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Abstract 

In the following study, I critically analyze the expression, the historical context, and the 

forces underlying the often reductively understood notion of Japanese identity. By 

examining a series of relevant Japanese postwar intellectual and creative texts in relation 

to the intellectual and historical context of their production, I attempt to open up the 

problematic category of nationalism, seeking to explain its close relation to the inherent 

instability of the world order in its modem configuration whose troubling features of the 

lack of ontological foundations, disembodied subjectivity, and the homogenization of 

heterogeneous times and spaces seem in recent years to be increasingly manifest. 

Viewing the developmental path of postwar Japanese intellectual productions in the 

historical context of the dialectic of modernity between the forward movement of capital 

and rationalizing forces and the reactionary responses to them, one notices a gradual 

fragmentation of empirical subjecthood and the collective imaginary developing in 

tandem with an equally gradual shift from political and intellectual movements based on 

enlightenment values to romantically inclined ones. As this fragmentation of subjectivity 

and discourse has proceeded, calls for the 'recovery' of collective identity, cultural 

particularism and historical revisionism have become increasingly vocal under the mantle 

of nilzonjinron (the discourse of Japanese uniqueness). I argue that these calls cannot 

adequately be grasped within the confines of the conventional notion of nationalism, 

since they are the direct product of serious disturbances in the realms of subjectivity and 

intersubjectivity, the resultant epistemological and ontological ambiguities that have 



made the subject's relation to the outside world increasingly problematic, and the 

deepening crisis in the world economy and a breakdown in international hegemony that 

have caused many Japanese to question Japan's postwar trajectory under US hegemony 

and Japan's commitment to universalist ideals. In the 1990s, mounting Japanese 

resentment at the US and a concurrent search for an alternate identity have taken 

expression in a highly ambiguous and populist form of 'nationalism' seeking to 

reestablish national hegemony by centralizing the fragmentation of discursive meanings 

and by creating a historically grounded sense of Japanese subjecthood. 
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Chapter I: Dialectic of Modernity, National Hegemony, and Japanese Identity 

Main Objectives and Argument 

Since its traumatic encounter with the US "black ships" in the mid-19th century, 

Japan has never been at ease with its position in the modem world, and the Japanese 

sense of identity has constantly been troubled by its love-hate relation to its powerfid 

other, the modem West. In order to understand the question of Japanese identity, one 

needs to pass beyond the two extreme poles of the ahistorical and dematerialized 

analyses of identity, the first insisting on the timeless continuation of Japanese cultural 

tradition and the second beginning and ending with the notion of "Japan as construction." 

Caught up in this dichotomy of essentialist versus anti-essentialist positions, one loses 

sight of the urgent problematic of the modem world itself, as experienced in Japan or 

elsewhere, a problematic most often confined to the analyses of resurgent "nationalist 

sentiments" that express the resentment of the 'underdogs' in the international 

hegemonic system. My principal objective is to disclose a series of structural 

contradictions embedded in the modem world and the problems that arise from those 

contradictions; that is to say, how the hegemonic hierarchy of the system is maintained 

by a differential distribution of its problems, all the while making the system appear 

"natural." Here I am concerned with the way "Japan" has become what it is today, and in 

particular its recent preoccupation with national identity asserted in terms of an historica! 



revisionism calling for a reassessment of the significance of the Pacific War. Naturally, 

the revisionists' vindication of the prewar Japanese state's sovereign rights, at the 

expense of neglecting all the sufferings born by Asian peoples, has but a tenuous ethical 

ground to stand on. At the same time, however, 1 hope to enlarge the intellectual scope of 

my project in order to better understand the sources and reasons that have given rise to, 

and even served to popularize, such near-sighted claims. In this sense I hope to reflect the 

broader and deeper problems of the world and historical time we share. 

Following in the footsteps of such pioneering works as Edward Said's 

Orientalism (1978) and Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities (1983), a wealth of 

new scholarship has emerged which challenges conventional disciplinary boundaries and 

presumed conceptual categories. These new studies, including those referred to as post- 

colonial studies, cultural studies, and globalization literature, co-exist, often uneasily, 

with the more conventionally established scholarly ficids such as international relations 

and comparative politics, under the rubric of international studies. While making 

significant contributions to the existing scholarship and attracting a diverse readership of 

students and scholars across a number of.disciplines, a number of alarm bells have been 

raised about aspects of this new scholarly trend. To my mind the most significant critique 

voiced by these warnings is this new scholarship's general tendency to move away from 

historically and structurally based analysis, or to put differently, its inclination to 

approach questions of nationalism and other politicaily significant problematics mostly 

from a cultural and literary angle in which the material and historical context of the 



questions at hand is played down or glossed over. The danger of this tendency lies in the 

desire to frame various international events and historical experiences of different 

peoples in apoliticaI terms, and thereby reinforce the hegemonic power of the 

international system operating through the dualism of material and institutional 

universalism and the cultural particularism of the nation-state. Curiously, this hegemonic 

dualism seems to be ever more manifest today, as exemplified in the globalization of 

economy and in the rise of exclusivist nationalist movements grounding themselves in 

particular identities, while the analyses of current scholarship have been less than 

satisfactory in uncovering and analyzing the causes and the mechanism of this dualism. It 

seems to me that as we Iurch towards the new millennium, the historical context of the 

1990s demands a re-evaluation of the current state of international studies (broadly 

conceived) scholarship, especially in light of contemporary theory's abstraction and 

tendency to isolate itself and its concerns from the broader picture of what is happening 

in the historical world. 

Within this broad thematic and these concerns, the following work seeks to 

critically analyze the contents, the underlying motivations, and the developmental 

process of the often categorically understood notion of Japanese identity by examining a 

number of discursive and creative Japanese texts produced between the mid-1 930s and 

today in their specific historical contexts. In doing so, I attempt to demonstrate how the 

development of a distorted Japanese social imaginary reflects the attempts of Japanese 

intellectuals to counter-act the difficulties of "the modem" they experienced. Given that 



the problematic of identity and nationalism has largely been approached in terms of the 

"spatial dimension" of the identity formation between the self and the other, the most 

challenging theoretical task of my thesis is to incorporate what I would like to call the 

'temporal dimension' of modernity into the theoretical frame of international studies. 

That is to say, the question of Japanese identity must not only be viewed in Iight of 

Japan's hegemonic inclusion into the Eurocentric world, but also within the temporal 

frame of what Adorno and Horkheimer described as the historical dialectic of the 

Enlightenment, the dialectic between the forward movement of the modem and a series 

of reactionary responses to it. In this historical process, the intensification of the 

penetration of modem technical rationalism and material forces into the empirical life 

sphere constitutes reason's attempts to restructure the subject and society. As the logic of 

modem rationalism objectifies empirical life with ever greater intensity, so too is there an 

equal intensification of a disembodied fkee-floating desire desperately seeking a concrete 

ground for the 'recovery' of the identity seemingly lost in that process, giving a rise to 

what we might call a "revolt of thc senses" against the "tyranny of the rational." 

By situating the debate on this theoretical terrain, my intention is to raise the 

questions of identity and discourse in the context of the process of hegemonic formation 

in which the mode and shape of the superstructure of national hegemony is determined 

and reproduced. Viewing the developmental path of postwar Japanese intellectual 

productions and social movements in the historical dialectic described above, one notices 

a gadual Fragmentation of the empirical subject and social discourse developing in 



tandem with an equally gradual shift from a political and intellectual movement based on 

Enlightenment values to Romantically inclined ones. In Japan in the late 1970s this 

fragmentary process reached a cdmination of sorts that issued in veiled articulatims of 

national identity, cultural particularism, and historical revisionism under the mantle of 

nihonjinron - the discourse of Japanese uniqueness. I argue that the etiolations of reason, 

the autonomous subject, and progressive history in post war Japan, and the responses of 

the Japanese intellectuals to these etiolations, that is their gradual incorporation of extra- 

rational elements into reason in an effort to sustain the integrity of Japanese subjectivity 

and discourse, have together constituted modem Japanese identity. Seen in this optic, the 

historical revisionism and the "new nationalism" that developed out of nilzonjinron must 

be seen in direct relation to the Fragmentation of the subject and intersubjective meaning 

that has accompanied the process of modernization, as well as to the ethically driven 

inspiration to transcend historical contradictions by resorting to the power of the 

aesthetic imagination. In this sense, the problem of "nationalism" manifest in 

contemporary Japan is to a large extent rooted in the universal problem of the modem 

world, namely, its inherent lack of ontological foundations, its tendency to disembody the 

subject, and its homogenization of heterogeneous times and spaces. 

This theoretical frame also allows me to link nationally defined notions of culture 

and discourse with the notion of Japanese identity as it is defined by the universal 

hegemonic system, and thereby open up my analysis to an investigation of the dynamic 

interactive process between national hegemonic formation and the operation of 



international economic and geo-political power. The above described recourse to the 

aesthetic imagination in the process of modern Japanese identity formation has been and 

continues to be freighted with counter-hegemonic impulses driven by an implicit desire 

to "go beyond" the hegemonic inscription of the modern and the Western. The most 

extreme reach of this development saw its ultimate expression in the 1940s intellectual 

project of "overcoming modernity," a project that, based on Pan-Asianist rhetoric, sought 

to reinterpret Japan's war effort as the advent of a new historical epoch in which Asia 

would be liberated from Western imperialist domination. While we may think that that 

history is safely behind us, the troubled state of late modernity manifest in the 1990s 

presents a number of structural similarities with conditions in the 1930s, including the 

breakdown of international hegemony, counter hegemonic revolts expressed in aesthetic 

terms, as well as the scapegoating of national or ethnic minorities. On this account, one 

cannot simply dismiss Fukuyama's "end of history" and/or Huntington's "clash of 

civilizations" theories on the grounds of their intellectual poverty; rather, the historical 

conditions of our time demand the immediate and serious consideration of every 

potential hegemonic resurgence. 

Lastly, but not least importantly, my project introduces non-Japanese readers to a 

number of past and contemporary Japanese texts which are little known in the English 

speaking world. Despite the widely recognized importance of overcoming various biases 

in contemporary Western scholarship, not enough thought has been given to how the 

central issues of international politics have been conceptualized outside the West. The 



relative absence of non-Western perspectives and the continuing production and 

dissemination fiom the Western core of internationally addressed knowledge reinforces 

the passive status of the non-West as foIlowers of Western views of international politics. 

Moreover, although the empiricai evidence for this study has been drawn from specific 

Japanese texts and historical experiences, this study is not only an analysis of Japanese 

modernity; rather, it is an analysis of modernity itself, whose problematics and 

contradictions are perhaps more clearly manifest in Japan, as a fblly developed non- 

Western nation, than they are in the West. The experience of Japanese intellectuals has 

much to tell us about the various difficulties of the modem, and this ought to be part of 

both West-non-West and intra non-West dialogues. 

I. Theorizing Identity and Nationalism - A Critical Review 

De-Orientalizing and De-Politicizing the Other 

Edward Said's landmark work Orientalism (1978) has had an enormous impact 

on international studies, opening up a new intellectual horizon to alternate perspectives, 

while inviting both constructive and reactionary criticisms. Among those criticisms, I 

want to pay particular attention to two, both arising fiom epistemologicaI questions 

surrounding universal representation of the Western Self and the exclusion or relegation 

of the non-Western subject as the other. Dennis Porter, in a 1983 work, criticized Said for 

eliding the distinction between 'pure' and political knowledge, all the while, Porter 

contends, implying the presence of a 'true' and knowable Orient that could only be 



misrepresented by Orientalism. Porter's assumption of an implicit 'real' Orient in Said's 

work derives fiom his interpretation of Said's rejection of Orientalist representations as 

'true' knowledge of the Orient. In Porter's words: 

If the first set of propositions, concerning the lack of distinction between pure and 
political knowledge, is true, Orientalism in one form or another is not only what 
we have but all we can ever have. I f ,  on the other hand, as Said sometimes 
implies, truth in representation may be achieved, how can it be justrfied on the 
busis of u rudicul discourse theory which presupposes the impossibility of 
stepping outside of u given discursive firmation by on act ofwill or 
consciousness?' 

What Porter fails to see here is that human existence in its hllest lies beyond 

representation, or, to put it differently, that representations are only possible within 

certain constraints that, by imposing sets of assumptions, are able to make certain aspects 

of the subject intelligible at the same time that those assumptions make other aspects 

unintelligible. In Porter's conception, the subject appears to be a homogeneous, unitary 

entity, strictly confined to the given discursive terrain; there seems to be little attention 

paid to the place for alterity, that aspect of being which cannot be grasped by 

representation. It is unfortunate that Said's post-structuralist derived insights calling for a 

heightened awareness of such inscriptional violence, and the consequent disfiguration of 

the Oriental subject, have completely escaped Porter's understanding, while a premature 

absorption of post-structuralist ideas on the unintelligibility of alterityhhe other have 

caused Porter to turn against Said's arguments. 



Other criticisms of Said's "Orientalism" have typically demonstrated the 

symptomatic inclination of nullifjmg the presence of structurally embedded power 

relations; this attack has been launched by those who argue for the mutuality of identity 

constructions between the Western Self and the non-Western other. David Pollack, in his 

Writing Against Culture: Ideology and Narrative in the Japanese Novel (1992), has 

criticized Orientalism as the "victim's monological view" that fails to be "truly 

dialogical.'" Referring to his own experience in Japan, Pollack claims that Said did not 

take into account the fact that when "we 'Orientalize' Japan, we too ... are being 

'Orientalized' fiom the other side," and "being made exactly the same sort of debased 

object."' In Pollack's logic, the construction of self and the other is mutual, and 

problematizing only the displacement that happens to the other is one-sided and 

"monological." This short-circuited misconstrual of the relation between the self and the 

other emphasizes the mutuality of image construction while dropping altogether any 

discussion of the hegemonic power inscription that such image constructions involve, 

and thus the historical context in which such hegemonic formations take place, one of the 

seminal points of Said's argument. Approaching this mutually constructive relation solely 

on the level of consciousness, Pollack formulates his critique of Said in terms of a mirror 

metaphor: 

What Said seems to take to be a matter of simple racism, then, turns out to be 
more like a hall of mirrors in which we stare at others, some more like ourselves 
and some less, all of whom are staring back at us. Recall Kipling's uncomfortable 
perplexity over the ambiguous Oriental "look": as brutally or anxiously as we 
glower at them in this hall of mirrors, our gaze is returned from every angle to 
brutalize and express anxiety about us in turn." 



In this "hall of mirrors," the advent of "Orientalism" is detached fiom its historical 

context, allowing Pollack to dismiss the role that hegemonic power formations play and 

thus reducing Said's account to an unfairly justified 'reaction.' 

This reduction of history to the reciprocal reflective process of consciousness - 

despite Pollack's seemingly sophisticated employment of a number of post-structuralist 

concepts and thinkers, including Lacan, Demda, Foucault, and Barthes - allows Pollack 

to advance an astonishingly naive claim: 

Japan and we are actually in complicity, locked in the embrace of mutual self- 
definition, just as are Europeans and Arab peoples, the Israelis and the 
Palestinians, the English and the Irish, and so on in terrible twos all around the 
globe. Few today can remain oblivious to the fact that at the moment we 
"Orientalize" Japan, we, exactly as Kipling discovered, are being "Orientalized" 
fiom the other side.5 

As Brett de Bary has argaed, Pollack's argument arbitrarily employs three distinct 

sources for the sense of self that he uses on different occasions to support the narrative he 

constructs: the experience of oneself as an individual, a racially assumed differentiation 

between "us" and "them," and individuals categorized as members of a n a t i ~ n . ~  The 

result of Pollack's strategy, as de Bary points out, is to nullify the workings of power and 

violence in hegemony, and to make it appear as if both parties are equally responsible for 

their mutual rejection: "One wonders whether he [Said] is finally willing to extend to 

both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict" recognizing the necessity of "see[ingJ others 

not as ontologically given but as historically constituted."' Pollack's narcissistic self- 



affirmation at the expense of Japanese others is made possible by dehistoricization of the 

reIation between the self and the other that is intimately connected to the current vogue 

of indeterminacy and ironic detachment of the self from objects andlor historical events. 

