a balanced and varied exposure to any national 

cinema from an international perspective is indeed a challenge.  The comparative 

accessibility of international cinema, as handicapped as it stands, still makes it 

arguably the most traveled contemporary art form.  I take liberty in understanding 

Spirited Away through undoubtedly an unconscious Western lens, but attempt to keep 

true to the clearly Japanese symbolism abundant in this film.  To accomplish this feat, 

I will be analyzing this animation from a Japanese cultural standpoint as much 

possible.  Hence I will be discussing Spirited Away through the lens of modern 

Japanese history, social changes and religion. 

 

Spirited Away 

 As the Japanese title 千と千尋の神隠し (Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi) 

translates, Spirited Away is the story of a girl who is kamikakushi or “hidden by gods.”  

The story begins in the backseat of her parents’ car, where Chihiro looks on to the 
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passing landscape with boredom and reluctance.  Her parents are moving to a new town, 

which prepares the story metaphorically for a journey bringing about great change.  As 

they are looking for their new house, they come across torii gates (Shinto shrine gates) 

near a tree, and become lost on a pathway in the woods leading to a strange tunnel.  

Deciding to explore, they cross the tunnel and come across an abandoned theme park that 

probably “went down with the recession in the ‘90’s.”  After walking around, Chihiro’s 

parents follow their noses to find a giant banquet of food, which they start devouring 

despite Chihiro’s noisy reprimands.  Unable to convince her parents to abandon the food, 

Chihiro walks around the park and is greeted by a boy, who is alarmed by her presence 

and tells her to leave immediately.  Not understanding the situation, Chihiro runs back 

toward her parents, but to her great horror finds they have literally turned into pigs from 

eating so much food!  Terrified she dodges ghost-like creatures as she tries to escape 

back through the tunnel, but finds that a large body of water has replaced the field leading 

to the suburban human town. 

 This opening scene begins Chihiro’s adventure in the bathhouse world where she 

must learn to overcome many obstacles and adapt in order to save her parents and return 

to the human world.  Left alone by her caretakers, she must learn to survive without 

depending on them.  Luckily she finds she does not have to overcome the journey by 

herself entirely and makes friends along the way including Kamaji, the boiler room spider 

man, Lin, a feisty bathhouse worker, Haku, the boy who initially warned her to leave the 

bathhouse grounds before sunset, and Zeniba, Yubaba’s twin sister, who are all crucial to 

her success. 



 4 

 She eventually becomes employed by the bathhouse at the expense of her name.  

Chihiro becomes simplified to Sen, an alternate reading of the kanji “chi.” Her given 

name Chihiro translates to  “thousand wonder.”  She must remember her real name and 

identity in order to be able to return to the real world.  Her friend Haku helps her cherish 

her name, and toward the end of the film she returns the favor by remembering his given 

name and therefore restoring his ability to leave the bathhouse world as well. 

 Her life in the bathhouse world is stressful and sees both successes (in the episode 

of the famous River God) and great mistakes (letting No-Face enter the bathhouse).  She 

plunges into her work with effort and sincerity and tries her best to restore order in the 

bathhouse when she encounters disorder.  Her courageous effort and accepting nature 

gain her many friends and respect with the bathhouse workers. 

 After many obstacles she is eventually able to escape the bathhouse world with 

her parents.  Her final task is recognizing her parents in pig form within an entire group 

of pigs (that all look the same to the audience).  With newfound confidence and perhaps 

sensitivity toward identity, she is able to spot Yubaba’s trick and free the captives, 

including her parents from their porcine embodiment. 

 As Chihiro and her parents pass the tunnel once more on their way to the car, she 

clings to her mother’s arm in a parallel manner to the way she clung when they all first 

entered the tunnel.  These two parallel shots emphasize the change in Chihiro that has 

taken place in the bathhouse world.   While Chihiro first clung to her mother out of fear 

and needing protection, she now clings to her mother in order to protect her – an ultimate 

rite of passage in the development toward adulthood. 
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 Spirited Away was released in Japan in the summer of 2001.  It was released for 

the first time in the United States a year later at the San Francisco International Film 

Festival and was eventually distributed by Walt Disney Pictures.  It has since been 

awarded numerous titles including the Award of the Japanese Academy for “Best Film,” 

the American Academy Award for “Best Animated Feature” and the Golden Berlin Bear 

award among many other nominations and wins across film critic circles and film 

festivals. An important film at home, it has also gained wide international acceptance 

being distributed across continents. (IMDB) 

 In my thesis, I will explore the Shinto religion and give a survey of Japanese 20th 

Century history, as my analysis of Spirited Away is heavily drawn from aspects of 

Japanese history, religion and culture.  Then I will provide discussions of a few key 

characters of the bathhouse world, and discuss how their aesthetic presentation, 

personalities and roles within society are reflective of Shinto and other historical aspects 

of Japanese culture.  This chapter will be followed by a close analysis of two pivotal 

scenes in the film, the opening scene and the climactic “Train Scene” which further 

consider the themes of memory, spirituality, reverence to the past, creation of new values 

and Chihiro’s role in society.  The last chapter will attempt to bring these explorations to 

a conclusion about Miyazaki’s intent in making Spirited Away. 
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Introduction to Shinto 

Kurishimu mo tanoshimu mo kokoro no mochiyo.1 

Shinto is more prominent in Miyazaki’s Spirited Away than any other of his films, 

with the exception of My Neighbor Totoro (1988) in which the totoro themselves are 

made-up kami.  In a film that explores the relationship between a modern, modernizing 

Japan and the cultural values left behind by a more “traditional” Japan, including Shinto 

is not only important, it is necessary. 

 The most prevalent religions of Japan are Buddhism and Shinto, with Christianity 

being in the minority.2  Many Japanese consider themselves to belong to both religions, 

as Shinto and Buddhism are compatible to a large degree though emphasize different 

spiritual underlying philosophies and are different ritualistically.  While Buddhism was 

an import en route through China and Korea, Shinto had originated in Japan.  While 

Buddhism has enjoyed a sizeable following in the West, the Shinto tradition has not been 

equally internationally dispersed, with the exception of communities with a large 

Japanese immigrant populations.  Shinto is indeed very unique to Japan. 

 From the very beginnings of Shinto, shrines were primarily communal 

institutions, though a few shrines were connected to the Imperial family.  The shrines 

accepted donations from the central government, the nobility, feudal lords, and influential 

families, yet the authority of the priesthood was always respected.  During the Meiji 

Restoration, Shinto became the state religion and shrines were institutionalized under the 
                                                
1 “Both suffering and happiness depend on how we bear (carry, take firm hold of) our 
kokoro.” (Boyd and Tetsuya 3) 
2 84% observe both and Buddhist, other 16% (including Christian 0.7%).  CIA World 
Factbook 
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supervision of the national government.  Under this new law, the priests therefore became 

public officials.  There was strict government supervision of shrines, yet it mostly applied 

to the kankoku-heisha, or the 224 shrines most closely associated with the government.  

This supervision was not omnipotent as the priests of the particular shrines did have the 

final say to administrative and ritual oversight such as personnel, property, rites, and 

festivals.  During this time, three national organizations of “Shrine Shinto” formed: the 

Jingi Kai (“National Association of Shrine Priests”), Koten Kokyusho (“Research 

Institute for the Japanese Classics”) and Jingu Hosai Kai (“Grand Shrine Supporters 

Association”).  This era of Shinto was in place for approximately seventy years from the 

Meiji Restoration to the end of WWII.  On December 15th 1945, the Supreme 

Commander of the Allied Occupation issued the Shinto Directive, which disestablished 

shrines as partaking in state affairs and turning them into private institutions.  Priests 

were no longer government officials, but rather private individuals.  “The pertinent 

section of the Directive prohibited forthwith the ‘sponsorship, support, perpetuation, 

control and dissemination of Shinto’ by any government agency or employee acting in an 

official capacity, but it contained no provisions regarding any subsequent reorganization 

of the shrines...” (Ono 17)   The shrines were therefore left stranded without recognized 

leadership or connections.  On February 3rd 1946, a new Shinto association was 

developed named the Jinja Honcho, or “Association of Shinto Shrines.”  Taking 

leadership in re-stabilizing Shinto organizations, it had invited local shrines from all over 

Japan to join, but only few had agreed.  About one thousand shrines remained 

independent, and two-hundred-fifty others formed their own smaller conglomerations.  
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The Shrines had succeeded fairly well in maintaining their unity after WWII, despite the 

profound changes since the Meiji Restoration.  (Ono 15-19) 

At the heart of the tradition lie the Kami.  The name is derived from the Chinese 

“shin” which means divine being and “tao” which means way, translating to the “way of 

the kami.”   “No doubt it would be a mistake to suppose that kami covered the same 

range of conceptions as ‘god’; but even if we take it to mean only something superior, 

something with special qualities of good or evil, its frequent use shows that to the early 

Japanese the visible and the invisible world were peopled with powerful influences.” 

(Sansom 25)  Critics Boyd and Tetsuya explore a different meaning for the world of 

Shinto as it  

understands the whole of life, including both humans and nature, as 
creative and life giving.  A generative, immanent force (musubi; ki; kami-
nature) harmoniously pervades the whole phenomenal world.  This 
creative process is a continual, ongoing one, and is neither arbitrary nor 
deterministic.  Unusual or ‘superior’ manifestations of this generative, 
vital power, called kami, can be experienced as possessing an awesome 
presence and potency.  All phenomena are candidates for this designation, 
e.g. the sun, moon, mountains, rivers, fields, seas, rain, wind, plants and 
animals, or great persons, heroes or leaders.  However, to experience the 
kami presence of any one of these aspects of nature requires an 
aesthetically pure and cheerful heart/mind (kokoro), and emotional, mental 
and volitional condition that is not easily attained. (3) 

 
 The unique case to Shinto as a religion is the attention paid to ritual purity.  

Things which are offensive to the gods were called by the early Japanese tsumi, a word 

which is now rendered by dictionaries as ‘guilt’ or ‘sin.’  “Chief among the offences to be 

avoided was uncleanness.  It might arise in many ways, none of which necessarily 

involved what in other religions would be moral guilt.  Uncleanness of the person, from 

mere dirt, was scrupulously avoided…” (Sansom 51) 
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Unlike Western religions, there is no absolute deity that is the creator and ruler of 

all, though Amaterasu is viewed as the most eminent kami.  When state Shinto is 

instituted during the Meiji Restoration, the divine will of the emperor comes from the 

belief that he is the direct descendant of Amaterasu.  This belief becomes problematic, as 

the Sun-Goddess herself, “unrivaled in dignity,” does not have absolute control over the 

Heavens, and certainly not of land and water. (Aston 123)  Portraying an emperor as 

having absolute clarity of judgment and divine control descended onto him by Amaterasu 

is inherently problematic as it is antithetical to the Sun-Goddess’ range of power.  To 

further illustrate the characteristics of some nature deities, take into consideration 

Amaterasu, her brother Susa no wo (the Mood-God) and Ukemochi (the Food-Goddess). 

(Aston 123, 136, 160)  They are highly anthropomorphized and have personalities and 

personal dramas similar to that of Greco-Roman gods.  This deity concept is very 

different from Judeo-Christian concept of God. Not all kami have names and are 

anthropomorphized, like the ones mentioned above.  Some kami represent a type of 

object or phenomenon, such as tree kami, river kami, and echo kami.  Others are even 

more abstract, representing phenomena like growth. 

Another sizeable difference between Shinto and Western religions is the lack of 

an authoritative text.  There are many texts in which Shinto is mentioned, including the 

Kojiki or “Record of Ancient Matters” which is Japan’s oldest historical record dated 712 

BCE.  The Nihongi (“Chronicles of Japan”) appeared eight years later and was actually 

written in Chinese.  These two texts are highly regarded by Shintoists, but the Kujiki 

(“Chronicles of Ancient Events”), Kogoshui (“Gleanings from Ancient Stories”) and 

Engi Shiki (“”Detailed Laws of the Engi Period”) are also important primary material on 
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Shinto.  It is important to note that these texts are not prescriptive of the kami faith as the 

Bible would be to Christianity, but rather they are historical records which embody the 

kami mythology and history.  Because of the lack of one religious authoritative text, it is 

often difficult to write about Shinto as one cohesive, theologically contained religion.  

The lack of consistency may not be a problem for the average practitioner, as it is said 

that the Japanese are “aware of the kami intuitively at the depth of their consciousness 

and communicate with the kami directly without having formed the kami-idea 

conceptually or theologically.” (Ono 8-10)  

Lacking an authoritative text, Shinto does not have a set code of ethics, and 

impurity or sin is largely relative and takes into consideration circumstance and intent.  It 

does have a body of prohibitions and rituals that fall under the category of morality and 

ceremonial purity like other religions.  (Aston 241)  Generally speaking, the right conduct 

falls into three categories of motives: first, “selfish prudence,” followed by “altruism, in 

the various forms of domestic affection, sympathy with others and respect for their rights, 

public spirit, patriotism and philanthropy,” and lastly the “love of God.”  Conduct which 

does not respect the above-mentioned motives is classified as folly for opposing 

prudence, crime for opposing morality and sin for opposing holiness.  Refraining from 

excessive eating and drinking would fall into the first category of prudence.  The care of 

children and restraint from theft, murder or adultery are a matter of altruism.  The love of 

God would be demonstrated by direct worship and abstinence from impiety and 

blasphemy.  (Aston 241-242)  By contrast the “Kojiki speaks of a case of homocide being 

followed by a purification of the actor in it.  But the homocide is represented as 

justifiable, and the offence was therefore not so much moral as ritual.” (243)  Shinto is 
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said to provide no strict moral code, rather relying on intuitive conscience for ethical 

guidance.  This comparatively fluid attitude to right and wrong does not mean that there 

was little sanction for wrongdoings.  Theft, robbery, rebellion and failure to pay taxes are 

condemned in texts as old as the Nihongi. 

