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What are some of the main problems and potentialities associated with using films as evidence in historical discourse? To what extent should historians treat films differently to other forms of historical evidence?


‘The single most powerful obstacle to the historical use of film has been the historian’s view that when compared with the masses of other documentary evidence available film was especially unreliable as evidence’.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Sian Barber, Using Film as a Source (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015), p. 1; J.A.S Grenville, Film as History (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 1971), p. 4. ] 


The above quote is contained in a lecture called Film as History which was given by the lecturer J.A.S Grenville.[footnoteRef:2] The historians referred to in the quote are correct in saying that using film as evidence can be problematic and that it should be treated with caution. Unlike other forms of evidence, historical films tend to lack the historical authenticity, accuracy, and quite often the information that manuscripts and other media can give to a historian.[footnoteRef:3] There is also the problem in that due to its relative newness, film cannot be used as a primary source for many historians who research time periods from before the advent of film. This lowers the utility of film in the eyes of some historians, as it is upon primary sources that original research tends to be based.[footnoteRef:4] With that in mind it is easy to understand why some would take issue with utilising film as historical evidence, especially those made for theatrical purposes. This essay takes issue with this blanket assumption though, as it believes that historians dismiss film far too easily as the medium holds many potentialities that could be used if film were considered a serious form of historical evidence. [2:  Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 8-27.   ]  [3:  Michel S. Beaulieu, “Wie es eigentlich gewesen?” Early Film as Historical Source?’, in Building New Bridges - Bâtir de nouveaux ponts: Sources, Methods and Interdisciplinarity - Sources, méthodes et
Interdisciplinarité, ed. by Jeff Keshen and Sylvie Perrier (Ottawa: University of Ottawa University Press, 2005), pp. 249-264 (pp.249-256). ]  [4:  Beulieu, “Wie es eigentlich gewesen?” Early Film as Historical Source?’, pp. 249-256. ] 


The above will allow the essay to interact with the available scholarship and to compare the difficulties and potentialities of using film as evidence. A central part of this discourse will be the question of to what extent should historians treat films differently to other forms of historical evidence? This question will be considered in the essay as historians’ resistance to the usage of film rests on the fact that film is different to other forms of documentary evidence. If film can be used as evidence, it must be decided if it should be treated the same as other media or not. To facilitate the above, this essay will assess three films. The first of these films is Isao Takahata’s Grave of the Fireflies (1988) which is an animated film describing two children’s lives during the firebombing of Kobe during the closing months of the Second World War.[footnoteRef:5] The second is Frank Capra’s Know Your Enemy: Japan: (1945) which is a propaganda film made during the closing stages of the Second Word War.[footnoteRef:6] The third is the film Emperor (2012) which examined the US investigations into the role that Emperor Hirohito played in Japan’s war effort during the Second World War.[footnoteRef:7]   [5:  Isao Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies [Film]. 1988 < https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/video/detail/B00PLUFEJG/ref=atv_yv_hom_c_unkc_1_1> [Accessed 10th January 2021]. ]  [6:  Frank Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan [Film]. 1945 < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PvcE9D3mn0Q > [Accessed: 10th January 2021].  ]  [7:  Peter Webber, Emperor [Film]. 2012 < https://www.amazon.co.uk/Emperor-Matthew-Fox/dp/B084S624TR/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=emperor&qid=1610292700&s=instant-video&sr=1-1 > [Accessed: 10th January 2021]. ] 