This sense of detachment, which used to be expressed guiltily, today tends to be 

justified by postmodem claims that "we" are necessarily confined to a "hall of mirrors." 

In his essay "Commitment to Theory" (in The Location of Culture, 1994), Homi Bhabha 

embraces a space of indeterminacy as the site for a new form of politics: 

The language of critique is effective not because it keeps forever separate the 
terms of the master and the slave, the mercantilist and the Marxist, but to the 
extent to which it overcomes the given grounds of opposition and opens up u 
space oftranslution: a place of hybridity, figuratively speaking, where the 
construction of a political object that is new, neither the one nor the other, 
properly alienates our political expectations, and changes, as it must, the very 
forms of our recognition of the moment of politics. This challenge lies in 
conceiving of the time ofpolitical action and understanding as opening up a 
spuce that can accept and regulate the dxferential structure of the moment of 
intentention without rushing to produce a unit), of the social antagonism or 
contradiction. This is a sign that history is happening - within /he puges oftheory, 
within the systems and structures we construct to figure the passage of the 
historical. 

In this relFusaI to be reduced to a position either for or against the given circumstance, one 

remains politically dormant. The conceptual space of indeterminacy opened up by 

suspending the dialectical opposition of two poles, what Bhabha calls the "place of 

hybridity," is given an active political value as a site in which more sophisticated 

political practices can take place. By virtue of equating history with the "pages of 

theory," Bhabha seeks to transcend historically given contradictions on the level of 



theory, and by absorbing history into the act of theorization, his writing, he believes, 

allows him to easily overcome all historical problems. 

Aijaz Ahmad, in a 1995 article denouncing "the politics of literary 

postcoloniality," has taken such utopic-theoretical views to task: 

. . . we have so vacuous a notion of cultural hybridity as to replace all historicity 
with mere contingency; to lose all sense of specificity in favour of the hyper- 
reality of an eternal and globalized present; and to dispense with all structural 
persistence of the longue duree so remorselessly that the present becomes both 
opaque and wholly self-referentiaL9 

What is symptomatic about theoretical formulations like Pollack's and Bhabha's, is a 

seeming indifference to history, power, and structure that would have allowed them to 

see the world as operating by means of a systematized set of power relations established 

through the violence-laden process of modern history. Equally manifest in such 

formulations is an excessive belief in theory and its power, a belief that seems to forgive 

one's retreat into solipsistic safe havens, either as a means for covering up one's 

narcissism, powerlessness, and indifference, or by euphemistically overestimating 

theory's ability to transform the historical world. lo  In this erection of "theory" as an all- 

encompassing defensive screen, history has become a mere reflection of one's own 

knowledge. 



De-Essentializing, De-Materializing the Nation 

The tendency to move away from historically and structurally oriented arguments, 

and the resultant elimination of questions about the hegemonic power hierarchy, has 

allowed many "spatially oriented" international studies critiques, subsumed by Ahmad 

under the rubric "literary postcoloniality," to suggest an overly harmonious view of the 

world seen from various cultural perspectives. In conjunction with these trends, I have a 

fiuther concern about a dehistoricization that has surfaced in recent analyses of the 

nation-state, a dehistoricization that appears to have resulted fiom excessive caution 

about essentialism as the sign of resurgent nationalism. Somewhat corresponding to the 

depoliticization of "Orientatism," blanket criticisms of nationalism in recent Western 

scholarly discourse often seem to be permeated by an uneasy twist that sometimes echoes 

the tyrannical tone of cultural imperialism. Elsewhere in The Location ofculture, 

Bhabha writes: 

My emphasis on the temporal dimension in the inscription of these political 
entities - that are also potent symbolic and affective sources of cultural identity - 
serves to displace the historicism that has dominated discussions of the nation as 
a cultural force. The linear equivalence of event and idea that historicism 
proposes, most commonly signifies a people, a nation, or a national culture as an 
empirical sociological category or a holistic cultural entity. However, the 
narrative and psychological force that nationess brings to bear on cultural 
production and political projection is the effect of the ambivalence of the 'nation ' 
us u narmtive strategy. As an apparatus of symbolic power, it produces a 
continual slippage of categories, like sexuality, class affiliation, territorial 
paranoia, or 'cultural difference' in the act of writing the nation." 



Here Bhabha emphasizes the imagined, extrinsic, and non-immanent aspects of the 

nation that serve to link the land and its peoples. According to Bhabha, the ultimate 

bonding force of the nation lies in the "continual dippage" that takes place in the 

national narrative and by which "symbolic and affective sources of cultural identity" are 

evoked. "Nation," for Bhabha, is a "narrative strategy" that inculcates belief in the 

collective bond. However, this "continuous slippage of categories" in the "narrative 

strategy" of nations is an essential feature of every narrative, as it is indeed of the system 

of language itself; and as such it is an essential constituent of collective human 

organizations which does not operate oniy according to fonnalistic, rational-fiinctiona1 

codes. 

After rejecting the historically grounded essentialist notions of nation - which for 

him consists of "organic theories of the holism of culture and community" - Bhabha 

draws on Gellner to argue that "the historical necessity of the idea of the nation conflicts 

with the contingent and arbitrary signs and symbols that sign@ the affective life of the 

national ~ulture."'~ This, what he refers to as the "double-time of the nation," serves to 

designate the dualism of immediate empirical life constituted and mediated by cultural 

symbols and meanings on the one hand, and the narrative of the nation that arbitrarily 

assembles segments of history into its mythological construction. Thus, Bhabha claims, 

The language of culture and community is poised on the fissures of the present 
becoming the rhetorical figures of a national past. Historians transfixed on the 
event and the origins of the nation never ask, and political theorists possessed of 
the 'modem' totalities of the nation - 'Homogeneity, literacy and anonymity are 
the key traits' (Gellner 1983: 38) - never pose, the essential question of the 
representation of the nation as a temporal process. " 



Clearly, this is a critical point no contemporary theorist can ignore. However, Bhabha 

seems to underestimate the political inevitability of this "double-time" as an enabling 

mechanism of the modem universal world and its closely related systemic exclusion of 

the non-West; there is no viable alternative to the creation and articulation of national 

space into "double-timed" space, and this is where the symbolic violence of the modem 

universal world most clearly manifests itself. In Bhabha's analysis, the nation is 

described as an ideological apparatus that systematically produces and imposes its 

tyrannical narrative on peoples who have unfortunately and unwittingly fallen into the 

trap of its narrative strategies. By attempting to displace the historicist notion of the 

nation, Bhabha's account bypasses the significance and the burden the modem nation- 

state carries on the one hand, and is uncritical of his own privileged position, on the 

other, the position allowing him to locating himself outside of culturally bounded space 

and by virtue of which he is able to record the operation of "double-time." In my view, 

his arguments do not enhance communication across national-cultural boundaries, nor do 

they provide insight into the most pressing political-cultural problems of our time. 

This is not to say I endorse simple essentialist accounts of the nation that view the 

nation-state as an unproblematic cultural space, or as a human organization whose 

origins can be traced back to antiquity, unmediated by modern inscriptions. Rather, I 

seek a theoretical stance that is more accountable to our understanding of "nation," one 

that builds upon the major contributions made by works such as Benedict Anderson's 



Imagined Communities ( 1 983), E. J. Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger's edited volume 

The Invention of Tradition ( 1  983), and Ernest Gellner's Nations and Nationalism ( 1 983). 

Since these works have been published, the currents of scholarship seem to have rapidly 

shifted in such a way as to enlarge the conceptual gulf between historicist essentialism 

and post-structuralist anti-essentialism, rather than unpacking and critically examining 

the assumptions involved in each position. For example, refemng to Hobsbawm and 

Ranger's volume, Stephen Vlastos, the editor of a recently published collection of 

articles, Mirror of Modernity: Invented Traditions of Modern Japan ( 1  W8), writes in his 

introduction: 

The broad movement across the humanities to deconstruct culture had just been 
launched, and Hobsbawm's ironic representation of tradition as invention made 
an important fact unmistakably clear: tradition is not the sum of actual past 
practices that have perdured into the present; rather, tradition is a modern trope, 
a prescriptive representution of sociully desirable (or sometimes undesiruble) 
institutions and ideas thought to have been handed down from generation to 
generar ion. I4 

Vlastos's editorial focus, critical of the "historical claims of tradition," seeks not to 

explore how, why and in what historical conditions such a "prescriptive representation of 

socially desirable institutions and ideas" came to be invented, but rather to reveal this 

inventedness of tradition. Dipesh Chakrabarty, in his contribution to the volume, 

problematizes the contradiction that inheres in the phrase "invented traditions," for 

traditions are always modified and reinvented everywhere, and thus, it i s  hardly 

meaninmi to call "formally instituted cultural practices ... enjoying a rapid rise to the 



status of something time-honoured ... invented traditi~ns."'~ Chakrabarty argues that the 

"invention of tradition" fiamework is "theoretically innocent with regard to its own 

implications in modern systems of thought," because it projects a modem critical 

perspective upon another culture and describes it in terms of modern categories.16 This is 

a critical point, for it highlights the problem of the universally conceived categories with 

which modem hegemonic power extends its grip upon different cultures and peoples, and 

in which, consciously or otherwise, Western scholarship takes an active part. 

I share Chakrabarty's doubts about the efficacy of the "invention of tradition" 

argument in the scholarly and historical contexts of the 1990s. While in Hobsbawm's 

1983 original work, these arguments had a critical impact on our understanding of the 

"ideological uses of the past," the use of such arguments today is somewhat superfluous, 

as the ontological groundlessness of the nation on the historical stage has so bluntty 

revealed, a groundlessness that has inspired many attempted recreations of the nation by 

means of new sets of mythologies. " "Invention of tradition" alone, however, does not 

create a nation; to create a nation one must successfulIy enmesh with and activate the 

pre-existing discourses that provide the guiding principles of people's everyday practices. 

In other words, the "invention of nation," demands something more than knowledge 

production, it entails the involvement of agents who willingly accept and practice such 

knowledge, agents who make the newly invented knowledge an integral part of the 

everyday practice of the people. It is for this reason that conventional critiques of 

nationalism on account of social constructivism misrecognize the role played by agents, 



as well as by the material and non-rational components of hegemonic discourse (political 

economic institutions and the bodily aspects of cultural life such as the senses, emotions 

and morality), without which no collective human organization can operate. In 

Chakrabarty's words: 

Ideas acquire materiality through the history of bodily practices. They work not 
simply because they persuade through their logic; they are also capable, through a 
long and heterogeneous history of the cultural training of the senses, of making 
connections with our glands and muscles and neuronal networks. This is the work 
of memory, if we do not reduce the meaning of that word to the simple and 
conscious mental act of remenbering. l8 

However, this formulation is not without its own problems; for Chakrabarty overstates, I 

think, the desirability of culture and "materiality," which, in his account, appear to be 

refractory to rational inquiry, and thus are open to employment as most effective 

categories for the uncritical affirmation of national hegemonic power. I seek to outline an 

alternate approach that would avoid falling into either of these two dangers - Vlastos' 

"invention" and Chakrabarty's "materiality" - by situating the fomulative process of 

national hegemony in relation to external (international) forces on the one hand, and by 

problematizing the ontological status of "materiality" ("the body") on the other. 

Setting Out: Basic Parameters 

Taking these criticisms to heart, I suggest that the following theoretical points be 

incorporated in an alternative framework that would allow me address the question of 



nation in a more balanced manner. First, as a collective human organization, the nation 

necessitates a common set of fimctional rules articulated in the fonn of narrative. For the 

modern nation-state to establish hegemony, a successfirl integration of its modem, 

invented narrative into the preexisting discourse is essential, or, at the least, that people 

do not notice the invented-ness of the narrative. As Timothy Brennan has put it, a nation 

is "preciseIy what Foucault has called a 'discursive fonnation' - not simply an allegory or 

imaginative vision, but a gestative political structure."" In what follows, thus, 1 view ik 

Japanese nation and Japanese nationalism as discursive acts in a hegemonic process in a 

given historical context. Secondly, the literature I have criticized often unproblematically 

relies on a rationalist and deconstructive discursive analysis, and thereby, despite its 

intention to be otherwise, reaffirms the modem dualist conceptions assumed in the 

categories of "tradition" (vs. "modem"), "invention" (vs. "authentic"), "material" (vs. 

C ' d i ~ ~ ~ r ~ i ~ e " ) ,  and so on. My conception of "language/discourse" is quite close to that of 

Jameson, who suggests that "representation" is "the synonym of 'figuration7 itself, 

irrespective of the latter's historical and ideological form."20 The space in which the 

production of knowledge and discursive fonnation take place is also the site of the 

everyday practice of agents constantly exchanging and modifLing intersubjective 

meaning and signs. This notion of discourse includes both close linkages to the past as 

well as the non-rational properties opposed to the instrumental notion of "discourse," and 

therefore, close and dynamic relations between rational knowledge/discourse and the 



extra-rational, historical-cultural context of a given time, as I will further discuss in the 

next section. 

Lastly, but not least importantly, by virtue of being the only acknowledged 

political unit of the international system, the nation-state not only provides a narrative to 

its own people, but also to those outside its borders. While constantly exposed to 

universal institutional and material forces - most notably internationa1 capital and armed 

international actors - the nation-state at the same time reproduces its internal hegemony. 

As R. B. J. Walker has argued, the modem nation-state maintains its identity by 

balancing itself between ontologically differentiated internal and external spaces.21 

Thus, in the modern world, the geographic space governed by the nation-state has been 

assigned at least three significant and functionally distinct tasks: first, it works as a 

discourse and a culture or common symbolic field shared by a group of people; second, 

as a superstructure of national hegemony linking the material and the institutiona1, as 

well as the social and the individual spheres; and third, as an external representation of a 

given or created politico-cultural unity in the given international geo-political regime. 

The key concept binding the above spatial attributes to the nation-state is that of 

hegemony. Building upon Antonio Gramsci's studies of interwar Italian society, Robert 

Cox has conceived the nation-state as a hegemonic system in which the state and society 

are linked in an organic manner to constitute a structural unity in a given historical 

moment. In this formulation, three mutually influencing categories of forces - material 

capabilities, ideas, and institutions - come together in hegemony to constitute a historical 



structure: "[iJnstitutions are particular amalgams of ideas and material power which in 

turn influence the development of ideas and material capabilities."22 in this notion of 

hegemony influenced by Gramsci's historical materialism, 

ideas and material conditions are always bound together, mutually influencing 
one another, and not reducible one to the other. Ideas have to be understood in 
relation to material circumstances. Material circumstances include both the social 
relations and the physical means of production. Superstructures of ideology and 
political organization shape the development of both aspects of production and 
are shaped by them." 

Under the category of ideas, Cox includes two kinds of thoughts: intersubjective 

meanings, or "those shared notions of the nature of social relations which tend to 

perpetuate habits and expectations of behavior," and "collective images of social order" 

unique to each collective human organization." By juxtaposing the sphere of production 

and the sphere of ideas (including symbols, memings, ideologies and signs), Cox avoids 

reducing the description of the historical process to a monological narrative of either one 

or the other sphere. Cox locates these nationally organized hegemonies in the 

international/universal hegemonic terrain, the so-called "Gramscian notion of 

hegemony," in which each nation-state strives to best survive in the hierarchically 

structured, competitive political and economic environment, while largely conforming to 

historically established norms and values. 