General morality in Shinto was derived from acts that pleased and displeased the 

kami.  As mentioned earlier, the displeasing acts were called tsumi (guilt) and the 

avoidance of tsumi was called imi (avoidance).  Tsumi generally comprised of 

uncleanliness, sin or crime, and calamity.  Aston makes the claim that the difference 

between ceremonial impurity and moral guilt was probably not distinguished in ancient 

Japan.  Furthermore, calamity was seen as a sign of displeasure to the gods, whether the 

source of the calamity was known or unknown. (248)  As the religion has developed, 

uncleanness has held far more importance in Shinto than moral guilt.  Dirt itself is seen as 

disrespectful to the gods.  Impurity as the ultimate misconduct of Shinto morality fits 

well with the setting of Spirited Away, which is contextualized within a bathhouse - a 

place for purification.  Though not strictly religious or ritualistic, the bathhouse does 

share at the foundation a great respect for cleansing. 

During the Meiji Era, Shinto was redefined as the state religion, and any 

connections with Buddhism were disentangled in the late 19th Century.  The military then 

in the 1930’s used the precedent grounded on Meiji adjustments to justify their military 

propaganda as interpreting the wish of the emperor, which was then the direct wish of the 

kami.  In an essay written about Post-War Shinto in 1945, Holtom points out: 

There is not a single governmental sanctuary in all of State Shinto where 
the living emperor is enshrined and supplicated as god.  The enshrinement 
of an emperor never takes place during his lifetime.  Furthermore, it is a 
remarkable fact that the spirits of relatively few of the long line of one 
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hundred and twenty-three deceased rulers are honored with ceremonies at 
the public shrines of Shinto.  In all the hundreds of large shrines of 
national importance only seventeen different emperors and three 
empresses are worshipped.  Even so, the worship of fully half of the 
emperors thus honored had its historical origin in Buddhist compassion for 
rulers who had been deposed, banished or murdered by their subjects. […] 
All this points to the fact that emperor worship in the proper sense of the 
term is largely the creation of reactionary Japanese governments in the 
modern period.  It has shallow roots in the national history.  (31) 

 
Since the later part of the 19th Century and the earlier part of the 20th 

Century, Shinto has been tainted by its political applications.  This aspect of 

Shinto is a bit troublesome in Spirited Away, as it is not addressed explicitly or 

metaphorically.  Certainly the bathhouse world, ruled by Yubaba, has a very 

strong political system and trickle of power and command.  There is nothing 

necessarily Shinto about Yubaba’s reign and there are no mentions of her rule 

being attributed to divine will.  Though the origins of the sorceress sisters and the 

bathhouse workers are unknown, Yubaba is probably not a kami herself as she 

runs a business that ultimately services the kami. 

She gains her power from magic, and magic is largely treated unevenly 

throughout Shinto texts.  There are texts like the Oho-harari  which includes the 

practice of magic as one of the offences against the gods.  (Aston 337)  She uses a 

mixture of psychological manipulation based on identity loss, direct command, 

magic and fear to contain the bathhouse world to her dictatorship.  While parallels 

may be drawn to military tactics in the early 20th Century, her rule without the 

validation of a greater spiritual source is more akin to feudalistic rule rather than 

modern military propaganda.  The problem of patrilineal rule, in both Shinto 

priesthood and Japanese Emperorship, may be illustrated through the  problematic 
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existence of twins, whom are both women no less.  Yubaba and Zeniba do not 

speak of a brother, which of them if any would continue to rule their family reign? 

The setup of the story of Chihiro relies heavily on Shinto folklore.  Her journey to 

the bathhouse may be relatable to Westerners as the dream-stories of Alice in 

Wonderland or The Wizard of Oz, however in Japanese folklore it was a common belief 

that persons may disappear for days taken by kami – kami kakushi ni au in Japanese - or 

to experience kami-kakushi, means to be hidden by the kami.  (Sadler 219) The person 

may not remember what had happened, but their journey often involved a change within 

them.  “To benefit from the kami presences that inhabit such a place, something special is 

required: one must be sensitized to their presence.  This can occur if one experientially 

moves from the mundane and everyday world, into a liminal realm.” (Sansom 5)  The 

anthropologist Komatsu Kazuhiko writes that kamikakushi is a verdict of “social death” 

in this world and coming back to this world from kamikakushi meant “social 

resurrection” which can describe Chihiro’s growth in character from the moment of 

entering into the liminal bathhouse world as a “new social being” and her “resurrection” 

upon her return.  He adds “the truth of kamikakushi could have been a runaway disliking 

a village, longing for urban city or elopement.  The realm of kamikakushi conveniently 

situates a runaway in the realm of deity.” (Reider 5)  As the Tono Tales illustrate, people 

with mental illnesses were sometimes explained as kamikakushi, akin to being possessed.  

(Sadler 219) 

There are great differences between the kamikakushi of Chihiro, and the more 

common kamikakushi tales.  Usually the persons wandering into kamikakushi are women, 

sometimes young, like Chihiro, but they may also be men.  The folklore states that if 
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women who have disappeared are seen again, they often recount tales of being captured 

by powerful, sometimes mystical men who force them to become their wives and bear 

them children, which they later consume.  They often also express a Stockholm-like 

syndrome of remaining loyal to their husbands despite the overall terror of the situation 

and the possibility for escape. 

Luckily, Chihiro does not suffer the gruesome fate of these folklore women, 

though elements of the original kamikakushi tales can be discerned.  While not to a man, 

Chihiro does become enslaved to Yubaba and the bathhouse world.  Yubaba reins her by 

stealing the kanji in her original name, which slowly turns into the loss of identity 

(luckily, she is reminded of her name by Haku and warned not to lose her sense of self).  

There may be a parallel to more traditional tales of kamikushi in which victims of 

kamikakushi may not feel able to return to their towns because they have been so far 

removed in their role, and therefore identity, to society during their disappearance.  

Overall, the use of kamikakushi is typical of Miyazaki’s collage storytelling style in 

which he updates or reinvents traditional folklore.  It also helps to set the context of the 

story as looking into the cultural roots of the past. 
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Survey of Japan in the 20th Century 

After China’s opening with the Western world for trade following the Nanking 

Treaty of 1842, the United States had a special interest in Japan as it was in the 

crossroads between China and California.  Many American whalers also hunted in the 

waters of the North Pacific which would have made Japan a good place to obtain needed 

supplies to American ships.  (Karan 61)  Eleven years later Matthew C. Perry arrived in 

Tokyo Bay to deliver a letter requesting foreign trade to the representative of the 

emperor.  He returned in February 1854, and within a month the Treaty of Kanagawa, 

later known as the Treaty of Yokohama, opened two ports to shipwrecked American 

sailors and American trade. 

 Being impressed by the technological advances of the Americans, many Japanese 

thought “Japan needed to modernize to remain independent.”  In 1868 leaders from 

Satsuma and Choshu seized the Imperial Palace in Kyoto bringing the end of the two and 

a half century Tokugawa shogunate.  Reorganization of the government began during the 

Meiji Restoration, shaping it along the lines of modern Western example.  The business 

methods were patterned from the United States, the legal system after the French, and the 

navy after the British.  “But it was Bismarck’s Germany that impressed the Japanese 

most.  They built a military machine and an authoritarian government and education 

system on the model of the German empire.” (Karan 62)   

Five important factors shaped the development and spatial integration of Japan: 

water management and river and flood control, road construction and maintenance, 

harbor construction and maintenance, railway construction, and city and regional 
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planning.  (Karan 62-63)  In 1894 Japan attacked China, later annexing Taiwan and 

Korea.  In 1904 it attacked Russia and defeated it on land and sea, taking the southern 

half of Sakhalin Island and Russia’s railroad and port concessions in south Manchuria.  

These events made Japan an increasingly powerful force in Eastern Asia.  In March 1919 

Japanese troops brutally suppressed the March First movement or the Samil 

Independence Movement which demanded the independence of Korea.   Emperor Taisho, 

son of one of Emperor Meiji’s concubines, was later succeeded in 1926 by Hirohito – 

Emperor Showa (which meant enlightenment and harmony).  Like his father he did not 

involve himself in the development of Japan, “largely because of his ill health.” (Karan 

63) 

The 1920’s in Japan saw a political trend toward a diversity of thought and power.  

The main actors vying for power were the military, the zaibatsu, which were big family 

owned corporations and liberal intellectuals in the cities.  In urban areas, engagement 

with politics was growing and new middle class, white-collar liberal trends were palpable 

in the Diet.  Urban workers began mobilizing and unions tripled in number of members, 

yet the peasantry, who still accounted for a majority of the population was far removed 

from the political atmosphere of the city.  (Reischauer 150-3) 

 An urban popular culture revolution began in Japan, with its own counterpart to 

American flappers – moga, a contraction of the English words “modern girl” and mobo 

for modern boy.  City life became alive with cafes, beer joints and film theaters often 

showing Hollywood flicks or Japanese films made in the Hollywood style.  There was an 

increase in higher education sought by men in urban environments, and a literature 

movement was budding as well.  There was a greater demand for marriages based on love 
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instead of arrangement for all classes.  (155-156)  The peasantry again was far removed 

from this new way of urban life, and being more conservative they looked down upon 

this bourgeois lifestyle. During this same time, ultra nationalistic secret societies started 

forming. (157) 

 The military began gaining support within the peasantry.  While urban workers 

had unions and influence within the middle class liberal sphere, the needs of peasants 

were underrepresented by big business and the liberal intellectuals of the cities who 

mostly viewed farmers as backwards.  While peasant affairs were ignored in cities, the 

military began developing a paternalistic relationship with peasantry.  Most boys who 

joined the military came from peasant families.  For the difficult downtrodden life that 

was being a farmer, life in the army was viewed as a glorious alternative.  It is important 

to note that boys joined the army at the age of 14 and hence received a special military 

education instead of the universal education offered to other children.  This indoctrination 

of soldiers from a very young age, combined with familial ties led to a mutually 

reinforcing relationship between peasants and the military that was important in the 

legitimization of the militaristic state that followed.  (160-162) 

 As the Great Depression settled in the late 1920’s, there was a growing 

dissatisfaction with the Western economic and political model, which now appeared 

vulnerable.  As protective tariffs around the world were being put into place, Japan’s 

exporting economy suffered greatly.  Furthermore, Japan depended on other lands, 

especially around East Asia for raw materials.  The military saw a growing need to begin 

colonial expansion to win the needed raw materials and stabilize the market.  In 1925 the 

Peace Preservation Law was passed by the Diet limiting free speech and free political 
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action.  In the wake of the beginning of political assassinations by extremists, 

parliamentarians had failed to take drastic measures or stand firm against the military as it 

was growing.  (Reischauer 163-4) 

In 1931 the military began an invasion of Manchuria dubbed the “Manchurian 

Incident” without the approval or knowledge of the civil government.  They seized the 

surrounding portions of Shanghai and in early 1932 Manchuria had been made into the 

“puppet state” of Manchukuo.  (Reischauer 170)  Meanwhile at home, the head of the 

majority party, Premier Inukai (of the Seiuyukai Party) was assassinated.  The army 

demanded the end of party Cabinets.  A new “National Government” was installed in 

which the “compromise Cabinet” was to be made of a balance of professional 

bureaucrats, contingents from other political parties and the armed forces.  The military 

then refused to recognize the power of the Diet over the new Cabinet.  (Reischauer 173)   

An undefined state of “national crisis” was concocted to make war seem imminent, and 

citizens were encouraged indulge in prejudices against foreigners and see them as 

potential spies. 

Whether they won elections or not, the parliamentarians were gradually losing 

control of government.  In December 1926, the Prince Regent Taisho became Emperor 

Showa.  He was interpreted as a moderate, growing up during a period of democratic 

growth in Japan, well traveled in the West and with an interest in marine biology.  

Despite conscious efforts to dissuade the military from further war, especially with the 

West, his views meant very little to the militaristic machine.  At the same time, the 

military was using the emperor as a puppet, claiming to be carrying out his divine will 

and gaining justification from a portion of the public who had been indoctrinated into 
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blind loyalty to the emperor.  (Reischauer 182-183) There has been great debate in the 

last half century on Hirohito’s role as mastermind or puppet behind Japan’s militaristic 

regime. A more contemporary biography of Emperor Hirohito by Herbert P. Bix (2000) 

looks at official records, diaries and memoirs and provides evidence of Hirohito’s 

involvement in invasion missions in East Asia, as well as approval of the attack on Pearl 

Harbor.  (Karan 65)  

In February 1936 the voting public in the general elections endorsed liberal 

candidates, showing both their political leanings but also their desire for the previous 

parliamentary as opposed to military model.  Within the same month however, the 

military assassinated many statesmen, including Admiral Saito, who was a close advisor 

to the Emperor and the “compromise candidate” to succeed Inukai.  Voicing opposition 

to the military was becoming dangerous as civilians were thrown in jail and politicians 

were murdered.  The zaibatsu were at first afraid of the risks and expense of war, though 

they began turning to the military as colonial ventures became economically successful.  