When performing historical research, historians tend to prefer primary sources as these sources originate from the time that is being examined. Consequently, it is correct to examine the issues of using films as primary sources. In this case Know Your Enemy: Japan (1945) serves as an example of a film that could be used as a primary source.[footnoteRef:8] Directed by Frank Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan is one of several films that Capra made for the US government during the Second World War as part of their propaganda program against the Axis.[footnoteRef:9] As the title suggests the film was created by the US War Department to educate American soldiers about the Japanese, with the view of instilling within them a sense of determination.[footnoteRef:10] The Imperial War Museum and Paul D. Barclay suggest that this feature was part of an effort to inspire soldiers to put their utmost efforts into defeating the Japanese.[footnoteRef:11] Since the film was completed in 1945 after the defeat of Germany, it could be suggested that the film was also an attempt by the US War Department to prepare soldiers for the perceived difficulties in bringing the Pacific War to a close.[footnoteRef:12] It was widely believed by many that the only way to defeat Japan was to perform a land invasion which would cost thousands of lives.[footnoteRef:13] With this mind the film was possibly a way for the US to prepare their troops for the gigantic efforts and sacrifices that would be needed to achieve such an invasion by giving them the determination to carry it out.[footnoteRef:14]  [8:  Capra, Know Your Enemy Japan, 1945. ]  [9:  Paul D. Barclay, ‘Propaganda or Documentary? The Showa Emperor and “Know Your Enemy: Japan”, Education About Asia, 7.2 (2002), 31-38 (pp. 31-32). < https://www.asianstudies.org/publications/eaa/archives/propaganda-or-documentary-the-showa-emperor-and-know-your-enemy-japan/> [Accessed: 10th January 2021]. ]  [10:  Barclay, ‘Propaganda or Documentary? The Showa Emperor and “Know Your Enemy: Japan”, pp. 31-33. ]  [11:  Imperial War Museum, Know Your Enemy-Japan (2021) < https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060006390 > [Accessed: 10th January 2021]. ]  [12:  Barclay, ‘Propaganda or Documentary? The Showa Emperor and “Know Your Enemy: Japan’, pp. 31-33. ]  [13:  D. M. Giangreco, ‘A score of Bloody Okinawans and Iwo Jimas’: President Truman and Casualty Estimates for the Invasion of Japan’, Pacific Historical Review, 72.1 (2003), 93-132 (pp. 93-96). ]  [14:  Imperial War Museum, 2021. ] 


Know Your Enemy: Japan shows the potentialities of using films as primary sources in several ways. First, since it was made in 1945, Know Your Enemy: Japan can give us an indication as to how developed American cinematic propaganda was towards the end of the Second World War. Quite often the cinematic propaganda of Nazi Germany is held up as the best cinematic propaganda, due to its grand scale and advanced use of cinematic techniques.[footnoteRef:15] Know Your Enemy: Japan though shows that American propaganda could use equally advanced cinematic techniques. For instance, throughout the film Capra has made extensive use of montage editing, especially when he is contrasting different perceptions of the Japanese.[footnoteRef:16] Towards the start of the film there is a section where Capra contrasts how the Japanese want Americans to see them and the purported reality of the Japanese. Through montage editing Capra successfully contrasts the apparent illusion of Japanese civility against the alleged reality of them being warmongers and barbarians.[footnoteRef:17] As a primary source the film also shows us how the US War Department wanted American soldiers to view the Japanese. Through the use of an anti-Japanese narrative the film attempts to persuade its audience that the Japanese are a backward people, as their society is based on medieval values.[footnoteRef:18] This is primarily performed through the film’s contention that Japanese society was backwards and medieval as a result of the Tokugawa Shogunate’s banishment of Christianity and foreigners from the country.[footnoteRef:19] The film carries the implication that by expelling foreigners the Japanese rejected American values which the film implies are superior and the correct values to hold.[footnoteRef:20]   [15:  Eric Rentschler, ‘German Feature Film 1933-1945’, Monatshefte, 82.3 (1990), 257-266 (p. 260).  < https://www.jstor.org/stable/30155280 > [Accessed: 11th January 2021].  ]  [16:  Imperial War Museum, 2021. ]  [17:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [18:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [19:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945; Barclay, ‘Propaganda or Documentary? The Showa Emperor and “Know Your Enemy: Japan’, pp. 31-33.]  [20:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.] 