These, then, are the basic theoretical constituents of the structural framework I 

seek to employ in my analysis in the following chapters. I am particularly interested in 

how the sphere of ideas (I mostly use the term "discourse") as the superstructure of 



national hegemony is influenced by both internal (domestic) and external (international) 

forces, by particular configurations of socio-economic and political factors, and by the 

broad currents of knowledge production. I investigate these structural relations in Japan 

from the 1930s to the present (1999) in order to isolate some identifiable patterns. In the 

section immediately following (section LI), I attempt to lay out the forces and dynamics 

involved, beyond international determinations, in the formation of national hegemony. In 

the section following that (section III), I shall incorporate the international dimension, the 

external representative fimction of the nation-state in the universalist international 

hegemonic system. This section is largely concerned with the question of "Japanese 

identity," particularly its curious affinity with aesthetics. In the last section (section IV), I 

borrow a number of insights from contemporary Japanese theorist Karatani Kojin's work 

in order to qualie what I have developed in the previous sections. 

II, The Dialectic of Modernity - Market, Nation, and Discourse in Hegemony 

Taking up Cox's notion of national hegemony and its tripartite structuring 

elements - ideas, institutions (the state), and material capabilities - I attempt to lay out the 

core theoretical parameters with which I examine Japanese historical experience between 

the 1930 and the present. My main focus is how the form of national hegemony is 

affected by the maturing process of modernity, the dialectic between the penetration of 

the structuring forces of the modem into the social and subjective realms of empirical 



human life and the reactionary responses to them. To do so, I first attempt to delineate 

the core structuring principle present in both the material and non-material spheres that 

constitutes the hegemonic structure of the nation-state and to characterize the effects of 

the intensification of the modem penetration into the discursive and subjective realms, 

effects formulated and expressed in "aesthetic" terms. The category of the aesthetic 

deserves some attention here, as well as changes in the form of hegemony in relation to 

the intensification of both structuring forces and aesthetic responses. 

Given that it restructures both collective socio-economic life and the cognitive 

orientation of the subject, the logic of market society, or capital, must be taken as the 

main structuring force of modernity. The logic of the market is much more, however, 

than the socio-economic configuration of society, for it penetrates into and roots itself in 

the linguisticdiscursive realm of society and the cognitive orientations of the subject. 

Naturally, in this focus on the logic of capital, other constitutive elements of modernity, 

such as technology and social bureaucratization, are not thereby excluded. But they are 

given second place because, as David Harvey and Fredric Jameson convincingly argue, 

the logic of capital is the ultimate embodiment of transcendental Reason's power to 

transform society, the dynamic, expansionary force and materializing institutional power 

that has brought about what we call the modern, synchronic, universal space of exchange: 

which is to say, the market in which disembodied commodities ceaselessly circulate. 

Further, as both Harvey and Jameson observe, there is an analogous structure operating in 

both the market and discursive space, a curious similarity in the way language and 



representations are authorized under the master signifier just as capital authorizes all 

values in the market. The assumption here is that the transcendental Reason of modernity 

reincarnates itself in both the economic and cultural terrains, and that it also has serious 

repercussions in the configuration of modem subjectivity. According to both these 

authors, what is referred as "postmodernism" is a product of the troubled state of 

capitalism in which the empirical life sphere is increasingly subject to the stresses 

brought about by the intrusion of market forces. This allegory of the parallel structure of 

the material and discursive realms affirms the presence and structural (though not 

completely determining) unity of hegemony at a given time, and suggests that a mutually 

reinforcing mechanism of feed-back is operative in the way productive relations are 

organized, in the way everyday signifying practices operate, and in the way the individual 

establishes hisher relation to the outside world. 

By attempting to situate this core structuring principle of the modem in the 

historical process of the dialectic of modernity, I hope to add a temporal dimension to 

this narrative of modem space that allows me to interrogate the transformative process of 

hegemony as the logic of capital advances fiom one "stage" to another. This 

interrogation concerns, on the one hand, the changing patterns of response to the socio- 

political structuring of modernity, and in particular a general shift in responses as the 

forward movement of the modern advances from those directly aimed at political 

economic gains to responses expressed in cultural-aesthetic forms. On the other hand, the 

same dialectical process also generates a change in discursive inclinations, a shift in the 



types of knowledge produced from forms of knowledge based on Enlightenment values 

to other forms more Romantically inclined. Somewhat simiIar to the parallel between the 

economic and discursive realms, one can identie a structuraI co-relation between 

developments in the social terrain (politics) and developments in the discursive terrain 

(knowledge) which, in the Japanese case, can be characterized as an "aestheticizatio&" 

that is, as the growing presence of aesthetic ideas and motivations both in knowledge 

production and in the expression of social movements. This aesthetically inclined mode 

of knowledge and these culturally inclined expressions of the political are, I believe, the 

principal characteristics of a "postmodernity" which, as the dialectical movement of 

modernity advances, transforms the structure of national hegemonic space from one 

centrally organized by Reason to one that is diffused, fragmented, and resistant to 

Reason. 

Parallel Structure : Market /Discourse - From Modern to bLPostmodernn 

In The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Origins of Cultural 

Change ( 1  990)- David Harvey explores the relation between the mode of economy and 

the forms of cultural expression under the regime of "time-space compression" that 

resulted from the maturing of capitalism. Basing his argument on Marx's analysis of the 

inherent contradictions to which society and human life are increasingly subjugated by 

the autonomous logic of capital, Harvey attributes the forward movement of modernity to 

the "revolutionary" forces unleashed by that logic, forces which, in constantly seeking to 



expand the realm and intensify the rate of market exchange, produce disembodiment, 

alienation, and fragmentation. This teleology of an incessant revolution is, according to 

Harvey, embodied in the "'coercive laws' of market competition [that] force all 

capitalists to seek out technological and organizational changes" to enhance their surplus 

vis-a-vis other producers.'s The atomization of competition is carried forward, as Marx's 

well-known dictum holds, to such a point that the destruction of the system itself is 

threatened, manifesting the contradictions internal to the logic of capital. 

Borrowing Mam's famous passage lamenting the increasing misery of human life, 

Harvey reiterates the dehumanizing and degrading effects of the abstract institutional 

force of the market: 

All fixed, fast-frozen relationships, with their train of venerable ideas and 
opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become obsolete before they can 
ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and men at least 
are forced to face with sober sense the real conditions of their lives and their 
relations with their fellow 

The market disembodies and transforms the human being into salable labour organized 

and regulated by productive relations, whose values are commodified, standardized and 

made calculable according to the logic of the market. The emergence of a market- 

governed society, Harvey writes citing Marx, c'dissolves the bonds and relations that 

make up 'traditional' communities so that 'money becomes the real community'," and in 

the process transforms social relations and the meaning of life, from one in which we 



"depend directly on those who we know personally" to one in which we "depend on 

impersonal and objective relations with others."" 

Following Marx's discussion of commodities and money in Part One of Capital, 

Harvey pays particular attention to the dualistic structure of use value and exchange 

value embodied in the commodity. Whereas the former represents the utility of the 

commodity and is thus linked to one's everyday life, the market ascribes to the 

commodity another value whose worth is solely determined in relation to other 

commodities by virtue of its exchangeability in the market. The deveIopmenta1 process of 

the intensification of market exchange practices gives rise to a peculiar universal 

'commodity,' money, that has no use value other than its ability to exchange, lubricate, 

and intensify market practices: 

But as exchange relations proliferate and price-fixing markets form, so one 
commodity typically crystallizes out as money. With money the mystery of the 
commodity takes on a new twist, because the use value of money is that it 
represents the world of social labour and of exchange value. Money lubricates 
exchange but above all it becomes the means by which we typically compare and 
assess, both before and after the fact of exchange, the value of all comm~dities. '~ 

What is made possible by the rise of this pure exchange value is the disembodiment of 

commodities within the universal and synchronic field of the marketplace. Because the 

value of labour is as equally cornmodifiable as other goods, as the market economy 

intensifies and proliferates, labour as a human activity becomes increasingly abstracted 

and labourers alienated from the products of their labour, products now produced solely 

for the purpose of exchange. As the market economy develops into a complex system, 



money becomes "a power external to and independent of the producers."29 Increasingly 

disembodied (lacking use value), the universal notion of money gains a "symbolic value" 

by representing an instantaneous transferability to any other commodity; money, then, 

becomes a value in itself in the universal system of equivalence, and thus the ultimate 

object of desire. In this ascent of money, fiom a simple means of exchange to the 

embodiment of universal value, money acquires this social power by means of a 

"fetishism" cultivated in market society in which the circulation of commodities depends 

upon a shared sense of commodity values. 

Similar observations on the nature of the homogeneous and synchronic space 

created by capital have been made by Slavoj Zizek. In the marketplace, people in their 

daily activities unproblematically convert qualitatively distinct, particular goods into 

standardized market values, as if "the concrete content of a commodity [its use value] is 

an expression of its abstract universality [its exchange According to Zizek this 

hnctional mechanism of money works as a fetishistic inversion: "the abstract Universal, 

the Value, appears as a real Substance which successively incarnates itself in a series of 

concrete  object^."^' In this mechanism, money - itself having no use-value and thus 

supposedly beyond the dynamic of desire - becomes the ultimate object of desire, despite 

(or rather because of) its practical worthlessness (zero use-value). In this sense, 

moneylcapital is the sublime object of the market place, an autonomous value in itself 

unconstrained by its materiality (its ability to exist beyond its physical corruption), and 

de-linked fiom its 'initial obligationt as a medium for the exchange of other goods. 



Noteworthy here is that capital is not a central authority where value is concentrated, but 

rather an empty point, a purely symbolic authority that Zizek calls, after Lacan, Ie point 

cie capiton, literally "the quilting point" representing the "void" in the marketplace by 

means of which exchange is made fbnctionai. Zizek sees an analogous fetishistic 

inversion in the realm of the Symbolic; with analogy to Lacan's notion of surplus- 

enjoyment, the surplus generated by signifling practices gives rise to, and is gathered 

towards, what is perceived as the ultimate object of desire - what Lacan referred as the 

object petit a - the pure signifier, the essence of the desired object beyond its 

in~tantiations.~' 

By translating the function of capital and its ability to create a synchronized space 

into the realm of the symbolic - language, representation, signification and/or discourse 

as the "system of equivalence" - we are able to describe the physical world as a chaotic 

mass of forces and objects each with their own coexisting unique temporalities and 

spatialities that are findamentally excessive to representation, but which the synchronic 

system of capitallrepresentation appears to make intelligible for mankind. With systems 

of representation, people impose particular cognitive frames on the chaos of the world 

through which it can be perceived and ordered in an accessible manner, and thus 

becomes usable. With this imposition of a system of representation, or discourse, the 

world, initially filled with diachronic forces and objects, is 'transformed' into a socio- 

cultural space in which the "excessive" component of beings is reductively grasped by 

their surface shape, so-to-speak, in the light of intelligibility. From this point of view two 



distinct terrains take shape: one, the humanly conceived world illuminated by signs, and 

the other, that part of beings which by the same system of signs is made uninteiligible, 

outside of human cognition, the unknowable other. It is in this representational 

mechanism dividing world in two that the operation of epistemic violence is carried out. 

By engaging in semantic and cultural exchanges, one cannot help but regenerate and 

reinforce the dualism of selflother, rationaVirrationa1, mindhody, humadnature and 

masculine/ feminine, always in such a way as to hierarchize one over the other, according 

to which an otherwise 'chaotic' and 'uncontrollable' world is ordered under the 

hegemonic panopticon. The formation of hegemonic identity as rationalist, logocentric, 

patriarchal and 'humanist' is made possible by this relegation of the hegemony's counter- 

terns to a lesser status. In other words, without this hegemonic violence exercised 

against others, discourse as a system of representation cannot establish itself'.33 

Referring to the dual ontological status of the commodity, Frederic Jameson also 

isolates the core of the "mystery7' in the market economy's "law of equivalence7' that 

makes each unique and distinct object e~chan~eable . '~  Jameson argues that while use 

value "marks our existential relationship to unique things," exchange value operates in 

the synchronic and homogenized field called the market and is something akin to a 

"metaphoric identification" made possible by the symbolic authority of money. What 

Jameson is getting at here is the analogy between the system of equivalence in the market 

economy and that operating in language: 



In contemporary terminology, then, we might say that "use value" is the realm of 
difference and differentiation as such, whereas "exchange value" will, as we shall 
see, come to be described as the realm of identities. ... 
... Marx seeks to defamiliarize - to "estrange," if you prefer - the seemingly natural 
set whereby we weigh distinct kinds of objects against each other and even 
occasionally exchange them as though they were somehow the same.35 

In Jameson's analysis this system of analogous equivalences becomes especially marked 

in the "postmodern" age where semantic chains can be seemingly and endlessly 

extended. According to Jameson's definition of "postmodernism" as the "cultural logic 

of late capitalism," there is a virtual equivalence operating in both the realms of culture 

and that of the market, such that cultural products become as "hlly as much ... 

commodit[ies] as any of the items" on the market.36 

Following on the Fourth International theorist Ernest Mandel's economic model 

articulated in Late Capitalism (trans 1975), Jameson divides the economic age since the 

19th century into the three phases of market economy, monopoly/ imperialist economy, 

and late capitalism.37 His use of the term "late capitalism" is derived from the Frankfurt 

School usage of Adorno and Horkheimer, the two defining features of which are: "a 

tendential web of bureaucratic control" and "the interpenetration of government and big 

business ('state capitalism') such that Nazism and the New Deal are related systems."3" 

According to Jameson, late capitalism began in the 1950s M h  the waning of the 

previous era in which imperialist power rivalries prevailed, and is characterized by a new 

organizational mode led by multinational corporations, the new international division of 

labour, and the acceleration of the financial economy and media information technology 



that today have come to penetrate even the remotest parts of the world. By the early 

1970s, this stage of capitalism reached a state of full maturity that began to manifest 

troubling signs both in the economic and the cultural spheres - what Jameson calls 

postmodernism. He argues that at this stage the cultural and the economic "collapse back 

into one another ... in an eclipse of the distinction between base and superstructure," and 

in which "'the base ... generates its superstructures with a new kind of dynarni~."'~ 

According to Jameson, late capitalist postmodern culture's symptomatic signs 

include: a loss of the sense of history; a spatialization of temporality; a rise to 

prominence of "surfaces" hermeneutically interpreted as fieed from historical referents; a 

loss of the subject and utopian ideals; a lifting of the distinction between high art and 

mass culture; a commercially controlled cultural space and production; and a state of 

social anomie and political inertia. In addition, Jameson maintains that knowledge 

production in postmodern culture manifests symptomatic features that sewe to 

undermine the ethical and theoretical foundations established around the notions of 

universal truth and historical and theoretical depth, features that are derived from its anti- 

structuralist, anti-essentialist origins, and its negation of its own narrative." Although I 

generatly agree with the gist of Jameson's co-relation between the development of 

capitalist economy and recent changes in cultural trends, Harvey and the French 

Re~wlation School to my mind provide a more convincing of these developments in 

terms of periodization and the explanation of the co-relation, for Jameson makes the 

causal link between the material and discursive spheres too strict. In my analysis, while 



making use of the juxtaposition of the base and the superstructure that Jameson and 

Harvey both employ, I will also, borrowing from Cox's hegemony theories, bring into 

this mix a third actor, the state as a primary institution, in order to give some sense of 

autonomy to the political. 