“Japan appeared to be taking the first steps toward a curious sort of state socialism, born 

of zaibatsu capitalism, and sired by militaristic authoritarianism.” (Reischauer 180) 

In 1937 the army in China advanced and captured Peking, dubbed at home once 

more as the Peking “incident.”  The massacre of Nanjing took place briefly afterward, as 

300,000 civilians were robbed, slaughtered or raped after the capital was already 

captured.  Growing tensions in Europe sensitized the US to the happenings in East Asia, 

and the US advanced from verbal protests and non-recognition of Japan’s conquests to 

economic sanctions.  With the help of the English and the Dutch, Japan was cut off from 

its iron and oil supply, a needed amenity for a war machine. 
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As Japan was increasingly economically spent from the new economic sanctions 

and the war in China, two options seemed to present themselves.  The economically 

minded model was to withdraw from Manchuria, which would regain international trust 

and ease the economy.  This model however meant that the new wave of colonial 

expansion was a mistake on the military’s part.  Losing face would mean a shift in 

sympathy toward big business and the zaibatsu, and hence losing power in Japan.  The 

other more pertinent choice was to break the economic blockade imposed by the West, so 

in December 1941 Japan declared war on the United States by attacking Pearl Harbor.  

(Reischauer 180-6) 

The Americans afterward rebuilt their navy quickly and by the summer of 1942, 

they stopped the advance of the Japanese at Midway and Guadacanal and in 1943 they 

took the offensive.  The US later cut lifelines of Japan to Southeast Asia, recaptured the 

Philippines and seized Okinawa, the main island in the Ryukyu chain.  The Japanese 

however “fought with a fanaticism born of long indoctrination.” (Reischauer 198)  The 

growing disasters of the war had come to discredit the instrument of the military in the 

homeland.  The two atom bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki gave the 

military very little choice.  The Emperor and militarists accepted the “unconditional 

surrender” formula issued by the US, China and Great Britain in Potsdam on July 26.  

The war came to an abrupt end as the Emperor himself announced the surrender on 

Japanese radio.  (Reischauer 190-200) 

The Allied Occupation of Japan then began with the arrival of General Douglas 

MacArthur on September 2nd 1945 and lasted six years until April 28th 1952.  There was 

very little resistance to the Occupation as the complete disaster of the former leaders 
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brought about deep disillusionment within the Japanese public.  Interestingly, the average 

Japanese thought that he or she had been wrong in the war, but only because the 

government had misled the public.  Very few Japanese felt personal guilt for the war.  

Under the Occupation, Japan was to dissolve its military, pay reparations for the war and 

be deprived of the Emperor.  (Reischauer 205)  Japan was also to receive aid and 

guidance in building a democratic, economically stable model.  There was a purging of 

military officers, Diet members, high-ranking bureaucrats, businessmen and intellectuals 

believed to have been associated with perpetuating prior aggression.  There was an 

almost complete turnover of all top positions, which averaged to about 200,000 men.  

War crime trials were established to try those suspected of war crimes; of those 

convicted, some were hanged, some were imprisoned for life and others were barred from 

their position. 

A new constitution was drafted in 1946 by the Japanese government with advice 

and pressure from Occupation authorities.  The Potsdam Proclamation claimed that the 

new Japanese government established needed to be in accordance with the Japanese 

people.  Disestablishing the Emperor was seen as too drastic of a move for a people so 

deeply connected to its role, so a decision was made to keep the Emperor intact yet only 

as a symbol.  (This move was not so completely revolutionary as the two prior emperors 

had little power and acted on advice of advisors.)  The Diet was established as the highest 

organ of power, and as the sole law-making body.  The Prime Minister should be chosen 

by the Diet from its own members.  The Cabinet, which had taken control during the mid 

1930’s, was defined as the executive committee of the Diet.  It was to be forced to resign 

in the case of a vote of no confidence by the House of Representatives. These new roles 



 22 

of the Emperor, Diet and Cabinet restored a system of party government based on 

parliamentary majority.  A House of Councillors, which included women, was 

established as well with 250 councillors serving 6-year terms.  An independent judiciary 

system with a Supreme Court was installed.  There was an overall attempt to strengthen 

local government, which increased its powers for taxation and legislation. (Reischauer 

213-219) 

The Japanese people were recognized as the “locus of sovereignty.” The rights 

defined in the new constitution included “the right to receive equal education,” “the right 

and the obligation to work,” “the right of workers to organize and bargain collectively,” 

“academic freedom,” and equality of the sexes in marriage. (Rieschauer 218)  Women 

were furthermore granted full legal equality and equal educational opportunities with 

men.  Laws that gave authority to family heads were abolished. (Reischauer 221) 

Educational reform was envisioned to extend, equalize, and liberalize education.  

Textbooks were revised to eliminate militaristic propaganda, and ethics courses were 

traded in for social sciences.  The compulsory schooling was raised from 6 to 9 years, 

though most children were attending school for a much longer period of time.  The model 

was taken after the US, and while some say it created “uninhibited students” many 

Japanese felt the quality of education overall suffered. 

Another big change of the Occupation was the spreading of the zaibatsu’s 

concentration of wealth.  Chief executives of zaibatsu were purged, assets were frozen, 

bulks of holdings were taken over by the government, and inheritance taxes and 

graduated income policies were imposed to complicate the accumulation of wealth.  In 
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the rural areas, absentee land ownership was abolished, further spreading the resources of 

land.  (Reischauer 219-22) 

As the Cold War chill crept across the Pacific, it became obvious that Japan was a 

primary battlefield for the US due to its location near Russia and China.  At the same 

time its chief markets in Asia had dissolved due to economic decline from civil war and 

the Cold War.  Economic recovery then became a major objective in Japan, and some 

more conservative measures were taken, including restricting the labor unions that were 

put into place in the earlier part of the Occupation.  Criticism of general American 

policies in Japan grew, as did the criticism of luxuries of the American conquerors at the 

expense of the Japanese people.  It became clear that “What was needed was more 

initiative and experience in democratic practices on the part of the Japanese, not more 

outside direction.”  (226) 

By 1947 the US wanted to bring an end to the Occupation and build a peace 

treaty.  Treaty efforts were stalled by the Soviet Union’s insistence that peace terms 

should be decided on the terms of the Great Powers, not just the US.  Not wanting to see 

a democratic program flourish in a nearby country, the Soviet Union would have used its 

power to veto the peace treaty.  

When the Communist regime of North Korean invaded its southern neighbor on 

June 25th 1950, attention in the US was diverted away from domestic issues in Japan and 

toward military developments in Korea.  The Korean War hastened the decision to turn 

power back to the Japanese.  The peace treaty with Japan was signed anyway on April 

28th 1952 by forty-eight nations, but not by Russia or China.  The treaty contained Japan 

to the main islands of Honshu, Kyushu, Shinkoku, and Hokkaido.  (227-229) It officially 
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ended the American occupation in Japan, yet its economic ties were not as easily 

disentangled.  As Japan’s imports exceeded its exports, its economy was still heavily 

dependent on the US.  Furthermore, a security pact was made with the US for the 

continuation of American bases in Japan.  The public was sharply divided on this issue of 

armament.  Furthermore the American army had greatly increased its purchases of goods 

and services in Japan strengthening the Japanese market.  (228-231) 

Japan’ economy and urban areas were devastated after the war.  About half of 

urban housing was destroyed by air raids, and Tokyo’s population decreased by more 

than half.  Urban industry was demolished, and marine merchants, which had been at the 

heart of Japanese prewar culture and economy had disappeared.  Agriculture had 

maintained itself better than any other industry during the war, yet it could not feed 

Japan’s rapidly growing population even in the most fruitful of seasons.  The urban 

dwellers were hit the hardest, trading whatever was left of their positions to obtain food 

from long trips to the country side.  Some attempted to grow their own food on whatever 

urban scraps of land they could find, but the average urban dweller lived in a state of 

semi-starvation.  Meanwhile, inflation was abound, and the yen fell to less than one-

hundredth of its prewar value while the black market, primarily dominated by Koreans 

flourished.  (Around 600,000 Koreans forced into labor during the Fifteen Years War had 

decided to remain in Japan.)   “The Japanese however, long accustomed to restoring the 

natural devastations of earthquakes and typhoons, threw themselves with characteristic 

determination and vigor into the work of restoring their country from the greater man-

made holocaust of war.”  (233-235) 
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New industry was built in textiles and steel, and a new surge in shipbuilding, 

electronics and photographic equipment began that succeeded internationally.  The GNP 

of Japan right after the war in 1946 was a dismal 1.3 billion USD, growing to 10.9 billion 

in 1950, 15.1 billion in 1951 (due to the Korean War) and finally by 1962 it had jumped 

to 53.6 billion (or 44.8 billion in 1951 value).  As business was focused on urban 

industry, there was rapid urbanization of Japan’s population.  The farmer labor force had 

been reduced from 41% to 29%, or from 17 million to 13 million farmers.  (236-238) 

In the post-war years, “it was clear that Japan, dependent as it is on large-scale 

trade for its very existence, would henceforth have to be a champion of world peace and 

international trade.” (Reischauer 232)  The “economic miracle” was attributable to the 

determination, organizational skills and high levels of education of the Japanese, 

combined with high technological advances.  (241)  There was still a dependence on the 

outside world for soybeans, wheat, other cereals, raw materials such as cotton, wool, 

rubber, and minerals and oil (which had replaced coal as the new major power source).   

To combat the large amount of imports that Japan’s economy is based on, Japan must 

export heavily.   

Running on a very narrow margin, Japan has constantly been on the edge 
of balance of payments problems.  Too rapid a rate of domestic growth so 
stimulates or “overheats” the economy that imports and domestic 
consumption rise more rapidly than exports, necessitating a belt-tightening 
operation to cut down on domestic investment and imports and to 
maximize exports.  Such crises were faced, periodically in 1953, 1957, 
and again in 1961. (Reischauer 240) 
 

 With this new economic development unfortunately also came an imbalance of 

private and public sectors, as housing, schools, roads, and harbor facilities fell behind 

during the 1960’s.  (238)  The overcrowded urban areas produced typical problems of 
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urbanization such as juvenile delinquency, low water supplies and inadequate sewage 

disposal.  (246)  On the other hand, other standards of living were rising, and by the 

1960’s Japan had the highest number of students attending college next to the United 

States and Israel.  (244)  The arts, intellectual and literary life was flourishing once more 

by the 1960’s.  General affluence brought the possibilities for a developing nightlife, but 

also a new strand of consumerism for entertainment and comfort items, such as cars, 

washing machines and electric refrigerators.  (247) 

 An array of political parties emerged post-war.  The four main parties were the 

Liberals, Democrats, Socialists and Communists.  The Liberals had a lead with Yoshida 

Shigeru, a former diplomat at the head.  Measures of decentralization taken during the 

Occupation were reversed, and some men who had previously been purged from office 

had been retuned to their position.  Attention was given to remove the extreme left or 

Communists from office.  (Beasely 254-255)  Under Article IX of the Constitution, Japan 

had to give up war and promise not to maintain land, sea and air forces.  (Reischauer 252-

3)  Under a liberal interpretation of Article IX, the National Police Reserve became the 

“Self Defense Force” in 1954. The Self Defense Force is not a regular standing army, at 

least in name, but is rather efficient, large and well equipped. (Beasley 255)  Yoshida’s 

changes cause controversy in Japan, as the memory of nuclear war was fresh in the minds 

of Japanese.  There is enough opposition in the country to bring his resignation in 1954.  

 Business leaders propose plans to bring Liberals and Democrats together to form 

an “all-embracing conservative party.”   The LDP (Liberal Democratic Party) party was 

then formed to gain power over a multitude of parties and to keep the socialists in check.  

The LDP has been in power since, except for a brief respite in the 1990’s.  The LDP’s 
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success rested on central bureaucracy acting as experts, advisers, and executives which 

were later recruited into the party, favoring economic growth, and unity and loyalty to the 

LDP itself.  The party sought not broad membership, but rather the cultivation of 

influential people.  (Beasely 256) 

 In the 1980’s Japan had become the world’s second strongest industrial economy,  

Its exports of steel and automobiles were greater than those of the US, and it began 

business as an international creditor.  There was direct investment and factories 

established overseas.  The yen strengthened, but this became a disadvantage in the long 

run as it cut Japanese competitiveness.  (261) Its dependence on oil brought the “oil 

shocks” of 1973, 1979 and 1980, where Arab oil producers sharply increased the price of 

oil.  These oil shocks put a dent in Japanese prosperity, and annual growth rates 

decreased by 5%.  Though Japan recovered more thoroughly than other nations, growth 

was never returned to the rate of the 1960’s.  (259)  In the 1990’s Japan underwent a 

recession caused by growing rigidity in business structure, major financial 

miscalculations, and fierce competition from the Asian “tiger” economies.  The LDP, 

which took credit for the “economic miracle” began to shrink.  Now that the Cold War 

was over, suspicion of Communism had heavily decreased.  The LDP was restored to the 

Cabinet however, and is now the currently ruling party.  (Beasely 257) 

I’ve chosen to focus a big part of my thesis on the uncovering of Japanese history 

because it helps to explain Miyazaki’s quote regarding Spirited Away: “Surrounded by 

high technology and its flimsy devices, children are more and more losing their roots.  

We must inform them of the richness of our traditions.” – Hayao Miyazaki (Reider 4)  

Reischauer elucidates the problem of generational loss of roots as he explains: 
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Differences in attitudes by generation are marked enough in the West, but 
they are vastly greater in Japan.  A youth coming to his majority in the 
1960’s, his father who reached maturity in the war years, and his 
grandfather who graduated from the university in the early 1920’s are 
products, not just of different generations, but of different worlds.  Their 
experiences and the outlooks these have produced are so dissimilar that 
the different generations hardly speak the same language.  (Reischauer 
248-9) 
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The Duality of Characters 

Haku: 

Haku’s given name is Nigihayami Kohakunushi.  By description he appears to be 

a kami himself, belonging to the class of river gods.  The river gods have no individual 

names in myth; they are classes of gods rather than individual gods or property gods.  