As a primary source, the film also serves as an artefact which can provide information on American cultural history.  Joan Knickerbocker believes that films from the 1940s like Know Your Enemy: Japan provide a glimpse of the assumptions, beliefs, and attitudes of past societies.[footnoteRef:21] In the case of Know Your Enemy: Japan besides showing the hatred felt by some Americans towards the Japanese, it also provides invaluable data on how Americans viewed their own society, culture, and values. Throughout the film’s narrative there is the implicit notion that Americans, or at least the American government, viewed American society as being superior to Japanese society.[footnoteRef:22] This is seen right from the beginning through the inclusion of a disclaimer that the film is not talking about all members of the Japanese race.[footnoteRef:23] The disclaimer states that the film is critical of the Japanese who lived and originated from Japan itself and not those of Japanese descent who fought for the US in the European Theatre.[footnoteRef:24] This carries the implication that individuals classed as being ‘Japanese’ were hated or held in high esteem depending on which culture they were brought up in. This deliberate distinction between Japanese and Japanese Americans shows that the American government viewed American culture and values to be superior to the culture and values of the Japanese.[footnoteRef:25] By extension it could also be argued that the film also accurately provides accurate details of American values in general which the US government wished to claim during the Second World War. The idea of American exceptionalism, the idea that American values and culture was superior to all others, was still widely held during the 1940s and it is well documented as being a widely held belief amongst Americans during the period.[footnoteRef:26]  [21:  Joan L. Knickerbocker, ‘Vintage Films as Primary Sources in the History Classroom’, American Secondary Education, 43.1 (2014), 69-81 (pp. 69-81). < https://www.jstor.org/stable/43694203 > [Accessed: 11th January 2021]. ]  [22:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945. ]  [23:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [24:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [25:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.    ]  [26:  Hilde Eliassen Restad, ‘Old Paradigms in History Die Hard in Political Science: US Foreign Policy and American
Exceptionalism’, American Political Thought, 1.1 (2012), 53-76 (pp. 68-69). < https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/664586> [Accessed: 11th January 2021]. ] 


Joan Knickerbocker however does have some criticism regarding the use of films as primary evidence as she believes that their usefulness depends on the context in which they are used.[footnoteRef:27] Sian Barber is also of the same opinion despite being a strong advocate for the use of film as evidence within historical discourses.[footnoteRef:28] Whilst they both believe that films can provide evidence relating to culture as primary sources. They believe that films are highly problematic when used to extract historical fact relating to historical events because even films of a documentary nature are often created under the pressure of external forces.[footnoteRef:29] This is especially true with Know Your Enemy Japan which had a troublesome production due to the demands of its producers.[footnoteRef:30] Capra and his team originally started producing the film in 1942 but were continually delayed due to the American government’s indecision of what their position towards Japan was.[footnoteRef:31] The US Army also insisted that racist overtones should be included in the film.[footnoteRef:32] There is also the fact that Capra and his clients twisted the history presented in the film to suit their own agendas.[footnoteRef:33] For example, they tried to show in the film that Emperor Hirohito was an all-powerful absolute monarch who was behind the massacres and evils committed by the Imperial Japanese Armed Forces. In truth Emperor Hirohito had very little power and next to nothing to do with the conduct of the Japanese soldier during the war. All this damages the films’ credibility as a historical source which tells us about the Japanese culture during the Pacific War. Its usefulness and credibility as a source for analysing American culture however is excellent. This point also vindicates Barber and Knickerbocker’s concerns and praise about using films as historical evidence.   [27:  Knickerbocker, ‘Vintage Films as Primary Sources in the History Classroom’, pp. 69-71. ]  [28:  Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 28-51.     ]  [29:  Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 28-51; Knickerbocker, ‘Vintage Films as Primary Sources in the History Classroom’, pp. 69-71.]  [30:  John W. Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (New York: Pantheon, 1986), pp. 18–19. ]  [31:  Ibid, pp. 18-19. ]  [32:  Ibid, pp. 18-19.]  [33:  Ibid, pp. 18-19.] 


So, does this mean that films should be treated differently to other forms of evidence when used as primary sources? It is the view of this essay so far that they should be treated the same as other forms of historical evidence. Michel S. Beaulieu argues this very point and states that film should be used as a trusted form of evidence. He argues that it is the duty of a historian to use all evidence available to them to create as accurate as picture as possible. He is quite clear though that films should not replace the more traditional forms of evidence, like books or manuscripts. He believes that film has great potential and that it should be used alongside the more traditional forms of evidence. Know Your Enemy: Japan can be used to illustrate this point, as it can be used to garner useful evidence alongside more traditional forms of primary evidence. As previously stated, the film tries to portray Emperor Hirohito as both the political leader and religious leader of the Japanese.[footnoteRef:34] This is achieved by the insertion of images of Churchill, Stalin, President Roosevelt, and other religious leaders to provide an illustration of the point to the film’s audience.[footnoteRef:35] This on its own only informs the historian about how the Americans perceived Hirohito and how the creators of Know: Your Enemy Japan wanted the audience to interpret the position of Hirohito.[footnoteRef:36] If, however it is considered within the context of more widely available primary evidence which is provided from official records, it can be shown that the film’s representation of Hirohito’s position within Japanese society is highly problematic, but this will be discussed later in this essay.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945. ]  [35:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [36:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [37:  David J. Lu, Japan: A Documentary History: The Late Tokugawa Period to the Present (Abingdon: Routledge, 1997), pp. 338-343, 424-440. ] 