According to Harvey's model, during the early 1970s a critical shift occurred 

when a new mode of production, "flexible accumulation," arose as a production system 

structurally distinct from the previous Fordist mode. In Harvey's analysis, the new level 

of "time-space compression" that accompanied this mode of production fostered the 

emergence of the new artistic styles and expressions referred to "postmodem" as 

reactionary responses to the transformation of the already familiar, on a lower level of 

intensity, notions of modern time and space. In this troubled state of late capitalism, a 

number of culturaI shifts became apparent: 

Postmodern concerns for the signifier rather than the signified, the medium 
(money) rather than the message (social labour), the emphasis on fiction rather 
than function, on signs rather than things, on aesthetics rather than ethics, suggest 
a reinforcement rather than a transformation of the role of money as Marx depicts 
itm4' 

Harvey goes on to warn that the often optimistic celebrations of the new "postindustrial" 

and "postcapitalist" age are in fact mostly reactions to this time-space compression. 



The Dialectic of the Enlightenment / "The Return of the Repressed" 

As formulated by Adorno and Horkheirner's Dialectic of Enlightenment ( 1  972; 

first edition 1946), modem history is a dialectical processes of the outward expansion of 

Enlightenment Reason and the institutional forces accompanying it that have restructured 

the meaning and content of human life, on the one hand, and the simultaneously 

generated reactionary responses that have resisted such transfornations on the other. As 

the penetration of these modem forces intensified, so too did society's resentful feelings, 

which, articulated in aesthetic terms, tended to express a sense of yearning for things lost. 

The "aesthetic" here designates a "hybrid form of cognition" that attempts to recoup 

those aspects of human life that have been excluded from Enlightenment rational 

universalism: emotional sentiments and ethical concerns, sense experience, pleasure, and 

notions of concrete and particular materia~ity.'~ According to Terry Eagleton in his The 

Ideologv of the Aesthetic (1990), the term the aesthetic was originally employed by the 

German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten in the mid-l 8th century in reference to the 

Greek concept aisthesis designating the "whole region of human perception and 

  ens at ion.'^^' However, argues Eagleton, the realm of the aesthetic was really 

"discovered" in modern philosophy when it was realized that "the world of perception 

o r h d  experience cannot simply be derived from abstract universal 

It is as thoush philosophy suddenly wakes up to the fact that there is a dense, 
swarming temtory beyond its own mental enclave which threatens to fall utterly 
outside its sway. That territory is nothing less than the whole of our sensate life 
together - the business of affections and aversions, of how the world strikes the 
body on its sensory surface, of that which takes root in the gaze and the guts and 



all that arises from our most banal, biological insertion into the world. The 
aesthetic concerns this most gross and palpable dimension of the human, which 
post-Cartesian phiIosophy, in some curious lapse of attention, has somehow 
managed to overlook. It is thus the first stirrings of a primitive materialism - of 
the body's long inarticulate rebellion against the tyranny of the the~retical.*~ 

The aesthetic, then, as Eagleton conceives it, is the negative twin of modem 

Enlightenment philosophy, what Eagleton calls a "discourse of the body" born out the 

exclusions perpetrated on human life by the forward movement of modernity. The 

aesthetic is the other of Enlightenment Reason, and designates those realms of existence, 

displaced by the structuring force of hegemonic reason, that emerged as inarticulate 

voices 'negatively' expressing themselves in an aesthetically charged language. This last 

point demands some elaboration. 

As modernization progressed and the subject was transformed into a modem 

being, s h e  internalized the abstract disembodied gaze of Enlightenment Reason, giving 

rise to the modern dualistic self whose being is under the surveillance of the internal 

overarching and objectifying governor of reason and subjugated to its gaze. Reason here 

functions as a transformative force disciplining the empirical self into an idealized 

rational mold, and in this violent inscriptional process the modem sense of the body and 

bodily desire emerge. Inclined to desire a "total," ontologicaIly united subjecthood 

supposedly preexisting the modem inscription, the modern self is haunted by, and seeks 

to free itself from, the subject/object dualism of rationality, and it is here that we can see 

the source of the dialectical developmental process of modernity in which one part 

represents Enlightenment reason, and the other, Romantic aestheticism. What makes 



aesthetic cognition attractive in this instance is its ability to suggest that an 'overcoming7 

of the imperfections of reason's truth is possible in a utopian vision of an organic 

community. Located between the faculties of reason and the senses, the peculiar 

ambiguity of aesthetic cognition makes possible an imagined reunification of the 

categories that Kant had segregated into three separate spheres - the cognitive, practical, 

and affectived6 And in fact, the Romantic movement seized hold of this aesthetic 

concept in an effort to modify Enlightenment thought and accommodate the polarized 

ends of modem dualism: the universal/particular, the intelligible/sensible, the 

abstracVconcrete, the artificiaVorganic, formkontent, and the ideahnateriai. 

In the wake of the Enlightenment, a number of aesthetically inspired political 

movements and a Romantic "aestheticization" of knowledge arose as attempts to 

"humanize" the brute project of the modem, aiming to "heal," to "overcome7" andor to 

"recover" from the dis-ration inflicted upon the subject by rationalism. In this sense, 

the increasing presence of the aesthetic in knowledge production is both a symptom of 

and remedy for the perceived sense of the erosion of empirical selfhood, the breakdown 

of the communal fabric, and the transformation of the familiar senses of time and space 

that the forward movement of the modem brought about as it ever increasingly 

penetrated into the empirical life sphere of the subject and society. The aesthetic gives 

voice to the body's "long inarticulate rebellion against the tyranny of the theoretical," 

and expresses the "return" of modem rationalism's haunted other.17 To be sure, the 

romantic utopian visions of a "total" subjecthood were and are imaginary products, 



images projected by the disfigured modem subject to express its yearning for a lost 

integrity and a protest against the "tyranny of the rational"; as such, such visions were, 

are, and continue to be bound to fall short with respect to the utopian world they promise. 

However, this gap between is fundamental. It inspires the romantic reactionary "body's 

rebellion" to transcend the modem dualism of the mindbody and/or the subject/object by 

appeals to the power of aesthetic imagination; it motivates the aesthetic articulation of 

desire in terms of calls for a 'recovery' o f a  lost self and community in accord with 

nature; and it lies behind the imposition of presently conceived images upon the past. 

The romantic aesthetic inclination expresses a return of the excIuded and illegible 

domain that haunts reason's intelligibility as the spectre of its own impossibility. In this 

sense, this "return of the repressed" ultimately points to the contradictions and the 

unsustainability of the modem project; while the suppression of the empirical life sphere 

as other has enabled the bright illumination of reason to be legible in its own sphere of 

intelligibility, the violent inscription it has carried out to achieve this legibility ultimately 

creates the preconditions for a revolt of all that has been repressed. 

What then, were the results of this dialectic of modernity based upon the 

accelerating intensification of both the structuring forces of Reason and the body's 

reactionary responses to it? In European experience, early Romanticism's critique of 

Enlightenment reason proposed a powehl  utopian vision that had in general a 

progressive social impact during its early phase. However, as the discourse of the 

cognitive became increasing separated from the discourse of the moral and facts divided 



from values over the course of the 19th century, moral arguments, unable to 

unproblematically ground themselves in cognition, increasingly sought out the aid of the 

aesthetic to bolster their claims. This aesthetic-moral discourse became increasingly 

politicized between progressive and reactionaxy aesthetic discourses, and in the late 

nineteenth century the progressive inclination, powerless to halt the on-going penetration 

of capital, colonialist subjugation, and social-Darwinistic racialization of international 

hegemony, soured. By the early 20th century, notes Eagleton, the aesthetic in Europe 

becomes the guerrilla tactics of secret subversion, of silent resistance, of stubborn 
refhal. Art will pulverize traditional form and meaning, because the laws of 
syntax and grammar are the laws of the police. It will dance on the grave of 
narrative, semantics and representation, celebrate madness ... Its f o m  will 
become its content - a form which repulses all social semantics and might just 
allow us a glimpse of what it might conceivably be like to be free."' 

Eagleton sees in this "guerrilla aesthetics" a precursor to the "postmodern," because it is 

a stage in which the previously assumed distinction in the Kantian system between 

reason, morality and aesthetics no longer holds place, the first two being absorbed into 

the third, and because the dialectic of modernity (here, the mutually irreducible pairs of 

fordcontent and universal/particular) are on the point of breaking down.J9 Refemng to 

the political and artistic state of Weimar Germany, Eagleton argues that "the wholesale 

aestheticization of society found its grotesque apotheosis for a brief moment in [a] 

fascism" that was characterized by a "panoply of myths, symbols and orgiastic 

spectacles ... repressive expressivity ... [and] appeals to passion, racial intuition, instinctual 

judgment, the sublimity of self-sacrifice and the pulse of the blood.?750 Rather 



predictably, Eagleton makes a link between the cultural state of the interwar period and 

that of today: in Eagleton's typology, the postwar politico-cultural state becomes a kind 

of "postmodernism" revisited: 

But in the postwar years a different form of aestheticization was also to saturate 
the entire culture of late capital, with its fetishism of style and surface, its cult of 
hedonism and technique, its reieing of the signifier and displacement of 
discursive meaning with random intensities. In its early stages, capitalism had 
sharply severed the symbolic fiom the economic; now the two spheres are 
incongruously reunited, as the economic penetrates deeply into the symbolic 
realm itself, and the libidinal body is harnessed to the imperatives of profit.5' 

Although I have some quibbles with Eagleton's depiction of aesthetics in an entirely 

negative light, the strong intimacy between the troubled state of late capitalism (or late 

modernity) and "postmodernism" is cause for political concern. 

The Nation as Aesthetic Community 

There is an important issue to be raised here in relation to the above argument 

which I intend to fbrther in the following discussion. This concerns the ongoing effects of 

the dialectical process of modernity and the consequences that the growing aesthetic 

inclination has upon both the hegemonic formation of the nation-state and the role of 

"culture" as a field of discursive practice. Contemporary notions of "culture" are 

inseparably linked with reactionary sentiments to modern universalism and the 

developmental processes of the modem nation-state as an "imagined aesthetic 

community" supposedly protecting the people fiom the brute penetration of 



universalizing forces. According to Raymond Williams, it was in late 18th century 

Germany when the modem notion of culture emerged (initially borrowed from the 

French Cultur (sic), later called Kultur), and before this critical turning point, the word 

was used as a synonym for 'civilization.' It was Herder in his ideas on the Philosophy of 

the History of Munkind (1784-9 1) who first challenged the universalist notion of culture 

as "the historical self-development of humanity" that had been used as a banner and 

rallying cry for advancing the European domination of other parts of the world." 

According to Williams, Herder emphasized the necessity of speaking of the term in the 

plural - "cultures" - to designate the particularity of  different groups of peoples in time 

and space, both inside and outside the nation. Williams goes on to point out that: 

This sense [of cultures in the plural] was widely developed, in the Romantic 
movement, as an alternative to the orthodox and dominant 'civilization7. It was 
first used to emphasize national and traditional cultures, including the new 
concept of folk-culture. It was later used to attack what was seen as the 
'mechanical' character of the new civilization then emerging: both for its abstract 
rationalism and for the 'inhumanity' of current industrial development. It was 
used to distinguish between 'human7 and 'material' development. Politically, as 
so often in this period, it veered between radicalism and reaction and very often, 
in the confusion of major social change, fused elements of both.') 

Accordingly, the modem notion of culture, at least at this critical time period, quickly 

became a counter-concept to that of universal civilization, and was employed to critique 

the technical, rational and material penetration of the universal into the social fabric of 

the community. 



The concept of culture was taken up by those who were exposed to or wished to 

expose the "inhumanity" of the structuring forces of the nascent "civilization" that put 

the socio-communal fabric of the locality under stress. 'Culture,' in this sense, signals the 

limit of the universal forces and universal conception of mankind, and gives expression 

to the reactionarily awakened identities linked to a specific locality. More precisely, it 

was the pain that was caused by the awareness of the disintegration of the communal 

fabric and the locally specific identity that called on 'culture' to designate a 'natura17 

human organization bound together by shared values and conventions. The temporal 

disjunction here, the discovery of the lost past in the present implied by the word culture, 

is significant. Williams sounds slightly annoyed to note the incessant changes in the 

meaning of the word - even reversing its previous meaning on some occasions - to such a 

degree that he feels it is impossible to define the term apart kom the context of the 

particular historical situation and the user's intention. This complex and confused 

genealogy of the word seems to suggest that the modem notion of "culture" absorbed the 

strong romantic and reactionary feelings that, in excess of the capacity of the existing 

lexicon, demanded a signifier capable of invoking political action in its name. This is 

perhaps where the modem notion of "culture" was born; culture as the communal, 

ethically desirable and emotionally appealing, basis of the modem nation-state, the state 

premised upon birth (natal: nation, these words share the same root) and education, and 

not, like the absolute state, upon being a subject to the monarch." In other words, the 

aesthetic sentiments embodied in the word culture exist in a reactionary relation to 



universal and institutional forces and are absorbed and articulated into the bond that 

formulates the culturally and ethically based collective, political organization - the 

modem nation-state. Here we can see that there is a curious tension and intimacy 

between the state as a modem political institution and culture as a political platfoxm for 

resisting the penetration of "inhuman" and "mechanical," universal forces that came to 

be seen as alien. 

Once this conception of culture begins to take root, the modem nation-state's 

source of legitimacy and internal cohesion then becomes dependent upon the popular 

affirmation of the people as expressed in "culture." As R. B. J. Walker writes, 

To speak of "culture" is to  invoke the creative capacities of human beings, to 
point to the power of language and aesthetic expression, to communities great and 
small engaged in reconstructing normative aspirations and reshaping the 
possibilities for a decent way of  life." 

Walker astutely points out an implicit dualism in this notion of culture, the assumption of 

"a fundamental ontological difference between idea and matter, language and ~ o r l d . ' " ~  

The source of this dualism stems from the romantic origins of the term in which 

"culture" directly reflected the particular way the modem universal world made mankind 

aware of its limitations. By ascribing to culture the "power of language and aesthetic 

expression" implicitly opposed to "inhuman mechanical" universal forces of matter and 

the world, the reactionary sentiment of the aesthetic became over time a positive value in 

itself serving as the source for the collective energy and imagination that would and 

ought to unite the peoples of a nation together. In other words, "culture" became 



constitutive of the superstructure of the nation-state, and in so doing the dialectical 

progression of modem forces and reactionary aesthetic responses becomes determining 

factor in the successfbi reproduction of national hegemony. 

In the following section I will turn my reflections to how the theorization of 

identity and nationalism (section 11) and the dialectic of modernity (section III) were 

played out in the drama of Japanese modernization. In order to better understand the 

significant role "culture" plays in the changing state of national hegemony, and its 

ambiguous political implications, both reactionary and progressive, we need to add 

another set of forces into the picture: the forces of international hegemony in relation to 

which Japanese national identity was and continues to be constituted. As a preliminary 

gesture, let me here comment briefly on the linkage between the notion of the role of 

culture in modem nation-state formation and the formation of the modem Japanese 

nation-state. From the early Meiji era, the Japanese state seems to have been well aware 

of the crucial importance of capturing the undirected emotional forces released in the 

masses by the processes of modernization and harnessing them to the goal of securing 

national hegemony, and early on it attempted to articulate these forces in an aesthetic 

narrative of the family-state to consolidate its symbolic power. By 1890, the compulsory 

daily recitation of the "Imperial Rescript on Education", a paean to the Japanese nation- 

state as an extended family, came to be standard practice throughout the national public 

education system. In the Rescript, loyalty to the emperor as the living representative of 



the mythic forefathers of the Japanese was described in no uncertain terms as one's 

"ancestral duty. " 

Our Imperial Ancestors have founded Our Empire on a basis broad and 
everlasting and have deeply and firmly implanted virtue; Our subjects ever united 
in loyalty and filial piety have from generation to generation illustrated the beauty 
thereo f... should emergency arise, offer yourselves courageously to the State; and 
thus guard and maintain the prosperity of Our Imperial Throne coeval with 
heaven and earth." 