Haku appropriates the name of the river itself, the Kohaku River.  The river gods are 

generally called midzu-chi or “water-father,” and they are usually described as “an animal 

of the dragon species with four legs,” the exact depiction of Haku’s dragon persona.  

It is easy to understand how a river, with its sinuous course and its 
mysterious movement without legs, should come to be thought of as a 
great serpent, especially if we remember the aquatic habits of the ophidia.  
Rivers have their favourable and their maleficent aspects.  On the one had 
they furnish water for irrigation, and on the other they cause destruction 
and loss of life by their floods, metaphorically expressed by the serpent’s 
poison. (Aston, 150)   

 
We must remember that in philosophy, the kami are the objects themselves, not 

the spirits that are contained within the objects.  Therefore if the Haku River had dried, 

then the character of Haku should have vanished.  He remains in our film in human and 

dragon form, but the loss of his identity is probably metaphorical to the loss of the river. 

Perhaps the cessation of the river also bans him to his other forms – that of dragon and 

that of man, but it is unexplained where he derived his anthropomorphic form.  Like the 

common river gods, Haku himself has a sinister side.  He works for Yubaba and is 

claimed by other characters to be guilty of carrying out her “dirty work.”  He also 

enslaves himself in the bathhouse in order to learn magic from Yubaba, and in the 
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process forgets his own identity.  Though he appears at first to guide and protect Chihiro, 

his dual nature make him elusive and untrustworthy on second glance. 

The full name he forgets is Nigihayami kohakunushi.  The shortened version as it 

appears in the bathhouse is simply “Haku” meaning “white” which refers to the white 

dragon form he manifests into.  Critic Tachibana likens the story of Haku with the 

folklore of Haku Nigihayami kohakunushi in Nigihayahi.  He says: 

Nigihayahi is an important name in ancient Japanese history… During the 
Emperor Jimmu’s eastern expedition, the emperor meets the resistance of 
Nagasunehiko [lit. a man with long legs], a chief of a powerful native clan.  
Nigihayahi had married to Nagasunehiko’s sister who bore him a son; 
therefore he is supposed to be on Nagasunehiko’s side.  But Nigihayahi 
abandons Nagasunehiko and comes to the emperor’s side.  With the defeat 
of Nagsunehiko, Yamato region is pacified. … Haku is Yubaba’s 
apprentice, but [Nigihayahi’s act of deceiving Nagasunehiko] is similar to 
Haku’s betraying Yubaba. … Probably Haku’s name is based upon this 
narrative [of Nigihayahi].  (Reider 5) 

 

Although Haku has a tainted and difficult relationship with Yubaba, both carrying out her 

wishes while working behind her back, meanwhile depending on her for his status in the 

bathhouse, his livelihood and his learning of magic, he remains loyal to Chihiro 

throughout the story. 

 After he appears in Yubaba’s quarters during the scene where Chihiro asks 

Yubaba for work, the dual nature of his character is presented through the eyes of 

Chihiro.  Having trusted his advice earlier, Chihiro finds herself accompanied by a deep 

sinking feeling, which is later expressed in her gesture and flimsy voice during her 

conversation with Lin.  Haku’s characterization is typical of Miyazaki’s work, which 

distinguishes it from many similar Western fairy including a well-defined innocent or 

ultimately good protagonist against an unredeemable antagonist.  Yubaba’s character 
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functions the same way; she will be discussed later in this chapter.  

 

 

When Haku appears in Yubaba’s quarters, he appears stoic, and later keeps his 

persona in the elevator to maintain the supposed distance between him and Chihiro, 

prepping her for the dynamic that they must follow in order not to arouse suspicion in the 

bathhouse.  His distant demeanor toward her is jarring however, and the sincerity behind 

his behavior is ambiguous.  It is not until later that we discover his loyalty to her. 

 Against the Victorian decorations of Yubaba’s castle, Haku and Chihiro appear 

strikingly similar.  Both very young and rather androgynous, they appear flimsy and thin 

compared to the oversized furniture such as the ceramic jars in the background.  While 

the room is extremely detailed, not just in the sheer number of objects visible but also in 

the way they are meticulously rendered with much variation in shading, Chihiro and 

Haku appear simple, with only two tones of variation in their skin, hair and clothing.  Part 

of this difference is largely because of the nature of animated filmmaking – the 
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background is tediously painted while the characters are rendered on top in a much more 

stylistically simplistic form.  Their style of dress is distinctly simple especially when 

contrasted to Yubaba’s robe (which is also rendered in the same simplistic type of 

animation). The colors of their dress are also much simpler, white against blue or light 

green, while the background the house of Yubaba features a shameless array of colors 

from fuschia pinks to golds and olives.   

Though Haku’s character is first introduced here as Yubaba’s henchman, 

therefore distancing or perhaps even betraying the original sentiment behind his 

relationship to Chihiro, the background acts as a foil reinforcing their similarities.  The 

biggest difference between them is still expressed through their dress; Haku wears 

common robewear for  priests3 of the Heian period, while Chihiro wears an outfit 

common of modern Japanese or Western casual wear.  This distinction in dress illustrates 

Haku as closer to or more aware of traditions, while Chihiro is representative of a 

modernized world ‘on the other side’ far removed from the traditional Japan.  Though 

Haku’s character is first presented as ambiguously loyal to Chihiro, Chihiro can 

ultimately rediscover cultural roots through her friendship to him. 

 Haku’s relationship to Chihiro is reversed throughout the movie.  Toward the 

beginning he takes the lead in their relationship.  Chihiro is apprehensive in trusting him, 

though ultimately she has no other choice.  She cannot survive in this new world with a 

myriad of rules, and with the nightmarish memory of losing her parents alone.  She 

                                                
3 “The [Shinto] priest’s garb is modeled after the costume of court officials of the 
Heian period.  It has no symbolic meaning and is not intended as a means of 
distinguishing the clergy from laymen.  When laymen perform ritual functions, if they 
are officials of the shrine, they also wear the garb.  In accordance with ancient 
tradition, the color and style indicated the class or rank of the wearer.” (Ono 44) 
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eventually trusts him because some cues into the bathhouse world, even if uncertain in 

intention are less frightening than no cues whatsoever. 

 During the beginning of the film Chihiro resembles a more traditional female role 

of the damsel in distress.  She is indeed a young girl, and in great distress with no 

resources of her own.  Like a cavalier Haku sweeps in to her rescue giving her a plan to 

ensure her survival in the bathhouse.  Unlike the usual cavalier-damsel in distress 

dynamic where he would fight off magical creatures and Chihiro would wail on the 

sidelines, he cannot and does not help her further.  Chihiro must face convincing Kamaji 

and Yubaba (very frightening characters) that she is willing to work.   

 Later in the film when Haku becomes very ill from Zeniba’s curse, she returns 

the seal to Zeniba to ask for forgiveness on his behalf.  She gives him the last part of the 

magical cake given by the famous river god.  (The river-god was revived by purification, 

and so Haku is handed this magical bun gift in hope to be purified from the curse.)  With 

her help he recovers from his illness, and later with her memory he regains his identity.  

This mixture of memory between them illustrates their mutual history (even though they 

have completely different roles in non interchanging societies), linking them to common 

Japanese ancestry, and perhaps the kami themselves.   

Their relationship is therefore not one-sided.  In a place where Chihiro was out of 

her element, Haku is her resource, while she later becomes his resource.  They are both 

therefore intelligent, motivated and resourceful, only at different times within the film.  

Miyazaki’s film can considered a feminist film in a society where doe-eyed young girls 

being prematurely sexualized dominate manga.  (Lida 430)  Chihiro is not a character to 

be given as an object to the gaze.  Both Haku and Chihiro have very androgynous 



 34 

appearances, looking much more similar than dissimilar.  Their gender roles could have 

been easily reversed; it could have been a little boy who stumbled upon the bathhouse 

world and was helped by a girl kami, and the overall story and dynamic between Haku 

and Chihiro would not have changed very much if at all.  Their characters emphasizes 

interchangeability of their gender both aesthetically and functionally, making a strong 

statement about the role of gender in a society that has been largely patriarchal. 

 

Yubaba and Zeniba 

The ascription of the female sex to the most prominent among the Gods 
[the Sun Goddess] is not owing merely to caprice.  Myth-makers have 
often more substantial reasons for their fancies than might be supposed.  
In the present case there is evidence that women played a very important 
part in the real world of ancient Japan as well as in that of imagination.  
Women rulers were at this time a familiar phenomenon.  Both Japanese 
and Chinese history give us glimpses of a female Mikado who lived about 
A.D. 200 and whose commanding ability and strong character have not 
been wholly obscured by the mists of legend.  Women chieftans are 
frequently mentioned.  Indeed the Chinese seem to have thought that 
feminine government was the rule in Japan, for their historians frequently 
refer to it as the “Queen-country.”  In more historical times several of the 
Mikados were women.  In some families descent was traced by the female 
line. From the Kojiki we learn that in Suinin’s time it was the custom for 
the mother to give children their names. (Aston, 133) 

 
As mentioned above, Yubaba and Zeniba, similar to the roles of the wicked and the good 

witch in the western work The Wizard of Oz are a fascinating duo.  On the surface 

Yubaba appears cruel and frightening.  She rules the bathhouse and appears to fully enjoy 

and take advantage of the power she holds.  For instance, she has made a promise to give 

work to anyone who asks for it, yet she still attempts to assert her dominance over this 

curse by trying to circumvent her obligations through deterring Chihiro from asking for 

work. 
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 At times she is portrayed as a totalitarian ruler akin the to Queen of hearts in Alice 

in Wonderland (Reider 7); other times she is presented as an astute and able leader.  

When the famous River God enters the bathhouse for instance, she is first to conclude 

that this guest was no stink-god but was after all a river god.  With quick action and 

delegation, she directs her workers to help Sen remove the “splinter” from the River 

God’s side.  With everybody’s help in the bathhouse (the importance of the unified 

workers), the River God is purified. She then also enthusiastically embraces Chihiro, a 

sign of gratitude and affection unprecedented by her archetype.  

 Her name is reminiscent of Baba Yaga old hags in Western folk children stories, 

yet according to Reider she is a: 

descendant of a yamauba, Japanese mountain witch.  To many 
contemporary Japanese, a yamauba conjures up the image of a mountain-
dwelling hag who devours unsuspecting humans who happen upon her 
path.  […] Yamauba are almost always endowed with supernatural 
powers.  […]  Yamauba is regularly portrayed ina an unflattering manner, 
but one of yamauba’s lesser-known traits is her nurturing character, often 
associated with motherhood. (7) 

 
Though an unforgiving leader, Yubaba also has an extreme weakness for her 

oversized baby. While she is a descendant of a common folk character, critics have also 

deemed Yubaba’s overprotective parenting style to be representative of the typical 

modern Japanese parent who coddles his or her child excessively. 

 The portrayal of her house is very deliberate.  While the bathhouse is built of 

wood and paper – traditional Japanese architectural materials meant to buffer Japanese 

homes from the myriad numbers of earthquakes Japan experiences yearly – Yubaba’s 

section in the house is made of concrete or stone in a distinctly medieval European 

fashion.  How a house of wood and paper could possibly sustain a room of stone is very 
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difficult to understand, but such questions of practicality need not be answered in a film 

overwhelmingly dominated by fantastical happenings.  Yubaba’s home is extremely 

ornate.  Whereas the rest of the inside of the bathhouse exhibits the simplicity of Japanese 

architecture – straight lines, low uncomplicated furniture such as the Japanese futons the 

workers sleep in -- Yubaba’s house is teeming with furniture that undoubtedly no one 

uses.  Whereas the rest of the furniture in the house is practical, her furniture has a 

museum-like quality.  The elements of the room in totality are overwhelmingly European.  

There are gaudy doorways and chandeliers hanging, Oriental oversized jars, sofas and 

curtains.  The colors are flashy and regal – purples, lavenders, periwinkles and an 

obscene amount of gold leaf.  It appears as though Yubaba’s habitat was modeled after 

Victorian affluence.  While the rest of the bathhouse workers have simple garb and few 

belongings, Yubaba lives in overwhelming opulence.  Furniture, rings on each finger, and 

piles of money - she lacks nothing materially.  She in fact has so many jewels she is 

caught eyeing them with her magnifying glass as a pastime.  Her baby’s room is 

explicitly decorated in a European medieval style – featuring pastures and castles painted 

on the walls similar to medieval European tapestries.  Circus themes and ample amounts 

of pillows all further illustrate the European kitsch taste.  Though her baby has the kawaii 

features of Japanese animated babies, Yubaba resembles a Grimm Brothers witch rather 

than a Japanese yamauba.  Her clothing and hairstyle are distinctly European, and her 

offensively oversized nose may also be a feature of her Europeanness (who indeed appear 

to have oversized noses by contrast to Japanese). 

It is difficult to overlook the suggestions of the stylistic inconsistencies between 

architecture of the bathhouse (simple inside very Japanese, but ornate on the outside, a 
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different version also used within Japanese architecture more common to  shrines) and 

Yubaba’s European wonderland.  She may very well be a metaphor for the Western 

forces in Japan in the 20th Century.  Though she reigns in the bathhouse she is seen as an 

outsider, with her culture, values and aesthetics completely at odds with the rest of the 

bathhouse’s existence.  