If the above can be said about films being used as primary evidence and their trustworthiness, what can be said about films that cannot be classed as primary sources as they were made after the time and events they depict? This is where historians start to get more distrustful of film as this category includes feature films which depict fictional versions of the past.[footnoteRef:38] Film theorists such as Rosenstone believe this mistrust to be misplaced, as he believes that film can provide serious historical discourse, as they can offer alternative points of view regarding the history that is portrayed.[footnoteRef:39] Rosenstone’s work on film however focusses on how history is represented and contested in motion pictures rather than on whether they can be used as evidence.[footnoteRef:40] His work can be used as a basis for an argument which suggests films can be used as excellent sources despite them not being classed as primary sources. Isao Takahata’s Grave of The Fireflies (1988) is a film that highlights this argument and provides evidence as to why the above argument can be made.[footnoteRef:41] Grave of The Fireflies details the story of siblings Seta’s and Setsuko’s lives during the closing stages of the Second World War.[footnoteRef:42] Unlike the more upbeat films from Studio Ghibli, such as From Up on Poppy Hill (2011), Grave of The Fireflies was designed by Takahata to be realistic and dark.[footnoteRef:43] This was done since Takahata wanted the film to provide an authentic representation of his own experiences during the US firebombing campaign of 1945.[footnoteRef:44]     [38:  Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 28-51. ]  [39:  Robert A. Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), pp. 98-117. ]  [40:  Ibid, pp. 98-117. ]  [41:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988. ]  [42:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988.]  [43:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988; Goro Miyazaki (dir.), Up From Poppy Hill [Film], (Tokyo: Studio Ghibli, 2011). ]  [44:  Colin Odell and Michelle Le Blanc, Studio Ghibli: The Films of Hayao Myazaki and Isao Takahata, 3rd edn (Harpenden: Kamera Books, 2019), pp. 70-74. ] 


Grave of the Fireflies shows that film has the potentiality to convey someone’s personal conceptualisation of historic events and to preserve their lived experiences. In the case of Grave of The Fireflies the film preserves two people’s experiences. On the one hand it preserves Takahata’s experiences, as he claims that the storyline surrounding Seta and Setsuko was very much like his own experiences.[footnoteRef:45] In an interview he confirmed that he and his sister escaped together from their home during a bombing raid. This event matches the first scenes in the film as it shows Seta and Setsuko escaping their home during a raid, just as Takahata and his own sister did.[footnoteRef:46] The second person whose memories are preserved in the film is Akiyuki Nosaka. His memories are preserved in the film as it is based on his 1967 short story of the same name. The story was written by Nosaka as an attempt to rationalise the guilt he felt for the death of his sister who died during the closing stages of the Second World War.[footnoteRef:47] This situation creates an unusual circumstance where a fictional historical film provides an excellent conceptualisation of two individuals’ experiences of the firebombing campaign on Japanese towns and cities.  [45:  Masami Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, The Japan Times, September 12th 2015. < https://www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/2015/09/12/films/isao-takahatas-stark-world-reality/> [Accessed: 11th January 2021]. ]  [46:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015. ]  [47:  Colin Odell and Michelle Le Blanc, Studio Ghibli: The Films of Hayao Myazaki and Isao Takahata, pp. 70-74. ] 