The Rescript indeed exemplifies the Japanese state's formal project of creating a national 

superstructure by "inventing" a national mythology as a way of harnessing popular 

sentiment and appealing to a communal sense of morality. The ideas contained in the 

Rescript parallel a number of similar ideas that were later disseminated in the 1930s war- 

time ideology of kokutai (in which the entire nation was seen as the extended family of 

the emperor); and it is for this reason that the Rescript is often identified as one of the 

roots of Japanese militarism. However, we should not elide the very different historical 

contexts of the two time periods in question, contexts which gave entirely different 

political functions to the same mythology. In the late 19th century, the Japanese state was 

in the process of hegemonic formation, seeking a working mechanism for absorbing a 

relatively dispersed society under its authority. To do this it sought to establish an organic 

link between the range of modem institutions (structure) and their guiding principles 

(superstructure) and to establish this national discourse without confronting the existing 

local discourses. In the 1930s' conversely, a similar rhetoric of an aestheticized "family 

solidarity?' was advanced as a remedy for society's ills, and in particular for the acute 



sense of homelessness that had characterized Japanese subjectivity since the late 1920s. 

In this new climate the old myth was recalled and pressed into service to represent the 

"return of the repressed." 

III. Japanese Identity in the Modern Universal World 

The rise of the modem Japanese state was a direct result of a traumatic encounter 

with its powefil other - the modern West - in the rough seas of the mid-1W century 

colonial competition among Western powers. The anival of four US gunboats led by 

Commodore Perry in 1853 was a blow that instantly awoke the Japanese elites from 200 

years of isolation. In the subsequent years, the nation was thrown into a storm of internal 

turmoil and political revolution in which contesting elite factions vied for supremacy, 

each promising to establish a centralized modem state. The modernization of Japan, 

officially launched in 1868, was largely born of an acute sense of threat about the loss of 

national autonomy, although in the early Meiji years this fear was often accompanied by 

a fascination with the newly opened up world of c'civilization." Under the rule of this fear 

and fascination, Japan experienced a powerful rhetorical outpouring that served to 

convince the entire population that the adaptation of foreign ideas and institution was 

inescapable. 

The modernization project launched with the Meiji Restoration was more than a 

wholesale restructuring of the national political, economic and socio-educational 

institutions under a centralized national governing authority: it was a decision to 



participate in an alien game and to pursue the goal of 'civilization' by accepting an 

e,xternally defined identity as non-Western other. On this account, by accepting an 

identity less than that of the civilized West, Japanese modernization entailed a voluntary 

cultural displacement, on the one hand, and a commitment to the struggle to 'overcome' 

the assumed inferiority imparted by the European, linear and ethnocentric scale of human 

development, on the others8 The modernization slogans commonly employed in Meiji 

Japan convey a sense of Japan's conscious efforts to motivate the populace towards such 

a reconceptualization, as well as the mixed feelings and tensions of the time: bunrnei 

kaika ("join civilization"), wakon yosai ("maintain Japanese spirit by adapting Western 

technology"), jukoku kyohei ("build a rich and strong nation"), and so on.j9 As one of 

only a handhl of non-Western nations to successfiIly avoid European colonialism, 

Japan's sense of national identity at this time can be described as a self-imposed cultural 

displacement. This voluntary displacement has not been well understood in the West, for 

in Western experience cultural displacement and erasure are normally thought to be the 

result of oppression, if not brute coercion. We can, however, better understand Japanese 

motivations and choices at this time by taking into account three critical factors that 

influenced the constitution of Japanese identity as other in the international hegemony: 

first, the universal nature of modern subjectivity, and its demands for a disembodiment of 

the self and a rationalization of society; second, the manner in which Japan as a non- 

Western nation was incorporated into the universal international hegemonic system; and 

third, the particular cultural heritage of Japan. As the first of these factors was discussed 



in the previous section and the third will be dealt with in section IV, let me now turn to 

the second factor. 

It is not at all obvious how the internalization of an externally defined identity 

seems to have been carried out in the Japanese case. One way of addressing this question 

is to examine the transfornations experienced by Japanese native discourse in the period 

since the nation's encounter with the modern West, and especially during the initial stage 

of modernization. Noteworthy here is that the traditional categories of Japanese 

intellectual activity were reconfigured to establish a correspondence between "modem 

Japanese knowledge7' and the Western disciplinary division of intellectual labour. During 

the initial phase of modernization, some of the previous intellectual and artistic fields, 

such as Chinese medicine, Japanese literature, and Buddhism, were abolished andlor 

replaced by their Western counterparts, which henceforward were regarded as the 

'proper' academic ~ubjects.'~ As Karatani Kojin points out, the field of visual art was a 

curious exception to the general subordination of native disciplines to Western ones, for 

the Japanese realized that the domain of art was recognized by the West as something 

valuable in itseK6' In the mid to late nineteenth century, Japanese traditional arts (and 

indeed, East Asian arts as a whole) were "discovered" by Westerners in search of new 

aesthetic possibilities and sources of inspiration; in general these arts seemed to offer 

Western artists and aestheticians a potential way out of the modem discomfort with the 

rationaiist representational and philosophical tradition as it had developed since the 

Renaissance, and helped to rejuvenate Western culture with new and foreign intellectual, 



aesthetic and moral principles.62 This Western recognition of the beauty of Japanese art 

had a deep and important impact on the formulation of Japanese national identity in 

aesthetic terms, and particularly its development into a counter-hegemonic revolt against 

what was perceived as the tyrannical imposition of Western reason.63 

It is no mere coincidence that the politico-cultural space of Japan that was made 

unintelligible by the modem hegemonic discourse of the West sought to express its 

unrepresentable identity in aesthetic terms. Despite their entirely different motivations 

and interests, the Japanese sense of cultural identity awakened by the encounter with the 

modem West and the Western appetite for Japanese art as a precious and exotic 

commodity found a meeting place in the realm of the aesthetic. My hypothesis is that a 

reactionarily awakened Japanese national identity was structurally bound to take an 

aesthetic form within the Western hegemonic representational system in which reason, 

ethics, and the core principles of modem institutions were the excIusive property of the 

militarily superior West, and that Japan as a subordinate nation in this hegemonic system 

was led to assert its identity in aesthetic terms. Given that, as I argued above, the category 

of the aesthetic came to be formulated as providing a political platform for the resistance 

of the excluded, as well as being conceived of as inclusive of and superior to universal 

reason and morality, those aspects of Japanese thought and experience that were made 

unintelligible and unrepresentable in rnodern/Western hegemonic discourse found an 

intellectual afinity with articulations of identity in aesthetic terms. In this sense, "Japan" 

as a politico-cultural, nationalized space can be seen to designate an aesthetic construct 



within the modem hegemonic world and its universalist discourse. In modernizing Japan, 

the basic framework in which national identity came to be formulated was provided by 

the synchronic universal hegemony of the West, while the actual content of that frame 

was filled in by the manifold experience of the Japanese people themselves. 

Japanese national identity arises, then, out of the hegemonic process of the 

modem world in which Japan's 'true particularity' as exterior to universalist hegemonic 

representation is denied by virtue of Japan's incorporation into that representational 

schema as the other of the West. Here lies the dilemma of modem Japanese identity: 

Japanese identity as such is only articulable in universal terms, as a sameness-in- 

difference, as a difference and a distinction - vis-a-vis the assumed universality of the 

West. As Sakai Naoki has argued, 

Japan is defined as a specific and unitary particularity in universal terms: Japan's 
uniqueness and identity are provided insofar as Japan stands out as a particular 
object in the universal field of the West. Only when it is integrated into Western 
universalism does it gain its own identity as a particularity. In other words, Japan 
becomes endowed with and aware of its 'self only when it is recognized by the 
West ...[ The Japanese cultural particularists7] insistence on Japan's peculiarity and 
difference from the West embodies a nagging wge to see the self from the 
viewpoint of the other. But this is nothing but the posing of Japan's identity in 
Western terms which in turn establishes the centrality of the West as the universal 
point of referen~e.~' 

The parameters of the dilemma, then, are such that Japan as culturally unique space is 

authorized by, dependent upon, and mediated through the universal gaze of the West, and 

this sense of being marginalized by universal representation cultivates the Japanese 

"nagging urge" for a self-knowledge that can only be obtained by adopting '?he view 



point of the other." Moreover, this attempt to define Japan as culturally particular space 

was, as I have already argued, approved in advance by the West's appreciation of 

Japanese aesthetics as a valuable exterior commodity. The cuItura1 particularity of the 

Japanese people confined within the bounds of the nation-state became, then, a symbol of 

the unity of Japanese political-cultural organization in the modem hegemonic world in 

which the hegemonic system was able to transform its notion of ethnic hierarchies into a 

geographically based may  of cultural differences. 

This cultural representation of a people's uniqueness in the form of the nation- 

state plays an important, if curiously dualistic and arbitrary, role in the articulation of 

universalism and particularism that enabIes the hegemonic operation of the modem 

world. Thus, while universatist international codes uphold the necessity of cooperation 

among nations, whose duty it is to contribute to the collective peace and stability of the 

world order, each nation has control over its own military capacity to destroy its enemies. 

Further, while enjoying a widespread currency in the international arena, universalist 

political codes and the discourse of international human rights halt at the border of the 

nation-state on grounds of the autonomy of sovereign nations, often even in the worst 

cases of internal political turmoil and the worst abuses of those codes and rights. 

Moreover, international economic institutions uphold the principle of free-trade over 

state protectionism on the grounds of mutual benefit and an equal playing field for all 

parties, thus allowing those global economic actors enjoying the advantage of advanced 

technologies to quite freeIy cut across the national boundaries, while the socio-economic 



well-being of various populaces is left entirely to the responsibility of each nation-state. 

In this international-national dualism, less economically advanced states are saddled with 

the burden of firthering their efforts to succeed in the often dificult task of 

'modernizing' and 'developing' the nation in order to 'freely compete' with already 

powerful international economic actors in an increasingly hostile global economic 

climate often characterized by 'carrot and stick7 incentives, economic rewards, and 

political manipulations favouring the most powerful. This dual system of representation, 

the contradiction in the international hegemony encompassing the universalism of 

institutions and the particularism of the sovereign nation-state, clearly favours those 

states endowed with strong militaq and economic capabilities. These contradictions in 

the international hegemonic system serve to maintain the interests of the status-quo 

powers, while fostering counter-hegemonic protests among those states at the margins of 

the order. Moreover, when viewed through a national optic, the legitimacy of the modern 

nation-state is dependent upon representing in the universal hegemonic discourse its 

people's cultural uniquenessldifference: however, when viewed throush the international 

optic, such expressions of national unity are labeled "nationalism." To my mind, the 

questions of Japanese culture and identity, or for that matter those of any other modem 

nation, cannot be seen in isolation from this hegemonic dualism, because the 

superstructure of the Japanese nation is substantially determined by the universal system 

of hegemonic representation. By failing to place the question of Japanese identity within 

the dynamic of this dual mechanism of hegemony, one tends to depoliticize "culture" and 



"identity" and to neglect the historical heritages of the modem universal world 

altogether.6s 

This arbitrary boundary between the universality of political and economic 

institutional frameworks and the autonomy of the sovereign nation-state imposes 

particu1a.r difficulties on non-Western countries in the process of modernization, 

difficulties that tend to manifest themselves in cultural and national terms. The nation- 

states of the non-West, including Japan, werelare burdened by the contradictory tasks of 

reconciling the tension between politically and economically modernizing the nation, and 

thus inescapably importing Western technologies, institutions, and value principles, 

while simultaneously attempting to establish national hegemony under the symbolic unity 

of the unique culture common to its peoples. In the Japanese case, the state's principal 

means of counter-acting potential dissent to its modernization project was to promulgate 

and disseminate the ideology of the 'family-nation,' while simultaneously advancing 

modernization as rapidly as possible in order to free itself from the threat of Western 

domination. Once that initial threat had abated and the goal of "catching up with the 

West" had more or less been achieved, as symbolized by the victories in the two imperial 

wars, the Sino-Japanese war (1 894-5) and the Russo-Japanese war (1904-S), however, 

modernization in Japan began to lose its lustre and began to be seen as the source and the 

cause of a number of unwanted Western influences. It was in this context that the initial 

Japanese fascination with the Western other was gradually replaced by a romantic 

yearning for the "recovery" of a perceived lost culturaI identity, and a shift in the 



intellectual and cultural tide of the times, from Enlightenment inspired to Romantically 

inclined attitudes, began to surface. In the following paragraphs, 1 briefly discuss the 

prewar Japanese experience of modernization in order to provide some background and 

context for the beginning of my discussion in the next chapter that largely deals with 

1930s and 1940s Japan. 

Similar to the process witnessed in Europe in the early to mid nineteenth century, 

Japan also was initially inspired by Enlightenment ideas whose progressive inspiration 

soon began to lose their positive impact. In the decades after 1867, an initial phase of 

Enlightenment-inspired modernism made the Japanese borrowing of Western ideas, 

technologies and institutions possible; by the 19 10s, however, Japanese modernization 

was fully fledged and the manifestations of an increasingly rapid urban growth and nual 

poverty began to attract more and more attention from urban intellectuals. In addition, 

the modem notion of subjectivity brought about an objectification of the self, and 

Japanese intelIectuals became increasingly aware of their "lost innocence," by which 

they meant a state of mind free from the alienations of time, space, and the body that 

were thought to be part of modem rational consciousness. It was at this time that the 

literary circle called shizen-shugi - literally meaning "naturalism," but often closer to a 

kind of spiritualism - emerged, highlighting the problem of modern subjectivity in Japan, 

as well as the field of ethnic studies (minzoku-gaku), and a greater interest in and 

concern about the disappearance of rural customs thought to be the camers of the 



Japanese cultural tradition." In these developments we can see that a "return" of the 

"repressed" half of Japanese empirical life was well underway amongst those who were 

well educated in the decade of the 1920s. In the following two decades, this experience 

would be transferred from the intellectuals to the educated populace at large, who now 

began to perceive modernization was seriously eroding the communal fabric of Japanese 

traditional cultural values and human relations, and was as such the root cause of the 

problems plaguing modem Japanese society. As modernity extended its inscription upon 

the empirical spheres of Japanese everyday life, it began to unleash resentments and 

inarticulate desires that were inclined to call for the "recovery" of the lost p a t .  

The question I am pursuing here is how the aesthetic articulation of the reaction 

to modernization in Japan affected over time the national hegemonic discourse, 

especially in light of Japanese perceptions that the state was the consummate modem 

(and, in Japan, Western) institution. As national industrialization and the extension of the 

state's bureaucratic control over the populace advanced, democratic consciousness, 

including demands for civil rights and labour's right to organized, flourished, particularly 

in the 19 10s and 20s during the so-called period of "Taisho Democracy." These same 

decades were also marked by an expansion of Japanese control, both in political and 

economic terms, over Taiwan, Korea and later China. By the 1930s' however, with the 

radical downturn in world economic growth, the ill effects of modernization could no 

longer be denied: the heightened atmosphere of social unrest and confrontation as 

Japanese Marxist-led social movements increasingly challenged state oppression, both in 



the urban (labour movements) and rural (tenant movements) sectors; the mili?ary 

occupation of Manchuria; the increasing incidence of violent fascist attacks against a 

democratic regime in crisis; and a widespread mood of anxiety, yearning, uncertainty, 

and desperation. These socioeconomic and political and cultural conditions prepared the 

ground for the rise of war ideologies, and precipitated Japan's descent down the path 

towards a 'total war,' in which the Greater-Asian Co-prosperity Sphere would help to 

liberate Asians from Western domination and Japan's world-historical project would be 

conceived as the opening up of a new historical epoch ("overcoming modernity"). With 

the opening of the Pacific War, many Japanese leftist intellectuals expressed their 

profound sense of joy, the Japanese state having regained control over its people. 