Yubaba’s ornate home and collection of wealth deem her as very greedy, a human 

weakness often lamented in many of Miyazaki’s works such as Naausica of the Valley of 

the Wind (1984) and Princess Mononoke (1997).  Greed spoils other characters in the 

film as well, such as the gatekeeper who is eaten by No-Face as a result of his greed, 

Chihiro’s parents who are turned into pigs for gobbling up the bathhouse guests’ food, 

and more importantly No-Face himself, whose greed feeds more greed into an 

inescapable cycle.  Greed and materialism pose practical problems to the environment as 

well.  The junk polluting the famous River God was not a natural toxin; it was the 

abandoned remains of products that were once seen as useful and desirable such as 

bicycles and fishing poles.  Miyazaki warns us against material desire through many of 

the characters – perhaps a Buddhist message engrained in a mostly Shinto inspired work.  

In her greed, Yubaba may be representative of modern consumerism in Japan, which was 

made possible through the adoption of Western economic models, both during the Meiji 

Restoration and in the postwar years.  Because of her age, she may be more 

representative of the Meiji Era, though the loss of roots due to “flimsy technology” as 

described by Miyazaki are symptoms of modernity.  It would be incorrect to write off 

Meiji era and Occupation Westernization of Japan as the sole introduction of a greedy 
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society, as the zaibatsu’s support of military invasion  strengthened the militaristic 

regime during the 1930’s. 
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Enter Zeniba, the twin sister and ‘better half’ of Yubaba, though she too appears 

as powerful and hostile during the episode of Haku.  Zeniba lives a quiet life in Swamp 

Bottom outside the frenzy of the bathhouse.   It is suggested that Zeniba has the same 

magical powers as Yubaba, however she has less of a desire for power or material 

luxuries, so she leaves simply by choice.  Zeniba’s house is remarkably European as well, 

given away by the furniture.  Because Zeniba is built in the same image as Yubaba, it 

helps the viewer to subconsciously construct a more empathetic understanding of 

Yubaba.  If Yubaba is a condemnation for Western influence, then Zeniba is a metaphor 

for amiable or potentially amiable relations.  Miyazaki seldom sees phenomena or 

characters in black and white.  If he believes in simplicity, then Zeniba is one character 

that whole-heartedly exemplifies it.  Even though her room does not have the simplicity 

of traditional Japanese architecture, its simple Western interior design signifies that a 

person completely removed from traditional Japanese culture can still be attuned to 

certain parts of its philosophy, while those immersed fully in tradition such as the 

workers of the bathhouse could absorb nothing of it as they all bow unquestioningly to 

No-Face, the giver of gold. 
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Deva  Kings 

 

 The bouncing heads of Yubaba’s home were very difficult to understand until I 

realized they might be an allusion to the Deva Kings seen in Buddhist temples and Shinto 

shrines across Japan.  The Nio-sama are of Indian origin, and they are usually found 

enclosed by gates near the entrances of the temples.  While semi-human, they are much 

larger than human size and appear rather ferocious dressed in ancient court costumes and 

carrying a sword, a bow and arrows.   While kind in general, their ferocious nature is 
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needed to ward of evil spirits from entering the temples.  For all practical purposes, they 

are like ancient temple bouncers.  (Ono 32) 

The rolling Nio-sama heads act as a guard against Yubaba’s home, though they 

are rather poor at their jobs, only succeeding in being a nuisance to intruders.   As 

characters, they have no significant role or purpose in the film.  It is difficult to 

understand why Yubaba would bother with such clumsy morbidities.  The presence of the 

decapitated Devas however may be another footnote to the surrender of Japan’s cultural 

values to the Allied Occupation and to consistent import of American culture into 

Modern Japan.  It is important to note that authorities during the Occupation were 

extremely suspicious of Shinto as it had been used to justify the divine power of the 

Emperor, who was then used to justify the acts of the military.  (Holtom 29)  The decline 

of Shinto in post-war years has been due to both a top-down disestablishment and a 

slower replacement for Christian rituals in some cases, such as weddings.  (Karan 72) 

  

Kamaji 

 Kamaji is one of the first characters of the bathhouse introduced in the film.  He 

works in the boiler room, and is in charge of hot water and the herbal additions for the 

entire house.  The scene of his introduction is very stressful for Chihiro as she must 

confront an intimidating eight-legged old man without the help of her parents or Haku.  

While most of the shot compositions are overwhelmingly centered and balanced in this 

film, most compositions in this scene show Chihiro against a corner, peeking out from 

behind a wall, or generally near the outside of the frame.  The compositions are 

overwhelmed by images of machinery: pipes, steel, iron and steam.  Chihiro is puny in 
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comparison to the grandeur of industrial technology.  The menacing presence of the inner 

workings of the bathhouse that overwhelm Chihiro’s place in the frame set up an 

anticipation of meeting a frightening character.  Chihiro’s body posture is very 

representative of her emotional state, as she clings to walls, ducks her head sheepishly 

and walks wobbly.   

We first see Kamaji’s image as a shadow on the walls of the boiler room.  They 

flicker like fire and are reminiscent of the smoke in the foreground of the image.  This 

visual technique introduces Kamaji as being fully integrated into his place of work.  With 

limbs that extend and move geometrically, he himself appears like a machine among 

machines.  Kamaji however, is nothing like a cold-hearted machine.  He is protective of 

Chihiro and Haku, and able to recognize the love between them.  He also sacrifices the 

train tickets he has saved for forty years for Chihiro. 

Kamaji is dressed in black and has eight arms and legs, resembling an earth 

spider, or tsuchigumo.  

On the symbolic significance of the spider, Merrily Baird writes, ‘…with 
the importation of Chinese traditions, the Japanese adopted the view of the 
spider as an emblem of industry and ability.’ (Baird 2001, 120)  […]  A 
spider has an ominous aspect, too.  […]  Specifically termed an earth 
spider, tsuchigumo is an appellation used derogatorily in ancient Japanese 
literature for those who defied imperial (central) authority.  […]  An 
overwhelming majority of tsuchigumo had fought and been eliminated in 
bloody battles; only a few survived by apologizing profusely and escaping 
capital punishment.” (Reider 10-11) 
 
Though not aggressively defiant of Yubaba’s role of authority, he does decide to 

protect Chihiro instead of turning her in as the human that is causing the bathhouse to 

stink.  As he is representative of an oppressed ancient Japanese group, it is logical that he 
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is enslaved to the bottom rungs of difficult physical labor, with little to no social 

interaction with the workers and guests of the bathhouse.  

There are a few lessons to be learned from Kamaji.  Kamaji, like the mysterious 

dark figures in the train scene (which will be discussed later) is representative of the 

Other in Japanese society.  Even though Kamaji in his environment is the most visually 

frightening character in the film, he is in reality the most sensitive and most giving 

character.  Marginalized groups in society are unfortunately judged wholly by the 

superficial layer of their appearance or outward demeanor.  Kamaji, taking part of this 

group, exemplifies the fallacy of discrimination.  (It is also interesting to note that Kamaji 

utters the only English in the film – “gudo roku,” the Japanese appropriation of “good 

luck.”  Much like the other characters in this film, he is associated simultaneously with an 

ancient Japanese group and a foreign group, mixing ethnicities and culture.) Kamaji is 

also the controller of the hot water in the bathhouse.  Despite being marginalized in 

society, his actual role is the most important as he works with the very source of purity. 
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No-Face 

 

The most intriguing yet hardest character to understand is No-Face.  Like Chihiro, 

he is a foreigner to the bathhouse world, yet is visually distinctive much like the other 

guest kami, which make him appear like just another guest to Chihiro.  He has no face 
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and no voice, yet is followed by a musical leitmotif throughout the film.  The English 

translation of his name may lead one to think directly of the traditional Japanese theater 

Noh (or No).  “No-Face” however is a literal translation of “Kaonashi” which means the 

absence of a face. 

Regardless of the difference in the literal translation, No-Face does indeed wear a 

Noh mask.  The use of the Noh mask for this character is very interesting.   As you can 

see in the photograph of a Noh mask above, the expression of the mask changes 

dramatically based on its angle to the viewer.  As actors often wear one mask throughout 

a play, this optical illusion helps to demonstrate different sentiments.  The use of the 

mask hides not only his identity but also his emotion and intent from the bathhouse 

workers and the audience. 

A sense of identity and belongingness is an important value to the Japanese 

psyche (Lebra 23-27) and No-Face lacks an identity, a home, and a destination.  He is a 

foreigner to the bathhouse in the sense that he does not belong to the bathhouse world, 

and also in the sense that his placelessness is antithetical to traditional Japanese value of 

belonging. No-Face also displays traditionally Japanese elements while being a placeless 

foreigner, exhibiting similar tensions between Japanese and non-Japanese traditions and 

patterns of behavior as explored in other characters. 

There are many interpretations of what exactly this mysterious character 

represents.  Critic Reider writes that he “may be interpreted as a lonely young Japanese 

person who does not know how to make friends.”  (13)  Boyd and Tetsuya write “he 

likely represents the type of person who has little interest in things, is gloomy and 

melancholy, and subject to morbid introspection.  As one whose energy [ki] is inki i.e. 
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one whose heart is closed (kokoro o tojiru) he has a voracious self-centered appetite.” (5)  

Napier concludes “if the river god may be seen as representing a soiled but still 

potentially vibrant traditional Japan, No Face suggests a Japan that is out of control, 

lacking in subjectivity, unable to connect with others and animated only by the empty 

urge to consume.” (305) 

No-Face has a voracious appetite reminiscent of Chihiro’s parents’ earlier folly.  

Unlike Yubaba, who craves power, and the bathhouse workers who crave gold, No-Face 

craves another kind of fulfillment, perhaps spiritual.  It may be a voice as by himself he 

can only utter a weak “ah;” yet can speak through the voices of the bathhouse workers he 

has swallowed.  He in fact uses one type of greed (gold) to lure bathhouse workers and 

indulge in his own greed.  While he over-consumes food and does not begin to ease his 

appetite even as his belly becomes morbidly large.  While he usually gobbles down food 

and workers indiscriminately, toward the end of his consumption-orgy, he specifically 

chases Sen all around the bathhouse.  While the situation between him and the bathhouse 

workers are based on mutually developing greed, Sen is the only bathhouse worker that 

has refused his money and extra herbal packets.  As he incorporates the voices (and 

possibly personalities) of the bathhouse workers he swallows, he probably wants to 

swallow Sen precisely to absorb her indifference to avarice.  I would have to agree with 

Boyd and Tetsuya’s interpretation of No-Face as having a closed heart, or being 

spiritually deprived.  As Chihiro is arguably the purest character by this point in the film, 

No-Face attempts to feed on her virtue. 

Unlike the bathhouse workers who have an olfactory distaste for outsiders, 

Chihiro is extremely accepting of No-Face even after he attempts to consume her.  She 
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remarks to Lin that he can join her on her journey to Swamp Bottom because it is only 

the bathhouse that makes him crazy.  Chihiro is upholding the Shinto belief that impurity 

(greed in the case of No-Face, which is also associated with a clearly uncleanly session of 

projectile vomiting) comes from the outside and is not inherent from within.  In the case 

of No-Face, Chihiro does not jump to the conclusion that he is an inherently “bad guy,” 

but rather that he too may be pure by default but tainted in the context of certain 

environments such as the bathhouse.  Her acceptance of No-Face (and every other 

character in the bathhouse including Yubaba’s role) may also be linked to Buddhist 

principles.  No-Face eventually finds belonging in Zeniba’s home, and this belonging 

seems to calm his temper.  The value of belonging is paralleled to purity, as he must cross 

a large body of water to get to Zeniba’s house. 

The characters analyzed above are all a piece to the puzzle of Japanese history, 

values, religion and social issues.  Haku and the Deva kings are based on symbols of 

Shinto and Buddhist faiths.  Kamaji is representative of the Othered tsuchigumo of 

ancient Japan.  Yubaba and Zeniba are representative of the yin and yang of Western 

relations.  No-Face is a character of placelessness, whose appetite is unsatisfied until he 

reaches a sense of belonging.  The ambiguity of all these characters represents the past as 

ultimately ambivalent, and woven within Western culture.  Yubaba is representative of 

the greed of Western culture, and perhaps the top-down imposition of laws during the 

Allied Occupation.  Yet her sister Zeniba who is equally aesthetically Western enjoys a 

comfortable yet simple life unadulterated by wealthy clutter.  Not only do the two sisters 

represent both positive and negative aspects of Western (as both consumerist and 

humble) they themselves are presented as ambivalent characters.  Yubaba is very caring 
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for her child and is an able leader, while Zeniba is extremely hostile toward Haku.  Haku 

and the Deva kings are representative of traditional Japanese culture, yet they are seen as 

irreversibly changed through the events of time.  They are traditional objects weathered 

with the passage of time.  Hence they cannot be only considered traditional, but a mixture 

of the ancient and modern.  Kamaji represents a historical group in ancient history that 

was violently suppressed.  The existence of his character in a film that seeks cultural 

roots and historical memory is important in establishing skepticism.  Not every aspect of 

ancient or traditional culture was positive and accepting it blindly, or indulging in 

nostalgia without question poses deep problems.  He is an ancient Japanese character, yet 

he also exemplifies some American aspects as he is the only character to speak English.  

He is also perhaps the oldest patron of the bathhouse, yet he is the most understanding of 

Chihiro and Haku, proposing that there may be hope in bridging the generations in Japan. 
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A Close Analysis of Two Scenes 

Perhaps Miyazaki’s stated mission in Spirited Away arises from a more 

international, universal woe about intergenerational disconnectedness.  The older 

generations complain that children and youth are apathetic about their own traditions.  In 

Japan this phenomenon may be exaggerated, since the post-war economic boom “new 

middle class” brought a new consumerism that engulfs the daily activities of youth.  