So how does Grave of The Fireflies preserve the memory of Takahata and Nosaka? First the film is autobiographical in nature which means it is rooted in fact. Despite the work being based on Nosaka’s book, Takahata inserted scenes into the film which are based on his own experiences of the bombing of Okayama Prefecture.[footnoteRef:48] One of the scenes which is likely based on his experiences is one of the opening sequences where Seta and Setsuko are running to escape the bombs which are starting to fall.[footnoteRef:49] This scene is most likely based on Takahata’s life as it matches an anecdote which described the very same event from when he was a child during the closing month of the Second World War.[footnoteRef:50] Since the film is from Takahata’s own life the film is preserving his memories as it is recounting what he saw during the US bombing campaign against mainland Japan. Besides this, it looks like Nosaka allowed for his story to be adapted by Takahata because he wanted any adaption to be a realistic recreation of both his story and wartime experiences.[footnoteRef:51] Nosaka believed that animation was the only medium that could provide a truly accurate representation of what it was like during bombing raids. [footnoteRef:52] This is perhaps unsurprising as the art in Grave of The Fireflies provides graphic scenes of Kobe being bombed and buildings burning with bright colours to enhance the flames intensity.[footnoteRef:53]  [48:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015.  ]  [49:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988.]  [50:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015. ]  [51:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015; Colin Odell and Michelle Le Blanc, Studio Ghibli: The Films of Hayao Myazaki and Isao Takahata, pp. 70-74. ]  [52:  Colin Odell and Michelle Le Blanc, Studio Ghibli: The Films of Hayao Myazaki and Isao Takahata, pp. 70-74. ]  [53:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988.] 


Grave of The Fireflies though probably only shows film’s potential for preserving memory due to Takahata’s attitude towards film making and animation in general.[footnoteRef:54] If one was a believer in the Auteur Theory, it could be argued that Takahata was an auteur as his style of filmmaking was based on his view that films should be as realistic as possible.[footnoteRef:55] Unlike his fellow Studio Ghibli founder Hayao Miyazaki, who mostly makes high fantasy films including the OSCAR award winning Spirited Away (2001), Takahata’s films have generally been grounded far more in reality.[footnoteRef:56] This is evident when Grave of the Fireflies is compared to Takahata’s other films such as The Story of Yanagawa Canals (1987) and Pom Poko (1994).[footnoteRef:57] This adds validity to the claim that Grave of the Fireflies shows the potentiality of film as a preserver of memory since it shows that if a director wishes to preserve memories of the past then their work will do just that. This should then perhaps allow fictional historical films to be used as historical evidence with relation to people’s memories in historical discourses. This point is further reinforced in that scholars like Rosenstone hold similar ideas. Rosenstone through his analysis of Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986), suggests that historical films with fictional plots can hold a great amount of realism especially if the director experienced the events portrayed in the film.[footnoteRef:58] If the same logic is applied to Grave of The Fireflies, then it is apparent that this film serves as an example of film’s potentiality to preserve memory.   [54:  Colin Odell and Michelle Le Blanc, Studio Ghibli: The Films of Hayao Myazaki and Isao Takahata, pp. 70-74.]  [55:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015; Philip West, ‘Introduction: Framing the Asia Pacific War with an Even Hand’, The Journal of American-East Asian Relations, 11.1/4 (2002), 5-23 (p. 19). < https://www.jstor.org/stable/23613060> [Accessed: 11th January 2021].  ]  [56:  Ito, ‘Isao Takahata's stark World of Reality’, 2015.]  [57:  Isao Takahata (dir.), The Story of Yanagawa Canals [Film], (Tokyo: Studio Ghibli, 1987); Isao Takahata (dir.), Pom Poko [Film], (Tokyo: Studio Ghibli, 1994).]  [58:  Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History, pp. 98-117.   ] 


So, what issues exist with using film to provide evidence with regards to the memory of historical events? The main issue that film has with memory is that it is multi-faceted, which results in people or nations holding very different memories to each other about the same historical event. For instance, Franziska Seraphim, in an essay about Japanese visual culture, notes that the Japanese visual culture conveys the idea that the Japanese were victims during the Second World War.[footnoteRef:59] She then explains that this contrasts with Americans who saw the Japanese as aggressors during the war.[footnoteRef:60] This creates a problem for historians when using film as evidence of memory as quite often films about the same subject can have completely different yet valid stories about the same event. For instance, Know Your Enemy: Japan is justified in promoting the memory of the Japanese being aggressors because they did attack the US and commit horrendous war crimes.[footnoteRef:61] On the other hand, the promotion of a memory of victimization in Grave of the Fireflies is also legitimate as Japanese civilians were the victims of American bombing raids.[footnoteRef:62] Besides being justified through history, both sets of memory are legitimate as this is how the creators of the respective films experienced the events displayed in the films. As film is a cultural output, the narrative and depictions of events will nearly always match how these events are conceptualized in their creators’ cultural group.  [59:  Franziska Seraphim, ‘Visual Cultures of Memory in Modern Japan: The Historical use of Japanese Art Collections’, in Memory and History: Understanding Memory as Source and Subject, ed. by Joan Tumblety (London: Routledge, 2013), pp. 88-122 (pp. 88-89.). ]  [60:  Ibid., pp. 88. ]  [61:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945. ]  [62:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988.        ] 