After the Romantic turn, whose trajectory of consequences I have somewhat 

hastily sketched out, intellectual developments in Japan embraced a kind of 

'deconstruction' of modern Reson 2nd a nu!lifTc3tion cf the modem subject in 3 manner 

somewhat similar to what happened in 18th centuqr Japan vis-a-vis Chinese influences (I 

will elaborate on this in the following section). In Japanese experience, modernization 

and t!w resultant discmbodiment of the modern Japanese subject were simultaneously 

perceived as a Westernization (the Japanese were, of course, not the only people to draw 

this equation of  modernization with Westernimtion), and the cultural dislocations that 

had appeared in the wake of modernization were increasingly met by dissent expressed in 

anti-modern and anti-Western terms. Criticisms of modern and Western ways, ideas, and 

philosophical traits were often accompanied by theorizations of an alternative 'native 



logic7 rooted in the Japanese intellectual tradition. In this modem "awakening" Japanese 

intellectuals of the 1930s "rediscovered" the "Japanese intellectual tradition": Watsuji 

Tetsuo, for example, in an attack on the rational autonomous subject and the progressive 

notion of history, articulated the "moral orientation of Japanese native sociocultural 

relations"; Nishida Kitaro criticized Western rationalist philosophy with his alternative 

ideas based on Zen Buddhism; and Yasuda Yojuro condemned modernity and lauded the 

lost beauty of Japan. In each of these seminal instances, it was largely the reactionarily 

awakened sense of self-disembodiment generated by the process of modernization that 

had created both the content of and the desire for "Japan" as a distinct cultural space 

defined in opposition to Western ideas and the Western self. 

In summation, we may say that the universalist and rationalist principles 

embodied in the modem political economic institutions that Japan emulated and adopted, 

namely the nation-state and capitalism, gradually brought about an awakening of 

Japanese national identity at the same time that it was thought to be disappearing. At the 

same time this awakened identity was also in part shaped by and absorbed into the 

national hegemony of "imagined community" that created itself and grafted itself onto 

the pre-existing native discourses. Further, to complicate matters, this reactionary 

formation of national identity was simultaneously a process in which the constitution of 

modem Japanese subjectivity was inseparably meshed with counter-hegemonic 

sentiments calling for a transcendence of the externally imposed 'inferior' identity 

granted them by hegemonic representation. In the dialectical process of modernity in 



Japan, reactionary aesthetic sentiments were reflected in social and intellectual trends 

that also and at the same time constituted Japanese identity in an anti-modern and anti- 

Western mold. In other words, the counter-hegemonic impulse immanent in the modem 

Japanese nation-state since its origin in the context of Western colonial assimilation, and 

the formulation of Japanese identity in aesthetic terms as a counter-value to (Western) 

Reason, matured together in the years leading up to the Pacific War with a revolutionary 

desire to go beyond the modern, Western, and externally imposed international world 

structures of capital, representation, and identity as other. In the view of this counter- 

hegemonic ideal, the Japanese were on a colxse t9 realize their self-defined identity, on 

the verge of breaking free from the harassment of external impositions: as a significant 

group of Japanese intellectuals expressed it in the late 1930s and early 1940s, Japan was 

"overcoming modernity." 

IV. Heritages of the Past : Identity as Negation 

It has been my contention that only by viewing modem Japanese intellectual and 

discursive developments in the context of their encounter with the modem universal 

system will we be able to grasp the nature and structure of the changes that Japanese 

national hegemony and modem Japanese identity have undergone. In the analytic 

narrative I have recounted thus far, the principal result of that encounter has been a 

number of responses that I have characterized as moments in an ongoing counter- 



hegemonic, aesthetically expressed reaction generated by the intensifLing penetration of 

the modem. Although this constitutes the core of my argument, this explanation alone 

tends to portray modem Japanese history as being solely guided by Japanese reactionary 

responses to the modern West; as such, this account risks fiuthering the universalist 

hegemonic inscription that constantly represents the native culture as passive and 

somewhat vacuous. What we are here confronted with is the problem of describing an 

"unintelligible" Japan, the notion that, as I have described it, "Japan is an aesthetic 

construction of the modern West." By this portrayal I have not meant to suggest the non- 

existence of native cultural space, and I have taken pains to point to the impossibility of 

imagining national culture outside of the modern hegemonic system. However, despite 

these caveats, the metaphors I have used of cLconstructedness" do somewhat overstate the 

degree of universalist inscription and thus bolster the modem Western singularities of 

History and ~ivilization.~' Thus, in this final section, I seek to "supplement' the 

universal account by trying to sketch out what is missing from it, that part that the 

universal renders 'insufficient' and 'unintelligible.' 

In addition to this problematic task, I also seek to answer here a number of 

outstanding questions, including: is the affinity that has been remarked by many Japanese 

and non-Japanese observers between Japanese culture and "postmodernism" more than 

merely apparent? Did the Japanese affinity with the aesthetic result solely from the 

encounter with the modem West and Japan's subsequent incorporation into the 

international hegemonic order? Is the aestheticization of which I have spoken a universal 



manifestation of the troubled state of modernity, or does it have more culturally specific 

factors in the Japanese case? In order to attempt to answer these questions, it will be 

necessary to focus our attention on some long-standing characteristic cultural traits and 

historicai dynamics of Japanese history, traits and dynamics operative in the period 

preceding Japan's encounter with the West, and upon which modern inscriptions were 

grafted, and thus traits and dynamics that have been 'constant' but were recontextualized 

afier Japan's inclusion into modem hegemonic discourse. From this viewpoint, the trend 

of "aestheticization" in modem Japanese identity formation, which up until now has been 

described solely in the context of the modem and as a reactionary response to it, should 

be seen from another angle as something having native roots.68 

Trend of Aestheticization: A Re-View 

With respect to the constituting process of Japanese identity, there are two related 

questions having to do the content of Japanese identity and the process of its formation 

that we must first address: from whence did the essential content of Japanese identity 

arise, and how has this essence been incorporated in the history of Japanese thought. In 

addressing these questions, some of the previously discussed issues will be revisited from 

a different angle. My revisitation has been aided by assembling a number of insights 

gathered from Karatani Kojin's various works in which he has woven together a 

discourse that crosses over the conventional disciplinary boundaries of Western 

scholarship, the boundaries separating philosophy, literary analysis, intellectual history, 



linguistic analysis, and so on. By making use of these insights, we can re-view the 

aestheticizing tendency in modem Japanese intellectual history as a resurgence of a 

traditionally recurring historical pattern that was refashioned in the modern hegemonic 

context. Karatani argues that throughout Japanese history there has been a cyclical, 

alternating pattern between importing foreign cultures and ideas and purifying Japanese 

culture, what he describes as periods in which foreign knowledge is adopted and actively 

interrogated, followed by periods of "fatigue," in which a narcissistic desire for self- 

affirmation and identity attempts to eliminate and/or subordinate all foreign elements.69 

According to Karatani, the Japanese nullification of alien cultural traits, and specifically 

reason, is an important part of the process constitutive of Japanese cultural identity 

because that negation has been itself transformed into a cultural essence. If this 

historiographic hypothesis holds water, the intimacy between the aesthetic and the 

political in Japan goes much further and deeper than the modem assertion of a counter- 

hegernonic identity that I have thus far argued. Anticipating my conclusion, I would like 

to argue that the assertion of modem counter-hegemonic identity in aesthetic terms, 

while simultaneously exposed, and formulated in relation, to the national-international 

dynamic of modem hegemony that I have thus far outlined, is also motivated and driven 

by this cultural force of expansive adaptation and nullifjling contraction that precedes the 

modem in Japanese history. To clan@ this qualifLing argument, let me examine the 

rationale, processes, contents, and contributing factors underlying this "cultural logic" in 

some detail. 



The Japanese word jinen is written with two Chinese characters, ji designating 

"auto-" and nen "becoming,"; together they signifjt "a natural process of becoming" 

(onozukaro shikara sh~muru).'~ When written with these characters, the word is most 

commonly pronounced 'shizen,' meaning nature; however, by inflecting our reading of 

the term as jinen, an entirely permissible reading, the term takes on a religious and 

cosmological significance conforming to the Zen Buddhist world view in which the 

world is governed by its own laws unaffected by human volition. Noteworthy here is that 

taken together, these two readings of the term conflate what in the Western philosophical 

tradition are usually treated as two distinct concepts: natural objects in their essence, or 

their transcendentally 'true' being (shizen), and the function ofnegation by which things 

are what they ought to be without the interference of the subject (jiner~).~' h e n  thus 

denotes both the process of nullifLing subjective volition and desire as well as the state 

achieved by that process, the state of mu (nothingness) which can be experienced as 

satori, the moment of the disclosure of the world's inner truth. In other words, the 

achievement of the process of self- nullification, and the process of attempting to 'go 

back' to a state of consciousness prior to the separation of the subject from the object, are 

simultaneousIy denoted by the concept ofjinen: in this process-production, the eclipse of 

the subject and the acceptance of the law of nature become the ultimate realization of 

en~i~htenment.~' In this view, phenomena in the human world are seen as products of 

nature uinen as shizen), and every attempt to understand the world, or explain the 

necessity of the way things are, is fundamentally beyond the will of the subject, Thus, the 



best the human subject can do is to lessen the sufferings that result from unfulfilled 

desire, and strive towards the ultimate state of enlightenment (satori) in which the ego as 

the cause of all this-worldly desire is transcended. 

Karatani argues that the operation of jinen can also be described as a process of 

"self-differentiation" Giko s a i k ~ z ) . ~ ~  Self-differentiation here does not mean that the self 

pre-exists the other and differentiates itself from what it is not; rather, it is meant to 

describe the situation in which the self as such arises only in relative difference to the 

other with which it comes into contact. Translating this concept into cultural terms, we 

might say that the Japanese have become aware of themselves (and their culture) not 

through a self-knowledge of any inherently unique cultural characteristics, but rather that 

the unique characteristics of the Japanese are merely the outcome of a continuous 

process of differentiating themselves from 'what they are not.'7' There are grounds for 

claiming that this process is not unique to Japanese identity, and that it is a universal 

feature of all identity formations. However, what distinguishes Western and Chinese 

intellectual traditions, at least it seems to me, is that they have historically instituted a 

notion of the self based on an idea of transcendental reason in which the self is a self- 

defining positivity, and in which the process of self-differentiation is carried out in a 

dialectical process between the self and its other, a long and persistent intellectual labour 

involving the selection, digestion, and synthesis of foreign ideas. The Japanese 

intellectual tradition, however, has never had a positively defined principle of 

transcendental reason, nor a consistently sustained history of intellectual struggle. Rather, 



as  Karatani's argument suggests, the Japanese concepts of reason and the self have arisen 

only as a result of a process of "self-differentiation" uinen as a process) and tend to be 

defined negatively, i.e., as nothingness (the essence ofjinen, or shizen, the achievement 

of the process), such that the self is not constituted in a dialectical negotiation with the 

other. Karatani points out that the negativity of the Japanese notions of self and reason 

bear more than a passing similarity to the post-structuralist notion of deconstruction, - 

albeit in the Japanese context where notions of construction/positive reason are lacking, 

and thus where the 'activity' of deconstructing entails no 'effort.' 

Karatani situates this lack of a positively defined transcendental truth in a 

linguistic ground. The 'root' of this nullifying inclination and lack of self-as-positivity 

stems, he explains, from a late 7th-early 8th century linguistic device brought to bear 

upon Japanese writing when Japanese scholars first established a native writing system 

by adapting Chinese characters (kan-ji) for the written representation of Japanese speech 

without, they thought, affecting the underlying syntax and conceptual structure of native 

Japanese narrative." Initially two, and later three, distinct scriptural conventions were 

invented, each serving to identify the distinct origins of ideas and objects: kan-ji (Chinese 

origin), hiragana (Japanese origin), and later, katakana (Western origin). In this mixed 

script system, while grammatical and logical functions, such as articles and prepositions 

which control the structural relations among words in a sentence, are solely governed by 

native script (hirugana), 'foreign' concepts are mostly contained in noun forms (and 

some verbs). The resuit of these innovations has been a pragmatic, superficial adoption 



of the-foreign-as-usefid, in which any serious challenge to the native narrative structure 

has been contained, while simultaneously, the foreignness of Chinese originating ideas 

and objects is continuously signified by the very form in which they appear, irrespective 

of the length of time since the adoption of the term. Karatani notes that this linguistic 

system -shes a cogent image of both the ability and facility of the Japanese to adapt 

things foreign and the incapability they have of accepting them in depth - indeed, the 

marked apathy with which such superficial acceptance is ~iewed. '~  Indeed, the principal 

repercussion of this mixed script system has been the creation, and the historical 

perpetuation, of the widely accepted perception that Japanese native identity has 

successfilly and uninterruptedly maintained its continuity without the hegemonic 

inscription of Chinese concepts because this native linguistic technology has been able to 

recontextualize foreign concepts into a native syntactic form without much disturbing the 

native narrative structure. 

It seem probable that this native linguistic invention was born as a survival 

strategy of a marginal island culture vis-a-vis the overwhelming cultural superiority of its 

overpowering other (initially China, later the West). However, as Karatani stresses, it is 

the belief in, and not the fact of, the survival and continuity of native cultural identity that 

has constantly regenerated the notion of and desire for Japanese cultural 'purity' as such, 

a notion that tends to formulate Japanese identity in often exclusivist, narcissistic and 

xenophobic terms." Karatani concludes his argument by advancing the notion that this 

Japanese linguistic invention has impeded the Japanese from experiencing "castration," 



that is, the consciousness of the intervention of the other, and has thus left Japanese 

identity (and narrative structures) in a state of what psychoandysis calls "fore~losure":~~ 

Japanese is the only language whose tkrirure presents the origins of words 
explicitly by the distinction of letters: kanji, hiragana, and karakana. The 
tripartite division has been sustained for more than one thousand years. 
Indifferent to this feature, one cannot understand Japanese political and cultural 
institutions, not to mention literature, because it is this gcrzture that has 
constructed them ... The difference between Korea and Japan [with respect to their 
differing adoptions of Chinese characters] ... should become clear via the 
psychoanalysis of literation. In Korea, when people accepted kanji, castration was 
inevitable. And the situation has not changed today even after the abolition of 
kanji. Rather their struggle to abolish kanji [i-e., the creation of the hankul 
alphabet1 was the result of the repression ... Lacanian castration is the inevitable 
consequence of intervening in the symbolic order, namely, the world of 
articulated language (= culture). But things were different in Japan. The 
Japanese ...[ have a] peculiar way of intervening in the symbolic order, without 
being totally internalized. In Japan, the foreclosure of castration occurred via the 
formation of gcrirut-e. If there is anything on earth that can be deemed 
Japaneseness, it is this system.79 

In cultural terms, this linguistically grounded foreclosure of internalization has reinforced 

the Japanese propensity to nullify reason, whereby the Japanese have become aware of 

themselves and their culture not through self-knowledge of any inherently unique cultural 

characteristics, but through a continuous process of differentiation. Like Derrida's notion 

of the trace, the inscriptable principle of differentiation preceding every (system of )  

inscription, jinen is a kind of interminable signifying chain in which each sign is defined 

by its difference from every other sign; and it is out of this differentiation that the 

distinction between the self and the other arises. There is, in sum, no positive principle 

governing the operation ofjinen; its movement is determined only by a perceived 



difference vis-a-vis Japan's other, and this negatively produced identity - the lack of 

identity positively construed - is what constitutes Japanese identity. 