Anime, manga, video games at home and in arcades, and toys have replaced a life that is 

more communally involved.  Miyazaki does not specify what this life would entail, but he 

senses a need to regain touch with Old Japan. 

 What is specifically difficult about reviving an ambiguous “Old Japan” or 

“Traditional Japan” is the relatively recent pre-war nationalistic zeal that used the cultural 

uniqueness of Japan to instill sentiments of ethnic superiority and ultimately propagate 

militaristic agendas.  Though Miyazaki’s films shy away from political statements, 

(especially overt ones with the distinct exception of environmentalism) his quest for 

Japan’s cultural heritage could be considered problematic by some.  Furthermore, the 

“traditions” Miyazaki states are not specified – what constitutes “traditional Japan” after 

all?  Does he mean a return to hierarchical shogunate society, to Meiji restoration ideals, 

to pre-war or post-war society? 

 As with many of his other films, Miyazaki is skeptical of readopting “traditional” 

values without question in Spirited Away. The film is nostalgic for certain Japanese 

aspects, such as the traditionally Japanese aesthetics of simplicity, a reverence and return 
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to nature, the value of belongingness, a consciousness of kami, and certain ideals such as 

hard work and politeness.  Other values however are distinctly western, or can be 

classified as “New Japan” such as the importance of love, individual motivation 

(especially on behalf of women) and the limitations of a homogenous society.  It is 

important to note that the individualism in Spirited Away is different from the Western 

idea of individualism, which is colored by tireless, lonely heroism.  “By contrast, 

Miyazaki’s hero Chihiro is anything but a lonely individualist.  Her story exemplifies a 

very different kind of heroism that what we have seen in Robinson Crusoe.  Chihiro saves 

herself not through her own solitary efforts, but through the help offered by her friends.” 

(Hiroshi 244)  If the bathhouse world were to be representative of the “Old Japan” 

Chihiro encounters, the elusiveness of a unified Old-Japaneseness is highlighted in the 

liminal nature of bathhouse world, which is vulnerable to intruders.  Furthermore the 

bathhouse world itself is already full of Western intrusions. 

Opening Scene 

The first scene of the movie is important in establishing Chihiro and her parent’s 

relationship to her surrounding culture and the tensions between them.   
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In the third shot of the opening scene, we see Chihiro in the backseat of her parents’ 

Audi, on the way to their new house.   The film itself begins in a state of flux – Chihiro’s 

move to a new neighborhood.  Instead of embracing the change with curiosity, Chihiro 

lies down in the backseat clutching what appears to be a bouquet of sakura – the Japanese 

cherry blossom.  She encloses herself in a tight space, attempting to maintain a state of 

stasis amidst being enclosed in a vehicle that is literally moving through space.  The 

already small space is made even more suffocating by the myriad amount of shopping 

bags surrounding Chihiro, which are placed in the foreground.  She drapes her feet over 

the bags however, having no interest in them.  Since Chihiro is not depicted throughout 

the film as a greedy person, unlike No-Face or her parents, she displays a suitable 

inherent state of mind that can be reacquainted with Old Japanese beliefs. She is most 

interested in her bouquet of flowers, which she looks at (in the first shot of the sequence 

in her perspective) and clutches dearly to her chest.  Chihiro, though bored and badly 
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mannered, has a disposition or rather a predisposition to relearn some values of Japan.  

The message in this scene might be that children, even the most unlikely-seeming, do 

after all possess an intuitive attraction toward their culture.  This attraction is later 

depicted by her wonderment at the little spirit houses and gate later during this scene. 

 

This shot represents Chihiro, and to a greater extent, Japan at a crossroads.  

Through the car window we can see the roof of a more traditionally Japanese suburban 

home, while in the reflection of the car window we see a square, modernist apartment 

building typical of postwar reconstruction.  In the car, a liminal space, Chihiro is caught 

between two visions of manmade Japan, while the lush natural greenery sinks into the 

background mostly covered. Chihiro appears entirely apathetic to this division and her 

role to her changing nation.  Encapsulated in the car, she focuses her thoughts on the 

lamentations of her own personal loss.  Her eyes look forlorn to the side, while her mouth 

is covered by the car, emphasizing her future lack of a voice if she continues her apathy.  

The pink flowers reminiscent of sakura peek beside her, with a shopping bag 
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meticulously placed in the background.  This image encapsulates Chihiro between a 

tension of cultures within a liminal space where she attempts to contains herself.  The car 

however, like history keeps moving despite her willingness to accept or shape change. 

 

 

As Chihiro and her parents near a dirt road, they stop to check directions.  Their stop is 

by a roadside mini-shrine depicted by the tori gates and spirit houses.  This shot is 

important in establishing Chihiro’s parents’ relationship to their own culture.  Though 

they have stopped by this small shrine, her parents pay no attention, even less reverence 

to it or the surrounding area.  On the contrary this shot, from their point of view, exposes 

their attention on their new blue house, while completely ignoring the shrine before them.  

It highlights their priority on their own material accomplishments in a house which may 

be isolated from its community, especially if no attention is given to the symbols of 

Shinto, which is traditionally a community-based religion.  The torii gate is cut off in this 

shot, undermining its importance from the subject’s point of view despite its actual size.  
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The tree, often a dwelling place for kami according to Shinto belief, is cut off 

horizontally as well, emphasizing its castrated role in modern society.  The blue of the 

house blends in with the sky, making it seem as transient as air or the clouds behind it, 

compared to the sturdy tree, representing the perennial existence of ancestors and spirits.  

From the back seat, Chihiro is more amazed at the little houses and the gate as opposed to 

the house that awaits her.  She inquires about the meaning of the houses, which means 

she has not been exposed to them before.  In this sense, Chihiro’s parents seem further 

away from ancient society than Chihiro; they do not even take the time to educate her 

daughter about her cultural surroundings.  Miyazaki may have felt a certain case of loss 

with an adult generation older than Chihiro but younger than himself who, as part of the 

new middle class have given up on their culture.  Children on the other hand have an 

inherent curiosity and wonderment which helps them more easily learn about there 

culture.  At the same time they may also have an intuitive collective knowledge of their 

past, as Zeniba reminds Chihiro that nothing is ever forgotten.   
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As the family proceeds into the tunnel, they come across a building that appears 

like an abandoned church with sporadically placed park benches.  There are columns of 

stone, Romanesque arches, flower-shaped lights and stained glass windows.  This 

abandoned space is the first of a few strange places Chihiro encounters during her 
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kamikakushi.  This space is also the background during the ending credits of the film.  

The choice of this opening from the tunnel to demarcate the beginning of kamikakushi is 

a peculiar choice.  It may be a train station, and since the railway system was heavily 

developed during the Meiji Restoration when a lot of European aesthetics entered Japan, 

it would explain the deviation from traditional Japanese architecture.  The stained glass 

windows and colored rays of light infiltrating the dusty darkened space give the room an 

overall church-like atmosphere.  The stillness and monochromism of the space function 

like a calm before the storm of color and events that await Chihiro.  Perhaps this space is 

intended to create an uncanny experience for Western audiences who are attracted by an 

overall familiarity of aesthetic but can neither specify the place itself nor its purpose.  The 

calm and austerity, combined with the rays of light, stained glass and Romanesque arches 

that are typical of Christian churches give the place an air of spirituality.  It is interesting 

that a place evoking a Western religion was used to begin a series of encounters with 

kami of the ancient religion of Japan.  Christianity was brought to Japan in the sixteenth 

century; like Buddhism it is a non-native imported religion though making its way onto 

the island about ten centuries later.  (Karan 74) Though in the minority, Christianity is a 

persistent religion in Japan.  This scene provides an intertextuality between the religions, 

suggesting that an encounter with one religion, in this context Christianity, may be a 

vehicle to a closeness with another - Shinto.  This view of religion would be ultimately 

accepted by Shinto, as it is not an exclusive religion – it is one that is based on practice 

and may be practiced by anyone, including Christians. 
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Negative aspects of Westernization and modernization are further brought forward, and 

again through the parents.  The father exclaims that he has credit cards and cash as he 

begins taking the food that is available – he is consuming without having first bought his 

food – an American model of economics that is warned about as the very place they are 

eating is a adventure park that “went down with the economy in the early nineties.”  The 

problem is not isolated to abstract charts and economic theory – it exists incarnated in the 

form of greed.  The banquet of food in front of Chihiro’s parents is absurdly extravagant.  

It is also mostly made of meat dishes - poultry, pork, sausages, and red meats.  This type 

of meat-heavy cuisine is the direct antithesis to traditional Japanese cuisine, which is 

made of fish, seaweed, soups, lots of rice, soba noodles and fresh and pickled vegetables: 

overall a relatively light and healthy meal.  Buddhist temple cuisine is usually completely 

vegetarian, even further removed from the above scene.  Though pork and red meat have 

made their way into Japanese cuisine, especially in the modern spread of burger fast-food 

joints, they are still relatively little used and expensive, as Japan usually imports its red 
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meat from New Zealand and the US.  This episode of greedy meat-eating may also be an 

allusion to post-war policies that tried to introduce Western foods to Japan in order to 

import American food staples.  Though Chihiro’s parents readily buy into a non-Japanese 

unhealthy overconsumption, Chihiro as before hesitates to join them.  Though Chihiro’s 

apathetic attitude is a nuisance in earlier scenes and makes her appear spoiled, it is her 

same hesitant attitude that saves her from suffering her parents’ fate.  It is this same 

attitude that allows her to reject No-Face’s dangerous offerings later in the film. 

 The difference in reactions between Chihiro and her parents is critical in 

describing again their relationship to Japanese cultures.  While her parents indulge in 

Western-like meat-heavy consumption, under the promise of a Western-style economic 

credit system, Chihiro withholds from such hunger lust.  Though arguably having been 

born in a time even farther removed from a “traditional” Japan, Chihiro still intuits the 

problems of overconsumption. 

 The problem of meat is later visualized as Haku and Chihiro run through the 

kitchen of the bathhouse.  Oversized fish are tossed in giant barrels and hang from hooks 

in the background.  Feathered ducks and sausages hang from hooks in the foreground, 

while a decapitated fish head takes up a large portion of the lower left corner.  A giant, 

oversized fish in the background lies on the floor, bleeding from its gills.  The colors in 

this shot are predominantly muddy pinks, oranges, greens and a variety of browns.  It is 

an image of disgusting and terrifying excess.  The color of the meats, being close to the 

brown color of the floor emphasize the closeness between the meat and its filthy 

existence.  The fish in the background is placed directly on the floor, bleeding freely into 

the space.  This scene is especially frightening as it precedes a room full of pigs, which 
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the audience knows may contain Chihiro’s parents.  While these scenes may further the 

theme of anti-excess, it is interesting to note that these later scenes contain mostly fish – 

the most commonly consumed animal product in Japan.  The metaphor of excess in 

consumption does not only exist in Western style cuisine, but may as well exist in cuisine 

that is typically Japanese.  The excessive consumption of fish may be a reprimand to the 

current excessive whaling that takes place, though none of the fish exemplified are 

actually whales. 

 

 

This opening scene elucidates some of the tensions between modernizing Westernizing 

Japan, and a traditional Japan.  Chihiro’s parents are particularly problematic, as they 

represent a generation that has lost touch with Japanese culture.  They ignore the beauty 

of nature and a small shrine before them in their quest for their new house.  They indulge 

in overconsumption, and are generally out of touch with their daughter.  Chihiro is seen 

as ignorant and apathetic of the cultural tensions around her, preferring to stay in her own 
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world.  As a ten year old, it may be understandable, but she is about to embark on a 

cultural and collective awakening.   

 

Train Scene 

The train scene is perhaps the most important single scene in the film, though it does not 

do much to advance the plot.  Though placed about three-fourths of the way into the 

narrative where the climax would generally take place and tensions would build, Spirited 

Away uses an opposing structure.  The first three-fourths of the film is extremely plot 

driven and full of adventure and mishap from the start of Chihiro’s kamikakushi.  Her 

journey to Swamp Bottom is a clear break in the stressful pattern of her experience. 

 

 

The scene preceding the train scene involves No-Face chasing Chihiro through the 

bathhouse after he has been fed the magic food given to Chihiro by the famous River 

God.  The scene is vividly disgusting featuring No-Face purging all the food and 
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bathhouse workers he has consumed.  From offerings of food to a stampede of bathhouse 

workers running away from No-Face, the shots in the scene are cluttered and contained.  

As demonstrated in the above image, dirty pots and pans on the lower left corner with 

their handles pointing diagonally into the scene emphasizes the griminess of the space 

and adds tension.  The midground is overtaken by “frogmen” who cower and a plentitude 

of kitchen appliances, while No-Face and Chihiro – the main actors in this scene – are 

barely visible toward the background.  The lamps add a sickly yellow light to the scene.  

The color palate is overwhelmingly brown, reminiscent of the meat scenes in the earlier 

part of the film.  The frogmen as well sink into the surroundings, and they have a rounded 

contained physicality to them that is reminiscent of the pots to the left.  Man and his 

appliances, all clearly filthy seem to blend together as the fan on top gasps for air. 

 

 The outside of the bathhouse exhibits a similar monochromatic, hot, filthy stress.  

The color palette again is overwhelmingly brown and No-Face appears to almost fade 

into the background.  The steam re-emphasizes this point, being a visual parallel to No-
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Face himself.  It may serve as a metaphor for the fury of the greed he has experienced, 

which according to Chihiro arises from the bathhouse itself.  It also draws parallels to 

No-Face as a transient creature, whose identity is overtaken by the aesthetics and values 

of his surroundings.  Compared to the oversized pipe beneath him, No-Face is centered in 

the shot yet appears frail and small – compared to the power of his environment. 