Having two different versions of an event allows for direct comparisons of the conceptualizations made by different cultures about the same event. Such an action also allows for the factors behind these conceptualizations to be analyzed and understood.  More importantly though this action can be used to examine changes in how a single culture has changed its view about an event. A film that perhaps shows this more than others is the film Emperor (2012).[footnoteRef:63] Emperor details the American attempts to investigate the culpability of Emperor Hirohito for the how the Imperial Japanese Armed Forces conducted their wartime operations. A central question to the film is whether Hirohito played an important role in the Japanese war effort or if he was merely a ceremonial ruler who had little to do with national policy during WWII. The plotline is fictional, but it makes use of historical characters, including General Macarthur and Brigadier Bonner Fellows who led the investigation of Hirohito.[footnoteRef:64] The film gives an excellent account of the debates surrounding what to do with Hirohito after the Japanese surrender in 1945.[footnoteRef:65] On the one hand there was a move to try Hirohito for war crimes, but another faction saw him as a useful tool to assist in the reconstruction of Japan.[footnoteRef:66] There is a fictional sub-plot involving the Japanese love interest of Brigadier General Fellows, but this is used to create a sense of victimization surrounding the Japanese.[footnoteRef:67]   [63:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ]  [64:  Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [65:  Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [66:  Noriko Kawamura, Emperor Hirohito and the Pacific War (London: University of Washington Press, 2015), pp. 3-192.]  [67:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ] 


If one compared Emperor to Know Your Enemy: Japan it can be shown that over time, there is a change in how memory is promoted and used between the 1940s and the 2010s. Whereas Know Your Enemy: Japan exclusively argues the evil nature of the Japanese, Emperor takes its time to differentiate between the Japanese civilians and the leaders who orchestrated the Pacific War.[footnoteRef:68] This shows a dramatic shift in how Americans memorialize the Pacific War as Emperor shows that within seventy-five years Americans have become more tolerant to the idea of the Japanese being victims in the war.[footnoteRef:69] The director Peter Webber seems to have taken steps to ensure that the Japanese are still seen as the aggressors. This is largely achieved through the dialogue between Fellows and the people he interrogates, as they do not deny Japan’s status as an aggressor. Instead, the dialogue, together with the score and narrative, convey a sense of victimization that is not present in Know Your Enemy: Japan.[footnoteRef:70] The same can be said about how Hirohito is portrayed in both films. In Know Your Enemy: Japan, Hirohito is portrayed as the autocrat of Japan, whereas as in Emperor it is suggested that Hirohito was nothing more than a ceremonial ruler despite the large amount of power he held on paper.[footnoteRef:71] The film never establishes if Hirohito was guilty of war crimes during the Second World War II. It does however show the shift from Americans viewing the emperor as a war criminal to them viewing him as less culpable.[footnoteRef:72]  [68:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945; Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [69:  Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [70:  Webber, Emperor, 2012; Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945.]  [71:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945; Webber, Emperor, 2012. ]  [72:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ] 


With above in mind, it is apparent that film should be used as evidence in discussions surrounding memory. It should be said however that within this context films should be treated with more caution than other forms of evidence. This stems from the fact that most historical films, even authentic ones like Grave of The Fireflies, are fictional in nature.[footnoteRef:73] As they are fictional, historians should be more critical of historical films in general as their portrayal of history can be both inaccurate and not rooted in historical reality. For example, in Grave of The Fireflies the adventures of Seta and Setsuko portrayed in the film are completely fictitious.[footnoteRef:74] The same can be said with Emperor and its fictional romantic sub-plot, as there is no evidence to suggest that Fellows had a tryst with a Japanese woman.[footnoteRef:75] Yet at the same time Grave of The Fireflies provides an authentic representation of what Japanese civilians experienced during the bombing of Japan. As a representation which serves as the preserver of Takahata’s and Nosaka’s memories the implication here is that a fictional film can still preserve people’s memories even if the film is fictional in nature.[footnoteRef:76] Historians must be prepared therefore to accept that fictional films can preserve people’s memory extremely well despite their fictionalities.  [73:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988; Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 8-27.      ]  [74:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988. ]  [75:  Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [76:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988.] 