According to Karatani, this negative construction of Japanese identity was 

achieved in the late-Edo period (between the late 17th and the late 18th century), when 

the then dominant concept of Reason derived from shushi-gaku (Chinese Studies) was 

"completely deconstr~cted."~~ Shush-gaku, a universal rationalist philosophy built upon 

12th century Chinese Conficianism, combined aspects of Zen Buddhism and other 

Chinese philosophies around a core belief-principle positing that an omni-present truth 

reigned above all Karatani characterizes the hundred years in question as a 

period in which the merchant class initially rose to socio-economic dominance, 

threatening the ruling samurai class, followed by its subsequent decline, in which the lost 

momentum and direction of the merchant class became concentrated in an indulgent 

energy for stylistic sophistication and decadent consumption. Thus, in the late 17th 

century the emergent merchant class expressed its vigour in the formulation of new 

creative styles of thought, while by the late 18th century such productive energies and 

utopian hopes had been lost. In addition, the same period was also characterized by a 

growing cultural self-complacency in the Japanese discursive orientation as a result of 

the increasing autonomy that it had achieved from previously dominant Chinese scholarly 

influences. On the native intellectual front, this development was paralleled by a growing 

criticism of Reason, particularly in the important work done by those who were later 

referred to as the founders of Japanese Native Studies (koku-gaku), Ito Jinsai, Ogyu Sorai 



and Motoori ~ o r i n a ~ a . ~ ~  In a nutshell, by interpreting classical Chinese and Japanese 

texts these scholars collectively disclosed the assumption of a universal reason, or a 

rationalist principle of enlightenment, underlying ~hushi-~aku. .~~ 

The late Edo critique of shusi-gaku and its logocentrism can be seen in Motoori 

Norinaga's reinterpretation of the Japanese classical text the Kojiki, a collection of 

national founding myths put together in the eight century. In his rereading of the Kojzki, 

Motoori emphasized the importance of mono no aware o shim ("to know pathos of 

things"), a critical attitude skeptical of the limitations placed on intelligibility by Reason 

that Motoori developed by granting an a priori status to the realm of "pure experience" 

as that out of which reason and the realm of intelligibility emerge." In so doing, Motoori 

elevated the values of emotion (jyo) and beauty (bi) over other traditionally conceived 

value principles (intellect (chi), will (z), truth (shin) and good (=en)), as values inclusive 

of and superior to all other values.85 This assertion of mono no aware and the elevation 

of the categories of beauty and emotion was employed by Motoori to point out the 

limitations of shuslti-gaku, in which Reason had attempted to contain the understanding 

of the excessiveness and the contradictions of the world within its rigid systemic 

framework.86 Opposed to such a system centering on universal reason, what he called 

kara gokoro (literally: "Chinese spirit"), Motoori theorized that the import of mono no 

awure and the value of the aesthetic were embodied in yurnuro gokoro (literally 

"Japanese spirit"). Clearly, Motoori cannot be construed as a nationalist ideologue; he 

was highly critical of the Shinto ideologues of his time, whose moralistic, excIusive and 



judgmental attitudes were, he thought, a manifestation of shushi-gaku logocentrism and 

kmu gokoro, which he characterized as masculine. For Motoori, the value of mono no 

aware and yarnaro gokoro lay in theirfeminine character, that is, in their strength to 

affirm that things that were conventionally judged as being "sinfbl, improper, 

contradictory and paiinful" were a part of life's historical hardships.87 In the course of 

history, however, Motoori's students appropriated his ideas in order to constitute another 

reason, a stratagem that Motoori would surely have been critical of; Hirata Atsurane, for 

example, one of Motoori's students, called for the revival of the emperor system by 

reinterpreting Shintoism in Iight of a number of aspects he had adapted from 

~hristianit~." In the 19th century, however, intellectual attitudes to Motoori's 

deconstructions began to change. Japan's incorporation into the international hegemonic 

system, and the consequent burdens of modernization, national identity formation, and 

modem subjectivity, created a climate in which Motoori's elevation of aesthetic 

categories over reason and n t h  became equated with Japanese essence. Here Karatani 

notes the repetition of the critical charges originally leveled against slzuski-gaku by 

Motoori; from this point forward, there is a growing tendency in Japanese intellectual 

discourse to reject modern Western philosophy and its rationality, and to purify Japanese 

culture of things foreign. This aesthetic inclination is re-articulated in the Taisho 

discursive climate, and even more strongly in the prewar war ideology of the 1930s. In 

other words, the conceptuaI image of Japan as thefeminine that Motoori used as a 

weapon in his critique of Chinese Studies and its logocentrism, came to be reified as a 



positive ideal. And there are grounds for arguing, as I will in my final chapter, that it has 

resurfaced again today. 

Although it is hard to know whether Japanese intellectuals in the past consciously 

formulated Japanese cultural essence in terms of the nothingness that was the ultimate 

state of Buddhist enlightenment, it is clear that in the twentieth century Zen Buddhism 

has been conceived as the basis for Japanese philosophy as reformulated in a modem 

form of knowledge by Nishida Kitaro. It is also clear that Motoori's "deconstruction" of 

shushi-gaku Reason and his conception of the superiority of Japanese beauty has been 

extensively taken up by modem Japanese writers, including Yasuda Yojuro and 

Kobayashi Hideo. This pre-existing practice of "deconstructing" reason was revived in 

the modem context of the maturation of modernity as an "aestheticizing" form of 

knowledge. Because Japanese 'culture' and 'identity' were given new significance in the 

modern era as the foundations of national hegemony, that is, as the fhctional links 

behveen the individual and the social whole, and because Japanese culture and identity 

were formulated in opposition to the hegemonic modern West, images of what are 

thought to be the essence of the Japanese have become a ('negative7) positivity to be 

realized in the struggle to re-establish what many believe has been threateningly 

disturbed by all the ills of modernization: the foundations of the Japanese nation. 

It is important to emphasize here that what I have described as "Japanese cultural 

logic" plays itself out in modem times within the specifically modern historical and geo- 



political context of the international hegemonic system. As I hope to show in the 

subsequent chapters, where I analyze the Japanese postwar process of the nullification of 

the self and the rise to prominence of challenges to universal reason, the "problem of 

Japanese nationalism" evolved in the context of Japan's wartime defeat by the US, the 

overwhelming international and Japanese-domestic influence of the US in the postwar 

era, and in the context of the long-standing and on-going Japanese ambivalence about the 

modem. Through the course of my narrative I hope to impart a sense of how the 

formation and changing development of Japanese national hegemony, and the question of 

Japanese identity, and particularly its affinity with aesthetics, can be made clearer by 

viewing them within the structural dynamic of the universalist international hegemonic 

system. 
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Chapter 2: Wvercoming the Modern": Towards an Aesthetic Politics of Identity 

Mankind, which in Homer's time was an object of 
contemplation for the Olympian gods, now is one for itself. 
Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can 
experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of 
the first order. 

W. Benjamin, 
"The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

~e~roduction" '  

Behind the mask of peace the poison of civilization 
spreads ... In those battlefields the rise or fall of the Japanese 
people will depend upon the clarity of their insight and 
resolution to drive away all delusions and upon the 
irradicable fearlessness of their belief. Rather a war of 
kings than the peace of slaves! 

Minamoto Ryoen, 
'The Symposium of Overcoming Modernity" ' 

Introduction 

By the 1 9 10s the effects of the Japanese modernization project that had begun in 

the 1870s began to be felt by many ordinary Japanese people, both in the urban centre 

and the countryside. After the initial fascination with encountering 'civilization,' a 

number of negative consequences of rapid industrialization, including the destruction of 

nature and the all too rapid socio-economic changes, became increasingly manifest in a 

breakdown of conventional values and the communal fabric and were often seen as 

unwanted Western influences. During the 1910s and 20s7 and in tandem l l t h  these 

developments, Japanese inteIlectuals 'discovered' their modem subjectivity in a 



romantically inclined mode as beings alienated fiom nature and yearning for the recovery 

of 'things lost.' These decades marked the emergence of the modern subject, first in the 

intellectuals then in the populace, and a gradual shift in intellectual and cultural trends 

fiom the Enlightenment inspired to Romantically inclined attitudes critical of the 

previous anen t .  On the other hand, the introduction of Marxism into Japanese 

intellectual circles and its dissemination to urban workers and rural tenants finished 

Japanese labour with various local unions and other forms of collective organization for 

the first time in Japanese history. Thus, the forward movement of modernity that had 

been launched in the late 19th had by the early decades of the 20th century gradually 

matured to a point where society at large was fully permeated by its various effects. 

By the late 1920s, however, Japanese identity was in a state of profound 

ontological disarray, suffering fiom an acute sense of homelessness and existential 

anxiety, while organized resistance along Marxist lines against structural oppression 

became increasingly vocal both in the urban and rural sectors. Following a series of 

political and economic crises in the early 1930s that deeply shocked the entire society, 

Japanese critical thought took what can be termed an "aesthetic turn" in the period of the 

so-called "culturai renaissance" ( 1933-7) and embraced an anti-modem rejection of the 

rational autonomous subject, progressive and universal history, and the primacy of 

reason. Watsuji Tetsuro, for example, a prominent scholar of Japanese society and ethics, 

challenged the universal progressive notion of history by conceiving of a geographically 

determined temporal/cultural space in which a culturally defined human behaviour 



formed the basis for an aesthetic-moral community of collectively embodied subjects. 

Nishida Kitaro, the founder of modern Japanese philosophy, "historicized" his previously 

metaphysical categories of the "place of nothingness" and the "absolutely contradictory 

self-identity" into essential features of Japanese cultural identity. It was also in this 

period that the Japan Romantic School emerged, a literary circle grounded in an ironic 

self-consciousness and aestheticism that valued the traditional beauty of Japanese culture 

above all else. Yasuda Yojuro, the leader of the school, conceived the current state of 

Japan as one of "irony," a modernity sick to the core, and advocated the strong medicine 

of accelerating the process of decay as the only remedy by which an imagined beauty of 

the "true Japan" might be realized. Under the general influence of these intellectual 

developments, and in particular the anti-political and anti-foundationalist aestheticism of 

the Japan Romantic School, many Japanese leftist intellectuals experienced an 

"ideological conversion" (tenko) in which they abandoned their previous materialist and 

literary realist positions in favour of an aesthetically motivated cognition. 

In this chapter I analyze the "problematics of modernity" as identified by prewar 

Japanese intellectuals and their proposed "remedies" to it in the period leading up to and 

including the Pacific War in order to better understand the state and dynamic aspects of 

Japanese intellectual discourse and the underlying historical factors that led Japanese 

inte!lectuals to rationalize and justify the war. I argue that the aesthetic turn in the mid- 

1930s in effect established a common ground for the unification of the fragmented, 

dispersed and conflict-laden Japanese socio-discursive space, and out of that ground 



arose the vision of creating a Japanese designed, new world order that would, it was 

believed, purifj all the ills of the modern world by sublimating them into the image of a 

Japanese (or Asian) cultural beauty. In the constitution of this alternate narrative and 

system of representation, two streams of thought seemingly at odds with each other - 

Watsuji and Nishida's "construction of communal space" and Yasuda's ironic, aesthetic 

absolutism - actually worked to complement each other. The 'aesthetic turn' that had 

emerged in part as a response to the widespread sense of an internal void and the 

'fatigue' of prolonged modernization was instrumental in this synthesis, and in this sense 

provided a "remedy" to the difficulties by opening up an alternate path to modernization 

within the vision of an ideal, and intensely desired, Japanese "homeland." In this chapter, 

I attempt to demonstrate how the increasingly troubled experience of Japanese modernity 

affected the production of knowledge fiom the 1920s onward, and how the wholesale 

crisis that erupted in the 1930s led Japanese intellectuals to seek out an alternate world 

vision outside the modem, in the hopes that by resorting to the power of aesthetic 

imaginary they could 'overcome' the crisis of modernity. Naturally, in the international 

context of the times, the Japanese state attempted to incorporate these spontaneously 

ideological developments into its own vision of how to materialize its goals. 

In what immediately follows, I briefly describe prewar Japanese intellectual 

productions from the mid-1920s to the period immediately after the opening of the 

Pacific war in order to depict the increasingly troubled state of the Japanese social 

irnaginaxy and subjectivity. During this period, the dialectical battle between the 



encroachment of modem material forces and the social responses to them was gradually 

removed from political struggle, and gradually internalized as an inner, existential 

struggle. The second section examines the role played by the work of three prominent 

intellectuals extremely influential in the mid-1930s historical and cultural context of an 

acute sense of powerlessness and "homeIessness": Watsuji Tetsuro, Nishida Kitaro and 

Yasuda Yojuro. The third section analyzes the historicization of the aesthetic vision of 

Japanese essence during the opening months of the war, a time when Watsuji and 

Nishida's essentialist notion of the Japanese nation and Yasuda's ironic, anti-essentialist 

aestheticism functioned as a powefil ideological auxiliary to the dissemination of state 

militarist discourse. The last section gathers together the threads of the argument, leading 

towards a conclusion. 

I. The Age of "Shestovian Anxiety* - The Spiritual Crisis 

The historical processes of Japan of the 1920s and the 1930s can be accurately 

described by what Karl Polanyi has called the "double movement"; the battIe between a 

politically awakened labour movement struggling against the coalition of the elites and 

the brute forces of capital working towards a consolidation of their power. This battle 

grew particularly acute in the late 1910s, in the midst of the so-called Taisho democracy, 

when, aggressively organizing in a desperate struggle for better wages and working 

conditions, workers' demands were met with a series of oppressive  legislation^.^ It was in 



this tense climate that the Great Kanto Earthquake struck (September 1, 1923), one of the 

worst urban catastrophes in human history, inflicting untold ~uffering.~ The quake took 

70,000 lives, left over 1.3 million homeless, and the subsequent three-days firestorm 

virtually destroyed half of Tokyo. Moreover, in the aftermath of the destruction and 

confusion caused by the earthquake, indiscriminate attacks on Koreans and large scale 

right-wing assaults against labour activists were orchestrated. The shock of the quake and 

its aftermath went much fhther than the immediate damage. The advanced technological 

and materially wealthy society that symbolized for many Japanese the modem urban life 

of which they were so proud, was demonstrated to be vulnerable and powerless in the 

face of the natural disaster; and in that realization there arose a deep disillusionment with 

the previously unquestioned belief in "the modern." 

In the aftermath of the quake a new literary movement was born. Rejecting the 

conventional literary methods of the day, shin-kankaku-ha, or literary "neo-sense-ism," 

has been described as a Japanese "syncretism of Futurism, Cubism, Expressionism, 

Dadaism, Symbolism, Constructivism, Surrealism" inspired by the European interwar- 

period esprit nauvo avant-garde art movements.' The shin-kankclku-hu group 

emphasized the ability of the senses to uncover the truth of the times, and armed with this 

conviction they produced elaborate descriptions of phenomenologica~ reality that, they 

believed, literary realism was unable to effect. One of the leaders of the school, 

Yokomitsu Riichi, depicted modem man as a tragic figure who, having lost organic unity 

with his own body, had been deformed and reduced into a replaceable part of an abstract 



machine, a fragmented being whose feelings were under surveillance by his own self- 

consciou~ness.~ By depicting the psychological and sensual breakdown of contemporary 

man, Yokomitsu, argues one critic, was able to portray the deeply alienated state of the 

modem Japanese subject, crudely stripped of his self-worth and dignity7 

To portray this deformed subject, Yokomitsu abandoned the conventional literary 

realist notion of depth, believing that the 'reality' of his times was better captured by a 

description of surfaces. Launching "a defiant battle with language [meaning]" and 

experimenting with the demolition of the key conventional conceptual categories of 

interior/exterior, fodcontent and surface/depth, Yokomitsu's endeavour entailed some 

risky epistemological implications.8 This comes out clearly in a 1927 essay where he 

states: 

Words are a surface (gaimen). Words that make an interior (naimen) echo forth 
more strongly are words that shine more brightly. For this reason I love words - the 
surface that shines brighter ... Form is nothing more than the arrangement of words 
whose meaning comes through rhythm. Without the form of this arrangement of 
words, can there possibly be content? That one might discern the content of what 
has been written through looking at the form is the illusion of readers; the form 
itself is the content9 

Determined to accompany the incessant forward movement of the modern to the end, 

even at the cost of its worst effects, Yokomitsu sought, beyond his bold literary 

experiment, to give a positive value to the active acceptance of the apparent loss of 

meaning as the condition for living in the challenging new age.. 



