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Religious Tensions: The Itatehyozu Shrine in Assassin’s Creed Shadows

Hirohito Tsuji (University of East Anglia)

Assassin’s Creed is a popular action game series starring assassins released by
Ubisoft in France. The latest title, Assassin’s Creed Shadows, released in 2024, is the
first in the series to be set in medieval Japan and features a real-life Black man,

Yasuke 5@ B and a fictional kunoichi < / — Naoe £#&:1 as the protagonists.’

The series touts the high quality of its recreations of the regions and periods in which
they take place. However, in this work, the period research is noticeably crude, with
landscapes, some architectures and tools that are not from medieval Japan, as well
as some obijects that are upside down and left to right, so it can be frowned upon by
Japanese history fans.? The game has also been criticised for reflecting excessive
political correctness, or for being read as racist against the yellow race, including the
Japanese.? For example, the video intended for the Japanese market featuring English
audio with Chinese subtitles, it has succeeded in sparking criticism from not just
Japan, but also China and South Korea.* Worst of all, it is possible in the game to

destroy Itatehydzu Shrine §#& £ ¥ #%t, which is still an object of worship today. The

Shrine and Hyogo Prefectural Association of Shinto Shrines complained about it, and
there has been widespread protest in Japan, including a signature campaign calling

for the game’s release to be stopped.® As seen in the case of Yasukuni Shrine i #
#t in Tokyo, itis common for conservative groups and local residents to protest against

activities they deem disruptive or disrespectful to Shinto shrines or Buddhist temples.®
The creator, Ubisoft, distributed a correction patch; however, in practice, destruction
remains possible. The series has included depictions of the destruction of pharaohs’
tombs and Christian churches in the past, but rarely has it attracted such criticism.

This could be due to multiple factors.

One reason is that some Japanese consider Ubisoft racist. As mentioned above, this
work is notable for its lax representation of historical facts. Some of the landscapes

are clearly not Japanese, and there is criticism that there is contempt for the yellow
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race in the creators’ attitude of equating East Asian countries. The fact that in the
game, it is possible to attack Shinto priests who are Japanese, but not to kill Christian

priests who are white, could also be perceived as racist.

Another reason is Japanese religious views. Shinto kami # are fundamentally

different from the monotheistic religions.” There are so many kami in existence, and
each shrine has its own beliefs. Shinto shrines are the centre of the local community
in the same way as in monotheism, but also the local guardians. In other words, an
insult to the faith at a Shinto shrine means an insult to the whole area. The destruction
of the most sacred object of a Shinto shrine, the go-shintai fHI##{&, is unacceptable to
the Shinto followers, even if it is fiction.® From a Shinto standpoint, this game is very
punitive. While overtourism has occurred in Japan in recent years, with many foreign
visitors, there have been cases of some insane visitors uploading on social media
images of disrespectful behaviour at Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples, causing
headaches for Shinto priests and Buddhist monks. Indeed, ltatehydzu Shrine has cited
concerns about the emergence of copycats as a reason for protesting to Ubisoft.
According to Itatehyozu Shrine, they have sent a letter of protest to Ubisoft, in English
and Japanese, against the unauthorised use of the shrine’s image, but Ubisoft did not
answer it and released the game.® All in all, Ubisoft’s attitude is provocative towards

Japanese religious belief.

The use of a Black man — Yasuke — as one of the two protagonists is a frequent source

of criticism in some areas.

Yasuke was originally from Mozambique and was brought as a slave from India by the
Jesuit Italian patrolman Alessandro Valignano when he arrived in Japan. Varignano
and his others including Yasuke arrived in Japan in 1579 and had an audience with
Oda Nobunaga #R{E &, the most powerful samurai of the time, in 1581. Nobunaga,
who had never seen Black people before, ordered his officers to wash Yasuke's body
when he saw him. However, instead of becoming whiter, Yasuke's body became even
darker. Nobunaga, who was known for his love of rare things, took a liking to Yasuke
when he saw this and promoted Yasuke as his retainer, sometimes giving Yasuke his

tools to carry. In 1582, Nobunaga was assassinated by his vassal Akechi Mitsuhide
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BHEE Yt in a rebellion. Mitsuhide captured Yasuke on this occasion, but released

Yasuke.'® Yasuke's whereabouts afterwards are unknown.

Whether Yasuke was actually a samurai remains a matter of debate among historians
due to a lack of primary sources.'” However, the prevailing view is that his role was
more akin to that of an attendant and entertainer for Nobunaga.’? It is highly
improbable that he ever commanded troops on the battlefield, rendering the notion of
him as a legendary samurai utterly preposterous. Moreover, the very definition of
samurai was only clearly established during the early modern period with the

separation of military and agricultural classes.

Moreover, this choice of protagonist creates a set of unfortunate implications. Despite
the setting in medieval Japan, Japanese men only appear as enemies to be
slaughtered. This shocked some players and has led to accusations of bias against

East Asian people.’3

Recently, this work has attracted a great deal of attention in Japan, with a petition drive
calling for its release to be stopped and the Diet taking up the issue, out of concern
that false historical culture could be spread around the world through the game. Prime
Minister Ishiba Shigeru BH% stated, “Defacing the Shinto shrine is out of the
question, and it is an insult to the nation itself”.’* While history games have immense
learning benefits, there is a risk of spreading prejudices and stereotypes that differ
from historical facts if the fictional nature of the games is not recognised. What an
irony that the game featuring Yasuke as a protagonist for the sake of racial diversity

has resulted in racial division.
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