The above point is highlighted through the work of Sheldon Hall who argues that a difference can be made between accuracy and authenticity.[footnoteRef:77] He essentially argues that film directors can create authentic representations of the past without being completely historically accurate.[footnoteRef:78] The implication that this carries for film being used as evidence is that films that provide an authentic representation can carry the memories of lived experiences. As previously explained, Grave of The Fireflies does this extremely well despite the presence of a fictional plotline and chain of events.[footnoteRef:79] Whilst films may be used as evidence to discuss theory it should be recognized that not all films replicate the experiences of people. Films can also preserve another kind of memory, which could be described as the national memory of nation states.[footnoteRef:80] That is to say it can show us what national governments wanted their official memory of events to be. Out of the films analyzed, Know Your Enemy: Japan shows this the best as it shows us that the United States made attempts to immortalize the Japanese as warmongers and a backward people.[footnoteRef:81] This proves that film does not just provide evidence of people’s memory but also of the national memory as shaped by government. As with the above points, if a film is used as evidence to discuss national memories historians should be careful because of the agendas that exist within them especially if the film is regarded as pure propaganda.[footnoteRef:82]       [77:  Sheldon Hall, Zulu with some Guts Behind it (Sheffield: Tomahawk Press, 2014), p. 429. ]  [78:  Hall, Zulu with some Guts Behind it, pp. 429-430. ]  [79:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988. ]  [80:  Marnie Hughes-Warrington, History Goes to The Movies: Studying History on Film (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), pp. 81-83.   ]  [81:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945. ]  [82:  Barber, Using Film as a Source, pp. 28-51. ] 


With the above in mind, Emperor also highlights film’s potentiality to examine historical debates in a meaningful way. Admittedly Emperor does not do this perfectly by any stretch of the imagination. The film was panned by critics for not providing a serious historical debate about the role that Hirohito played in the Second World War. Considering this point, the critics’ argument about its treatment of history is valid.[footnoteRef:83] The films spend a large amount of time on a subplot where Fellows looks for a former love interest. The time devoted to it causes the film to flounder in its attempts to highlight the different aspects of Fellow’s investigations and the pressure that General Macarthur was under to prosecute Hirohito.[footnoteRef:84] Despite its shortcomings the film does manage a credible attempt at highlighting why people are still debating Hirohito’s guilt. It successfully communicates that the main issue surrounding Hirohito’s guilt is that he was not found guilty or innocent of war crimes. Instead, the American and Japanese authorities went to extraordinary lengths to protect the emperor and other members of the Imperial Family from prosecution.[footnoteRef:85] This situation has led to continual debates, with some historians believing that Hirohito should have been prosecuted for war crimes whereas others believe he was innocent.[footnoteRef:86] Unlike some films though the director Peter Webber manages to create a form of objectivity which helps the film examine both sides of the debate.[footnoteRef:87] For instance, there is the suggestion that Hirohito was guilty as his courtiers in the film fail to provide evidence which exonerates him or condemns him when they are interviewed as part of the investigation. On the other hand, the film also presents the argument that Hirohito did not support the war and went against the Japanese government to announce the surrender of Japan.[footnoteRef:88]   [83:  Ian Nathan, ‘Emperor Review’ Review of Emperor, directed by Peter Webber. (2013), < https://www.empireonline.com/movies/reviews/emperor-review/> [Accessed: 13th January 2021]. ]  [84:  Ian Nathan, ‘Emperor Review’, 2013. ]  [85:  Kawamura, Emperor Hirohito and the Pacific War, pp. 3-192. ]  [86:  Ibid., pp. 3-17. ]  [87:  Webber, Emperor, 2012.]  [88:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ] 