 

 The next series of shots starkly contrast those of the preceding scene, and the 

usual shots of the bathhouse.  Unlike the browns, reds and pinks that appear on the side 

of the bathhouse, these next shots are predominated by blues.  The horizon line is often 

very low, and reflects lines of white clouds.  Unlike the side of the bathhouse which is 

blotchy, the sky is an uninterrupted shade of blue.  The shots are extremely wide 

exposing the breadth of the landscape, and the low horizon line highlights the wide sense 

of space.   The wide, open shots are also paralleled in the length of the shots, which are 

much longer and use panning as well to display the scenery, instead of just using a few 

quick cuts. 
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 This drastic change of aesthetic marks an emotive change within the film at an 

interesting time.  At a first glance, this change in feeling of the film is peculiar as Chihiro 

is still in a highly chaotic situation as Haku is in critical condition, her parents’ fate is still 

threatened, the bathhouse is in disorder because of her mistake, and No-Face is still 

following her around.  Regardless of the chaos of her surroundings, she embarks on a 

mission without instruction, solidifying her newfound independence and her wish to 

restore order by returning Zeniba’s seal. The water here is representative of a calm she 

gains from her confidence, and a purity of her kokoro.  It seems as though this scene is an 

allusion to a few Japanese religions.  The cleaning of the bathhouse that will follow, the 

purging of No-Face and the restoration of order would be smiled upon by Shinto 

practitioners.  Furthermore, the use of water is not only a calming aesthetic agent but also 

one of purity, at the heart of Shinto belief and practice.  The simplicity of these shots and 

relatively calm are in line with Zen Buddhist aesthetics, while the image of Chihiro 

walking on water along the train tracks appears to have Christian symbolism. 
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 The meditative calm atmosphere of this scene gives this part of the film an aspect 

akin to a religious or spiritual experience.  It is interesting that this religious awakening, 

or religious return takes place not in the bathhouse itself, a synonym for “Old Japan” and 

a place where kami are present aplenty, but rather in a liminal space outside completely 

removed from the bathhouse world.  The fact that Chihiro comes to this awakening 

outside the bathhouse may be a critique on the bathhouse world’s ability to encompass 

religious experience.  Though it is teeming with religious symbolism, the working 

structure of the bathhouse leaves little time for religious experience.  The only instance of 

connecting with the kami in the bathhouse was during the Stink God scene.  The 

experience, besides coming into direct contact with a kami, comes from having an open 

kokoro, or an open mindedness (heart) to new experience combined with a sincere effort 

to help and purify.  Though the case of the Stink God proved to be the most rewarding, 

none of the other bathhouse attendees including Yubaba herself in the beginning wished 

to help purify the River God.  This incident is metaphoric for the attendees’ inability to 

assess religious potential and partake in ritual.  This limitation exemplifies that it is not 

enough to be a passive part of a worshipping community, but rather that action requires 

individual willingness to help.  The community aspect of Shinto is therefore criticized for 

the limitation it places on religious experience through mistaken homogenous thought 

and action.   It is also not sufficient to simply partake in an era deemed “Old Japan.”  The 

foreign intruder, the child of modernity Chihiro, was after all the River God’s savior.  

The heart of Shinto ritual is less dependent on time era, surrounding culture, and to some 

extent community itself, and more on independent acceptance and motivation.  To some 

extent, this view is a highly modernized perspective on an ancient religion focused on the 
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collective and social order.  The scene, though driven by Chihiro, is not a simplistic 

testament to the individual, as she is helped tremendously by Lin’s willingness to purify, 

Yubaba’s final realization and direction, and the sheer force of the bathhouse attendees.  

In the end of the scene there is communal rejoicing, and through individual will, Chihiro 

gains acceptance into the group.  The following train scene however reinforces the idea 

that connecting with the kami is foremost a quiet meditative task, and that community 

hierarchies may be a boisterous distraction to worship. 

 

 

Presenting Chihiro’s religious uplift during the train scene presents further 

East/West Old/New dichotomy problems.  The inside of the train is highly reminiscent of 

streetcars, though the major difference between a traditional streetcar and this train is the 

direction of the seats – in the film being sideways while in New Orleans facing the front 

of the streetcar.  Since they are going to Swamp Bottom – a suspiciously southern 

American name – it would not be seem completely out of place that the train is a 
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descendant of the street car.  There is another element of slowness to the gestures of the 

passengers on the train that is reminiscent of the slowing heat of New Orleans.  The dark 

figures, translucent and in silhouette much like No-Face are captivating.  They also lack 

specific facial features and do not speak throughout the scene.  These figures may be 

kami, however they lack the colorful features of the kami guests in the bathhouse.  

Furthermore, their dress, which is discernible, appears to be Western and working class – 

which would not put them in the rank of kami.  Since all these figures exit the train for 

the same stop, there may be an allusion to segregation – either that of the United States, 

or an allusion to the exclusive aspects of Japanese society.  These figures appear 

marginalized, going to a place far removed from the human or the bathhouse worlds.  The 

wooden sign addressing the stop also has the Romaji “Numa Hara” alongside the 

hiragana and kanji characters, which indicate the space is a destination for foreigners.  

(Cuomo)  It further emphasizes the liminality of their existence set in a station with a lot 

of movement between people of different cultures.  Their suitcases show their 

placelessness in a society that cannot integrate them.  Since these figures are ghost-like 

and spirit-like, their condition is perhaps more thorough.  As ancestors of the land, they 

cannot roam freely or find a home even in their spirit (if not kami) form.  Perhaps this 

scene is a warning to the contradiction between kami religion, which is inclusive, and the 

sometimes ethnically exclusive strains of thought in Japan. 

 That Chihiro would have a religious experience in this space of outcasts or 

foreigners – whether American or Japanese (or belonging to a minority group in Japan – 

such as the burakumin) further diversifies the space which allows her to partake in 

religious encounter.  It brings her experience even farther from “ethnically homogenous” 
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“Old Japan” whether pre-Meiji or pre-war, and closer to a space that is inhabited by those 

deemed uninhabitable.  Perhaps Miyazaki was trying to bring awareness to the problem 

of marginalizing minority groups.  Chihiro’s lack of interaction with these train folk may 

be a critique on Chihiro herself, or it may be a critique on the youth’s inability to cope or 

provoke social change in Japan.  Since Chihiro is already on her way to take care of one 

type of social problem – disorder – she has little time or emotional ability to care for the 

surrounding folk, who are in just as much need of her assistance as they need a voice.  

Her inability to care for them also stems from the fact that the marginalized are a social 

problem that requires a collective response in order to change.  Her unwillingness to 

interact – perhaps an etiquette learned in urban society – is deeply problematic as she 

cannot become a leader in social change as she once did with the River God. 
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The train scene takes place on flooded railroad tracks, and serves as another liminal space 

that solidifies Chihiro’s character development.  By this time she has gained confidence 

and independence, seeking to save Haku, reverse their roles and return her altruism.  She 

seeks to restore order by returning the seal to Zeniba and apologizing on behalf of Haku.  

Such actions of purification, atonement, and return to order would be credited by all three 

religions discussed, though emphasized differently.  Her character change is exemplified 

by the swelling of water into the river.  The wavelessness and clarity of the water, 

combined with the open calm skies act as a tapestry to her new clarity of mind.  The 

water itself is a symbol of purity, and its slow swelling provides a gestural feeling of 

relief.  Though in danger, Chihiro is able to have something close to a spiritual 

experience, both through her action and within her honed state of mind.  The fact that this 

religious experience is taking place in a space outside the bathhouse is a testament that 

the closeness to purity can be carried out individually and without a direct cultural 

background that supports it.  Since the scene has hints of American and European 
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aesthetics, combined with the mysterious marginalized figures, it may be concluded that a 

closeness to kami can take place even in a culturally fused society, or like Zeniba, in a 

society completely removed any straight Japanese culture.  While the bathhouse is seen 

as cluttered and grimy, the landscape in the train scene is portrayed as entirely serene and 

certainly pure.  More than a landscape, it functions as a metaphor to Chihiro’s internal 

state of mind – one that is clear and calm despite the calamities surrounding her. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Miyazaki’s Spirited Away encapsulates a journey toward seeking an identity as 

Japanese through the search for cultural roots or origin.  The overall quest for origin and 

national belonging according to Lebra is its own distinctive facet of Japanese culture, 

where individuals develop an interdependence, loyalty and sense of identity from a 

group, whether it is their family, their school as students, or their company later in life.  

This perhaps “very Japanese” quest for belonging arrives at a time of crossroads for 

contemporary Japan.  Japan underwent very major political and social changes from the 

Tokugawa period to present, going from a feudal, hierarchical society, to an economic 

power, to an imperialistic and militaristic nation, to being occupied by Western foreigners 

who imposed a new constitution with a new set of values, to an economic boom and a 

rightist return, and later a recession during the late twentieth century.  The Emperor 

established during the Meiji era as having divine right has been removed from state 

power and has become solely a ceremonial symbol.  The groups vying for political power 

have changed from the oligarchs of the Meiji Restoration to the zaibatsu, intellectuals and 

the military in the early twentieth century, to the reinstated Diet during the Occupation 

and now to the one-party parliamentary democracy dominated by the LDP.  Social 

changes have been profound as well – in 1925 suffrage was granted for males and in 

1947 it was granted for females.  The old hierarchical system of the Tokugawa period 

was dismantled, though discrimination against lower classes and immigrants remains as a 

vestigial part to this long trend in society.  A strong middle class arose after the war, 

which dictated new tastes.  Consumerism became a staple of Japanese urban culture that 
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drove production as well.  The role of women in society has changed dramatically as 

well, shying away from the self-sacrificial “good wife, wise mother” tradition. 

 Such dramatic political and social changes destabilize an individual’s ability to 

derive a sense of belongingness from Japan over a lifetime, as the characteristics of Japan 

have been in great flux.  Furthermore the stark changes create a cultural generational gap.  

Today’s Japanese youth have plenty of pastimes to distract their attention away from 

historical and contemporary cultural and social issues.   The dedication needed to succeed 

in the often very competitive schooling system in Japan may be another facet to ignoring 

or accepting models of history.  (Karan 181)  Miyazaki senses this cultural gap between 

generations and uses anime – a widely followed form of youth entertainment – to expose 

youth to Japanese culture that may be overshadowed or completely lost in the wake of 

globalization. 

 The story of an average modern Japanese girl being confronted by an uncanny 

Japanese past through the vehicle of kamikakushi hence evolves.  There may be an 

inherent message of the dangers of apathy since Chihiro and her parents suffer great 

consequences by merely stumbling upon the bathhouse world.  Since they have not taken 

care to confront the past, the past has taken care to confront them in a rather aggressive 

manner. 

 The world through the tunnel in Spirited Away is a world representative of a prior 

or traditional Japan forgotten within modern society.  By exposing this world to a 

relatable heroine representative of modern Japan, Miyazaki is able to expose his audience 

to the richness of their ancestors’ culture as they follow Chihiro on her journey.  The 

formation of national identity is then interwoven with memory and cultural re-
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acquaintance.  The question is then refined to how Japan should be remembered, and 

what era in the diversity of Japanese history should the modern Japanese return to in the 

search for origin. 

 The search for an era in Japanese history that is exemplary of Japaneseness seems 

inherently problematic as each era redefines its culture, values and expectations for 

individuals in its society.  Are the samurai or pachinko more representative of Japan?   

Does ikebana or manga reveal more about the Japanese psyche?  As the expectations 

from era to era are overturned, looking back does not seem necessary at all.  Yet in a 

culture whose indigenous religion emphasizes the importance of ancestry, making sense 

of the past, adopting and appropriating it is necessary. 

 The past for Japan, especially in the early twentieth century is full of ugly stories 

of imperialism, slavery and war crimes.  The search for cultural roots could completely 

circumvent the ugly politics before the war if the militaristic system had not used Japan’s 

unique culture itself as a basis ethnic superiority and a justification for colonialization.  

Can culture and politics ever be fully disentangled in the history of Japan? 

  

Chihiro gets transported into a world alive with rich, distinctly Japanese imagery, 

yet one that is overall very ambiguous.  The street that was used to inspire the bathhouse 

world exists in Tokyo near the Ghibli studios.  The architecture of the bathhouse is “a 

dazzling bricolage which includes elements of Meiji and Tokugawa temple architecture 

mixed with Chinese restaurant styles and even, as Shimizu points out, touches of the 

grotesque visions of Peter Breughel and Hiernonymoush Bosch.” (Napier 298)  The 

bathhouse town is one that inspires wonder within Chihiro as she experiences a mixture 
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of recognition of the more traditional architectural forms combined with an alienation 

from the unrecognized forms and the inherent placelessness of the town.  A mixture of 

both typically Japanese architecture and Western architecture is further seen in the 

bathhouse.  Most of it exhibits the wooden floors and rice paper sliding doors of Japanese 

interiors.  The walls of the bathing areas often exhibit a Noh tree – the often singular set 

design feature of the traditional Japanese theater.  Other aspects of the bathhouse 

architecture are particularly Western, such as Yubaba’s house.   