So where does the above leave historians in their deliberations on how to approach films that take part in historical debates surrounding memory. Hall’s theory of historical accuracy versus historical authenticity allows for films to be taken seriously by historians when they contest historical debates.[footnoteRef:89] But it is Rosenstone’s theory of the film-maker historian which shows that films should be taken seriously when they are used to contest historical narratives.[footnoteRef:90] Through his analysis of Oliver Stone’s films, Rosenstone argues that Stone should be considered a historian as he does the same things as historians who contest history through more traditional means. For instance, he highlights how Stone’s films offer alternative views of history and look to spark historical debate about the events they depict.[footnoteRef:91] It should be mentioned that the above is mostly applied to the question as to whether film directors should be considered historians or not. The idea however does carry the implication that film itself can meaningfully contest and serve as a platform for discussing history.[footnoteRef:92] Rosenstone is correct to suggest this implication as it is shown to be correct through the film Emperor despite its flaws.[footnoteRef:93] From this it can be further argued therefore that film can be used as evidence to discuss historical debates and to contest them where necessary. Of course, as previously stated, historians perhaps need to be more distrustful of film than other pieces of evidence within this area. Since films are subjective they can contain agendas which influence how they contest or interact with historical debates. There is also the problem of some films not being suitable for being used as evidence in this area. Primarily this seems to be down to the fact that films do not usually contest history unless they have been designed to contest history. Therefore, Emperor shows the potentialities of film to be used as evidence in discussion relating to debates as it was specifically made to do so. Other films on the other hand will not be suitable as there were not designed to contest historical debates or narratives.[footnoteRef:94] [89:  Hall, Zulu with some Guts Behind it, pp. 429-430. ]  [90:  Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History, pp. 98-117. ]  [91:  Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History, pp. 98-117.   ]  [92:  Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History, pp. 98-117.    ]  [93:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ]  [94:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ] 


Overall, this essay has covered various points in its attempt to answer the questions posed in the title. In the first instance it identified the potentiality of film being used as primary sources as these originate from the time periods that they might be researching. It used Know Your Enemy: Japan to investigate this idea and found that film showed that its medium has potentiality to be used as a primary source.[footnoteRef:95] It allows historians to garner information about the culture of which the film originates from. It also confirms that film has the potential to inform us about how governments used film to influence their soldiers. In this case it was the US government attempting to influence their soldier to hate the Japanese. This also includes the ability to analyze how cinematic techniques were used to do this and how technically developed American propaganda films were by 1945. It was also used to look at the issues of using films as primary sources and whether they should be treated differently to more traditional forms of evidence. It was found that historians should perhaps treat films with more cautions than other forms of evidence. The essay also highlighted that, when using film as primary sources, there are issues including the agendas included in them by their creators. It does take the view however that films should be treated the same as other forms of primary evidence despite film’s flaws in this department.    [95:  Capra, Know Your Enemy: Japan, 1945. ] 


In the case of fictional films, the essay has shown the potentiality of film to preserve national and personal memory. Using Graving of The Fireflies it has been shown that despite being fictional films can preserve people’s memories.[footnoteRef:96] Of course, this notion is based primarily on the fact that Takahata as a filmmaker preferred to create realistic films. On the other hand, the essay also showed that a film’s representation of memory can be problematic as different films can show two different memorizations of the same events. Historians therefore must treat films with caution when using it as evidence within this context as these memorizations are all validated by the cultural contexts they stem from. As stated, though the essay argues that this is can be an advantage as it allows for two cinematic memorizations to be compared against each other. This also includes the potential to use film to look at how memory changes over time. The essay however does argue that historians should treat films differently to other forms of evidence where necessary. Due to film’s unique nature historians have to be aware that films can be both historically inaccurate yet authentic. Finally, the essay also suggests that film has the potential to meaningfully contest historical debates as highlighted through its examination of Emperor.[footnoteRef:97] Fictional films can be used as evidence to contest historical debates in some instances. Film can be a valuable source adding to debates and confirming historical facts particularly when based on memories and autobiographical narratives seen in this essay. Even if fictional, film can be used as evidence to contest historical debates historians still must watch out for film’s fictionality but Hall’s and Rosenstone’s writings show that this is not necessarily a great issue.[footnoteRef:98]        [96:  Takahata, Grave of The Fireflies, 1988. ]  [97:  Webber, Emperor, 2012. ]  [98:  Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History, pp. 98-117; Hall, Zulu with some Guts Behind it, pp. 429-430.         ] 
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