The addition of Yubaba as a leader is both an allusion to very early matriarchal 

societies of Japan, but also to the imposition of the US during the Occupation.  Her dual 

role, both as a Japanese and as a Russian witch archetype (Yamauba and Baba Yaga) 

parallels the formality of changes taking place during the Occupation.  As Yubaba’s 

appearance is very Western, it is easy to assume that perhaps she herself was once an 

outsider, like Chihiro and No-Face to the bathhouse world.  Her role in the bathhouse as a 

leader enforcing top-down norms and laws can be seen as an allusion to the Allied 

Occupation.  Much like the Occupation only formalized in theory a few trends that had 

been taking place in practice, like the more symbolic role of the Emperor, Yubaba’s 

outward appearance may only be a formality of more essentially Japanese ways of life.  

Though the Occupation was very radically imposed, Yubaba’s totalitarian rule of the 

bathhouse is indeed more reminiscent of earlier feudal Japanese systems unlike the Allied 

Occupation forces which were limited in power as the Potsdam Proclamation specified 

the new government necessitated establishment “in accordance with the freely expressed 

will of the Japanese people.” (Reischauer 215)  The Allied Occupation also decentralized 

economic and political power, which would not be a favorable tactic for Yubaba.  The 
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inclusion of Yubaba in the politics of the bathhouse is change in the political tapestry of 

Japan crystallized within one place.  If the bathhouse world is representative of “Old 

Japan,” any concrete definition is circumvented.  The bathhouse world is a simultaneous 

display of change through time.  This way of exploring the past defines it not as a culture 

springing from one untainted source, but rather a mixture of elements from different 

cultures and through different moments through time.  This engaging approach to history 

also takes into consideration that historical endeavors include the time of the onlooker.  

The same past is interpreted and reinterpreted, and therefore changes as it is seen through 

the viewer’s updating framework of values. 

The most important aspect of this film is the manner in which it confronts the 

past.  From the didactic perspective of the film, Chihiro has yet to incorporate the 

positive aspects of her traditional culture.  While the suburban Chihiro is whiny and 

ungrateful in the opening scene of the car, she must learn the traditional etiquette of 

bowing and saying thank you (as she is reprimanded by Lin) and the value of hard work 

and discipline without complaint in order to survive in the bathhouse world.  Alongside 

hard work is the value of cleanliness.  Suburban Chihiro (as I will call her) was not 

shown to be particularly unkempt, though a lot of clutter is present in the backseat of the 

car, including fallen flower petals and a candy wrapper.  As she enters the bathhouse, her 

careless behavior is no longer acceptable.  She must fold and clean her only pair of 

clothing.  She must learn to take off her shoes while in the house, a very important 

Japanese etiquette. These values are uncovered in such a way in the film that they are not 

supposed to be temporary hoops that Chihiro must jump through in order to return to the 
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natural world – but rather that they are universal values she should have known all along, 

and once learned, they will follow her into the human world. 

Other values that Chihiro must learn are not traditionally Japanese at all.  (I am 

using the word “traditional” here to signify “pre-modern Japan,” before the 20th Century 

during the Tokugawa period, though I realize the utter limitations of this absolute term.) 

Perhaps one of the biggest forms of resistance to the traditional past is the role of Chihiro 

as a woman.  As many of Miyazaki’s protagonists, Chihiro is a strong heroine who 

mediates between opposing forces and overcomes her challenges.  Her role is not one of a 

woman, or a child who must answer to the “head of the family.”  Her father is actually 

portrayed as goofy and unwise, yet regardless of the level of her father’s wisdom, Chihiro 

is left alone in the bathhouse world without any familial figure of authority to respond to.   

Instead of learning to appease her parents and be obedient to their direct demands, 

Chihiro must learn to be independent and act of her own volition within the bathhouse 

world.  At the same time, she proves to be very loyal to her parents by promising and 

succeeding to return them safely to the human world.  Familial loyalty can be considered 

a Japanese traditional value (even though it was imported through Confucianism from 

China as early as the sixth century).  The wish to save one’s parents from being 

consumed can however be understood across cultures.  In Spirited Away the kind of 

familial loyalty emphasized is one based on empathy and care through the vehicle of 

independent thought and action, rather than blind obedience of the head of the family.  (A 

parallel development can be seen with Yubaba’s baby, as he grows strength and 

independence without Yubaba’s oversight.) 
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Chihiro as a girl displays some traditionally feminine qualities of being very 

nurturing and mediating.  She nurtures Haku and the famous River God to good physical 

health and No-Face to good spiritual health.  She also nurtures strength and arguably a 

voice in Bo.  These qualities can easily be associated with the role of motherhood.  She is 

by far the most accepting character in the bathhouse world, seeing purity and potential in 

all the other characters – even No-Face.  The characteristic of acceptance can be 

associated with the unconditional love of a mother.  She also mediates between opposing 

forces: Yubaba and Zeniba, Zeniba and Haku, No-Face and the bathhouse, which can be 

paralleled a mother mediating between her children or her children and her husband.  

Unlike the traditional role of women, she is neither passive nor blindly obedient nor fated 

for domestic life.  In the bathhouse, she must earn her keep, working alongside males and 

females.  In order to restore order between the sorceress sisters she must leave the 

bathhouse world and travel a long distance by train accompanied by no one who can 

protect her.  Her fate and the fate of those around her depend on her active, determined 

participation within her new world, and her role as a leader. 

 Chihiro is a mixture between the traditionally feminine and masculine, displaying 

both active strength and nurturance.  Aesthetically she is highly androgynous, like Haku, 

and wears uni-sex clothing.  Unlike the trends of oversexualized shojo that may appear in 

contemporary Japanese manga, her overall presentation does not give her away to the 

pleasure of the gaze.  As the average-girl-turned-heroine of the film, she is also created as 

a role model for her audiences.  The aspirations for young girls (and boys) are therefore: 

work hard, adapt, be polite, be accepting of everyone, be perseverant, be strong, be 
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confident, be motivated yet make friends as they will be an irreplaceable help to you.   

They are certainly not: be sexy or beautiful or obedient. 

 The collage of values - ancient and contemporary, Japanese and Western - that is 

venerated within this film is a testament to both the nostalgia for certain elements of 

Japanese culture, and the abandonment or rejection of other aspects of Japanese culture. 

This method of root seeking is ultimately a critical one.  Instead of blindly accepting or 

being overly nostalgic of the past, Miyazaki urges viewers to think critically about their 

nation and culture. 

 The eclectic aesthetics and multifaceted characters presented in Spirited Away 

further complicate a single unified view of Japanese history.  The characters are 

interwoven mosaics of ancient Japanese symbols, Western folklore, values calling to 

kami ancestry and modern industrial social change, and greed and social problems 

present in both East and West.  This synthesis of values, images and allusions depict 

Japanese culture as ultimately enmeshed with foreign influences.  It also warns viewers 

against any assumptions of the purity of “traditional” Japanese culture, and depicts 

history as fleeting and subject to change and debate.  This philosophy toward history and 

root-seeking is ultimately timely, as Japan is still struggling with the recognition and 

reconciliation of its early 20th Century history. 

  

 

 

 

 



 79 

 

References: 

Ando, Satoshi. "Regaining Continuity with the Past: Spirited Away and Alice's Adventures 
in Wonderland." Bookbird: A Journal of International Children's Literature 46.1 (2008): 
23-29. 
 

Arai, Andrea G. "The "Wild Child" of 1990's Japan." The South Atlantic Quarterly 99.4 
(2000) . 
 
Aston, W. G. Shinto the Way of the Gods. London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1905. 
 

Barnard, Christopher. "Isolating Knowledge of the Unpleasant: The Rape of Nanking in 
Japanese High-School Textbooks." British Journal of Sociology of Education 22.4 
(2001). 
 

Beasley, W. G. The Japanese Experience. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999. 
 

Boyd, James W., and Nishimura Tetsuya. "Shinto Perspectives in Miyazaki's Anime Film 
Spirited Away.” The Journal of Religion and Film 8.2 (2004) . 
 

Cubbison, Laurie. "Anime Fans, DVDs, and the Authentic Text." The Velvet Trap 56.1 
(2005). 
 

Doak, Kevin M. "Building National Identity through Ethnicity: Ethnology in Wartime Japan 
and After." Journal of Japanese Studies 27.1 (2001). 
 

Dorson, Richard M. "National Characteristics of Japanese Folktales." Journal of the Folklore 
Institute 12.2/3 (1975): 241. 
 
Gibney, Frank B. "Reinventing Japan... again." Foreign Policy. 119 (2000). 
 

Gordon, Andrew, ed. Postwar Japan as History. Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford: University 
of California Press, 1993. 
 

Havens, Thomas R. H. "Women and War in Japan, 1937-45." The American Historical 
Review 80.4 (1975): 913. 
 

Hen, Yinan. "Remembering and Forgetting the War Elite Mythmaking, Mass Reaction, and 
Sino-Japanese Relations, 1950–2006 " History and Memory 19.2 (2007). 
 
Holtom, Daniel C. "Shinto in the Postwar World." Far Eastern Survey 14.3 (1945). 
 

Howell, David L. "Ethnicity and Culture in Contemporary Japan." Journal of Contemporary 
History 31 (1996). 



 80 

 
Iida, Yumiko. "Between the Technique of Living an Endless Routine and the Madness of 

Absolute Degree Zero: Japanese Identity and the Crisis of Modernity in the 1990s." 
positions 8.2 (2000): 423. 
 

Imamura, Taihei. "Japanese Art and the Animated Cartoon." The Quarterly of Film Radio 
and Television 7.3 (1953): 217. 
 

Jeans, Roger B. "Victims Or Victimizers? Museums, Textbooks and the War Debate in 
Contemporary Japan." The Journal of Military History 69.1 (2005): 149-195. 
 

Karan, Pradyuma P. Japan in the 21st Century. Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 
2005. 
 

Kiefer, Christie W. "The Psychological Interdependence of Family, School, and Bureaucracy 
in Japan." American Anthropologist 72.1 (1970). 
 

Lebra, Takie Sugiyama. Japanese Patterns of Behavior. Honolulu: University Press of 
Hawaii, 1976. 
 

---. "Japanese Women in Male Dominant Careers: Cultural Barriers and Accomodations for 
Sex-Role Transcendence." Ethnology 20.4 (1981). 
 

Lent, John A., ed. Animation in Asia and the Pacific. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2001 
 

Lifton, Robert Jay. "Youth and History: Individual Change in Postwar Japan." Daedalus 91.1 
(1962). 
 

Macwilliams, Mark W., ed. Japanese Visual Culture. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe Inc., 2008. 
 

Matsumoto, Yoshiharu Scott. "Contemporary Japan: The Individual and the Group." 
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 50.1 (1960). 
 

Mcveigh, Brian. "Linking State and Self: How the Japanese State Bureaucratizes Subjectivity 
through Moral Education." Anthropological Quarterly 71.3 (1998). 
 
Miyazaki Hayao. Spirited Away. DVD. Walt Disney Home Video, 2003. 
 

Mizushima, Sanichiro. "Cultural and Social Background of the Rapid Modernnization of 
Japan." Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 123.3 (1979). 
 

Napier, Susan J. "Confronting Master Narratives: History as Vision in Miyazaki Hayao's 
Cinema of De-Assurance." positions 9.2 (2001). 
 



 81 

---. From Impressionism to Anime: Japan as Fantasy and Fan Cult in the Mind of the West. 
New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2007. 
 

---. "Matter Out of Place: Carnival, Containment and Cultural Recovery in Miyazaki's 
Spirited Away." Journal of Japanese Studies 32.2 (2006). 
 

Newitz, Annalee. "Magical Girls and Atomic Bomb Sperm: Japanese Animation in 
America." Film Quarterly 49.1 (1995). 
 

Norbeck, Edward. Changing Japan. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1967. 
 
Ono, Sokyo. Shinto the Kami Way. London: Bridgeway Press, 1962. 
 

Powers, Richard Gid, and Hidetoshi Kato, eds. Handbook of Japanese Popular Culture. New 
York: Greenwood Press, Inc, 1989. 
 

Reider, Noriko T. "Spirited Away: Film of the Fantastic and Evolving Japanese Folk 
Symbols. (Critical Essay)." Film Criticism 29.3 (2005). 
 

Reischauer, Edwin O. Japan, Past and Present. Third Edition, Revised ed. New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, Inc., 1964. 
 

Richie, Donald, and Joseph L. Anderson. "Traditional Theater and the Film in Japan." Film 
Quarterly 12.1 (1958). 
 

Sadler, A. W. "The Spirit-Captives of Japan's North Country: Nineteenth Century Narratives 
of the "Kamikakushi"." Asian Folklore Studies 46.2 (1987). 
 
Sansom, G. B. Japan A Short Cultural History. Tokyo: Tuttle Publishing, 1931. 
 

Schnell, Scott, and Hiroyuku Hashimoto. "Guest Editors' Introduction: Revitalizing Japanese 
Folklore." Asian Folklore Studies 62.2 (2003). 
 

Seddon, Terri. "Politics and Curriculum: A Case Study of the Japanese History Textbook 
Dispute, 1982." British Journal of Sociology of Education 8.2 (1987). 
 

Staemmler, Birgit. "Virtual Kamikakushi an Element of Folk Belief in Changing Times and 
Media." Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 32.2 (2005). 
 

Sugaya, Minoru. "The Development of Film Policy in Canada and Japan -- from Cultural to 
Economic." Keio Communication Review 28 (2006). 
 

Tai, Eika. "Rethinking Culture, National Culture, and Japanese Culture." Japanese Language 
and Literature 37.1 (2003). 
 



 82 

Tsutsui, William M. A Companion to Japanese History. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 
2007. 
 

White, Merry. "Home Truths: Women and Social Change in Japan." Daedalus 121.4 (1992). 
 

Yoshiharu, Iijima. "Folk Culture and the Liminality of Children." Current Anthropology 28.4 
(1987). 
 