Kawabata Yasunari, another leading figure of the shin-kankaku-ha group, 

proclaimed the centrality of the senses for a reason quite different fiom Yokomitsu. 

Unlike Yokomitsu, Kawabata never came anywhere near abandoning notions of "the 

interior" and "content." Implicitly critical of other members of the school, Kawabata 

claimed that a new literary movement "would never emerge fiom those who put too 

much trust in a language that could not reach the depths of the soul."1° For Kawabata, 

language was nothing more than an instrument for representing that which lay beyond 

itself, namely, spirituality. In a 1926 essay he writes: 

As for novelists, those who tumed their deep gaze to reality went as far as to go 
beyond it. In other words, they glimpsed the depths of the soul, and their 
observations and expressions are rather sense-oriented [intuitive]. .. Kunkaku-ha 
does not only mean a fine description of subjective phenomena; rather, it is an 
intuitive method and a supreme spiritualism. ' 

Kawabata believed in the intuitive ability of the senses to exceed the power of words and 

to regenerate meaning; for him, intuition was the means of overcoming the limitations of 

conventional insight and the constraints imposed by its belief in rationality. Despite their 

seemingly opposite reasons, however, both Yokomitsu and Kawabata championed the 

senses over meaning and rationality as means to a greater breadth and depth of 

expression. In this sense the shin-kunkuku-lzu ideal was an historical response to the 

difficulty these writers experienced with a language that no longer allowed them to 

capture given human conditions. Thus the historical significance of shin-kankaku-ha lay 

in its attempts to narrow the increasingly perceived gap between the expressing subject 



and language, between the self and the outside world, and in its an ambition to create a 

new literary methodology capable of bridging those distances in order to better represent 

"reality." 

The deepening loss of meaning overwhelmed the Dadaist writer, Tsuji Jun, for 

whom the damage inflicted on his era was beyond repair, and to whom life itself became 

nothing but disgust. In his 1929 prose-poem Despera (Despair), he wrote: 

The age rushes along, the flow of the currents of thought surge upon us and are 
greedily sucked up by the fresh minds and the instincts of the new age. Stemming 
the tide through base and absurd methods is even more pathetic. One might better 
surrender, helmets removed, the rotting bourgeois castle. l 2  

Tsuji's recognition of the meaninglessness and the futility of creating new theories was 

accompanied by a sense of powerlessness so intense that his trust in objective ethical or 

aesthetic values was shaken. According to Tsuji, bourgeois culture had reached a state of 

decay where every introduction of new ideas was merely a matter of stylistic change, or a 

"changing of idols," and thus no longer could engender any new insights." Tsuji's despair 

stemmed as much from his own sense of an internal void as from the culturaI state of the 

times. Unlike Kawabata or Yokomitsu, Tsuji was unable to find refuge in the search for a 

spirituality beyond language, or in a politico-cultural battle against the desire for 

meaning. 

The July 1927 suicide of the talented novelist Akutagawa Ryunosuke at the age of 

35 years had a tremendous impact not only upon intellectual circles but also upon society 

at large. In his will, Akutagawa explained that he had been driven to suicide by a "vague 



anxiety about the hture."14 Partly because of this ambiguous reasoning, his death came 

to be seen as symbolic of the atmosphere of Japan in the late 1920s. His obituary from a 

major newspaper read: "Seen from a broad perspective, everything is a shadow of its 

time. The sharp sensitivity of a novelist always detects the agony of our time most 

quickly, just as the peak of a mountain receives the first beam of the sun at dawn."'* 

Amongst his contemporaries, Akutagawa's suicide was variously interpreted as either 

"the defeat of a petite-bourgeois novelist" and "aesthetic absolutism," "proof of the 

powerlessness of the intellect" and/or a "completion of his art by death."16 The same 

year also saw the appearance of a number of significant political and economic events: 

the first signs of a chronic financial depression, the first large scale arrest and torture of 

labour activists (the 3.15 Incident), the emergence of the first military cabinet led by 

General Tanaka Giichi, and the dispatch to China of the Japanese army in preparation for 

the full-scale assault to come. By 1927 Japanese society was visibly divided, riddled with 

tensions and signs of suppressed violence. 

These signs became fully manifest in the early 1930s, and the acute sense of 

anxiety that had in the previous decade largely been limited to intellectuals began to 

diffuse throughout the class of educated Japanese and society at large. The road to state 

militarism was opened up by the occupation of Manchuria in September 193 1 and the 

establishment soon thereafter of the puppet state of Manchukuo. These years were also 

marked by a series of fascist terrorist attacks, including the assault on Prime Minister 

Hamaguchi Osachi (November l93O), the assassinations of the Minister of Finance Inoue 



Junnosuke and the industrialist Dan Takuma (the Ketsumeidan Incident, February 1 932), 

and Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi (the 5.15 Incident, May 1932), marking the de facfo 

end of democratic politics in Japan. In the face of worsening economic conditions, the 

labour movement adopted a more radical, Soviet communist line, a development that was 

met with increasingly brutal state violence. Following the mass imprisonment of 

Communist Party members in 1930, the state began targeting leftist intellectuals, and the 

1933 murder of Kobayashi Takiji, a promising young proletarian novelist, deeply 

shocked the left. In these anxious times, what one writer described as the "ether-like 

substance that had come to fill the intellectual vacuum" gave rise to the phrase 

"Shestovian anxiety" (Shesutofir-reki faun), taken from the 1934 publication in Japanese 

of Lev Shestov's Dostoevslj und Nietzsche: Tlze Plzilosophy of Tragedy [I9031 which 

had sold thousands of copies. " 

II. Discourse in the mid-1930s - Foundations for Kokutai 

The Period of "Cultural Renaissancen (1933-7) 

With the end of the war in Manchuria in August 1933 and the Chinese deficto 

acceptance of Japanese rule, a relatively stable political climate ensued, a brief period 

rich in intellectual production known as the period of "cultural renaissance" (bungei 

jLkko ki, 1933-7) in which literature was "liberated from politics."'8 The same year also 

saw the breakdown of the leftist agrarian tenant and Marxist labour movements, and the 

renko or mass "ideoIogjcal conversion" of intellectuals from Marxism (broadly defined) 



to more culturally oriented positions. The tenko was triggered by the imprisonment of 

two leading Marxists, Sano Manabu and Nabeyama Sadachika, and the publication of 

their repudiations (while they were still in prison) of the Japanese Communist Party for 

its blind pursuit of a Soviet-style ~ o m m u n i s r n . ~ ~  Although Sano and Nabeyarna's 

repudiations could be interpreted as attempts to modify Communism and make it 

accountable to the particularity of Japanese culture and history, it seemed obvious to 

many that Communism as a universal progressive movement was at odds with 

"traditional Japanese culture" as such. Over the next two years, 90 percent of Japanese 

Communist party members followed suit2' Born immediately out of the breakdown of 

the Marxist movements, the dissolution of the Japan Federation of Proletarian Literature 

(NALP), and in the midst of "Shestovian anxiety," the movement of the "cultural 

renaissance" was by and large a safe means of reasserting the depoliticization of culture 

in the form of literary freedom. The issues of artistic autonomy and political resistance, 

the problem of the subject, and the question of a return to tradition were subject to lively 

debates in a number of newly established cultural magazines.2' 

It was during this short time period that a "humanization of philosophy" took 

place, by which I mean that many scholars attempted to incorporate into the previously 

dominant discursive fields of Marxist materialism and literary realism a more profound 

sense of the existential dilemma and agony of the contemporary subject." The most 

influential prewar social sciences and humanities scholars, including the philosopher 

Nishida Kitaro (1 870- 1945) and the anthropologist/ethicist Watsuji Tetsuro (1 889- 1947), 



were no exception to this nascent romanticism. Many works of this period, in their 

attempts to incorporate the existential into "crude formal scientism," submerged 

objective scientific categories and the materialist aspects of Marxism in favour of what 

were called the "humane7' scientific categories and existential aspects of ~arx i s rn . '~  

Moreover, these "humanized" philosophical concepts coalesced around the archetype of 

kokutai, a concept essentializing "the nation" as equivalent to "the people," as an 

alternate temporality and communal space outside modem progressive history. The 

constitution of this foundation for a Japanese essence was equally that of a departure 

from the historical, and an internalization of history (and thus its erasure as an 

exteriority) by the nascent omnipotent discourse of "Japan," 

On the literary fiont, "the period of cultural renaissance" (bungeifukko ki) was 

marked by an "ideoIogica1 conversion" (tenko) that took place when many writers 

abandoned their previous positions as either Mamists or liberal modernists and 

increasingly embraced "the artistic sensibility of indigenous Japanese culture."24 Kamei 

Katsuichiro, then a member of the executive committee for the Japan Proletarian Writers 

League (NALP), published an article in 1933 called "Return to the Homeland in which 

he laid out the problems he had with the NALP and other factions of the proletarian 

literary m~vement.'~ The problems Kamei identified in proletarian literature were 

basically two-fold: the question of autonomous subjectivity, of literature taking account 

of its full political responsibility, and that of the Marxist and universalist literary 

schema's exclusion of cultural and ethnic specificity.26 Confronted by the dilemma of 



literary autonomy and political responsibility, Hayashi Fusao, who coined the term "the 

period of cultural renaissance," vehemently defended "the completion of the internal 

world of the a~thor."~' In this romantic shift, not only was literature to be freed from 

politics, but socio-historical and material relations were seen as being absorbed into and 

subordinated to the subjective world of artistic creation. These questions hdamentally 

shook the confidence of the NALP, and it rapidly declined until it altogether dissolved in 

1934. 

Founding Essence - Watsuji Tetsuro's Aesthetic Community 

Watsuji Tetsuro, one of the most influential and respected prewar Japanese 

thinkers, was highly critical of the positivistic separation of the subject and the object 

(and of man from nature) and the linear progressive notion of history in modern/Western 

scientific knowledge. In one of his most representative works, Culture and Climate 

(Fudo: ningengaku-teki kosatsu; 1935), Watsuji rejects the conception of an autonomous 

subject thrown into the objective environment, and advances in its stead his concept fudo, 

"climatological features," as an alternate temporal and spatial scheme designating "a 

structural constituent of human existence," in which each local human organization 

defined itself according to its own unique terms of development in evol~tion.'~ Watsuji7s 

ambition was to reconceive the Heideggerian notion of mankind as a temporal existence 

within the spatial terms of fudo." According to Watsuji, the predominance of 

temporality over spatiality in Heidegger's thought arises because of a bias for the 



individual subject, and because of Heidegger's failure to articulate human existence as 

borh individual and social. Watsuji's interest in spatiality over temporality, however, is 

important, particularly when one notes that spatiality was easiiy linked to Japan's sense 

of geographical isolation and uniqueness, whereas a focus on temporality would likely 

suggest a universalist historical narrative in which Japan was seen as backward and less 

civilized. By viewing human history as a part of a bio-evolutionary grand developmental 

scheme, Watsuji negates the political component of human existence and proposes a 

peaceful, harmonious human space as the extension and complement of natural space. 

Watsuji7s attempt to incorporate "subjectivity" into what he saw as disembodied 

and objectified mathematical space was made possible by synthesizing the modern 

conception of the individual, rational subject and a notion of spatiality as the 

embodiment of human collectivity, a "synthesis" prioritizing the latter at the expense of 

the autonomy of the former. This trade-off can be seen, for example, in the following 

passage: 

A man lives and dies. Despite the continuous process of the death of the individual, 
mankind lives and human relations continue. Human existence incessantly 
continues by incessantly ending. The "existence for death in the perspective of the 
individual is the "existence for life" from the stand-point of socie ty... It is from the 
union of climate with history that the latter obtains its flesh and bones. If spirit is to 
be defined in opposition to materiality, history cannot be conceived solely as a self- 
realization of spirit. Only when spirit, as self-active being, is a subject which 
objectifies itself, in other words, only when it includes such a self-active physical 
principle, does it realizes itself as history. This, what might be called "self-active 
physical principle," is what I mean byjk.h30 



The price for this corporeal conception offudo was the absorption of the materiality of 

history into spirit, a nullification of the dialectical tension between two mutually 

irreducible components of existence and a confirmation of the predominance of the 

social whole over the individual part. The all-encompassing collective and corporeal 

subject of the "spirit" was envisaged by Watsuji as unfolding in a Hegelian fashion in 

which the self-motivated movement of "history" would be revealed. 

Watsuji's nullification of the historical and his downgrading of the modem 

rational and autonomous subject became much more manifest and poignant when he 

applied his pseudo-scientific "method" to the question of collective ethics. In his Ethics 

as the S t d v  ofHumanity (Ningen no guku toshiteno rinri-guku; 1934) and Ethics (Rinri- 

guku; 1937, vol. I), his criticism of Marxist materialism and liberal institutionalism went 

a step further. In these works, Watsuji attempted to overcome the probtern of the 

subject/object duality by "humanizing7' and "aestheticizing" social scientific inquiry 

through the application of a concept of mankind developed in his earlier works. He 

insisted that the Japanese conception of mankind (ningen) should not be taken to mean 

"per~on"/"rnan-~ as it is often used in modem commonsense. Rather, as is indicated by 

the two Chinese characters constituting the term - the first of which signifies "person," 

the second "between" - mankind has to be understood as a relationally and contextually 

shaped being, born and raised within the sphere of human relations which embodies local 

bio-cultural specificity." Watsuji argues: "rinri w a  jinrin no ri, " that is, "ethics ("rinri ") 

is the logic ("vi ") of the moral ways of mankind ('yinrin ")." In this tautological 



formulation, he defines ethics as already and always embodied in the social relations 

normally held between Japanese people, boIdly equating ethics with the status-quo of 

society." By interpreting semantic signification as social reality, and/or equating "what 

ought to be" with "what is," the critical space for the rationaI moral subject and for 

debate on universal ethical standards was foreclosed. In short, by dehistoricizing and 

idealizing Japanese social relations as inherently ethical, Watsuji constructed an 

idealized narrative of an incarnate moral community as a truth in itself beyond the reach 

of objective, "scientific" and, in his mind, inferior analysis.33 Such an idealized ethical 

community became a central constituent of kokuzai fUndamentalism, tacitly masking 

existing social injustices, and clearly served to prop up the de fucto control of those who 

exercised power. 

By representing Japanese social relations in these moral-aesthetic images and in 

the same gesture extorting the Japanese to f i lf i l l  their duty, Watsuji's narrative subjected 

the Japanese people to the objectifying power of the nascent discourse of Japanese 

essence. The problem here is not only that of the particularity of the individual absorbed 

into the "harmony" of the social whole, but more importantly, of an epistemological 

violation that equated an image of the Japanese with the people as lzistorical beings. 

Watsuji's project of overcoming the exclusion of the coilective experience of people 

from theory - the "dehumanization" he found in modern Western knowledge - in the end 

amounted to advocating the subjugation of the people to his pre-existing truth of a 

timeless and harmonious society devoid of political and historical processes and 



practices. That this idealized moral and aesthetic community was to be "realized" in 

kokutai would inevitably distort the representative h c t i o n  of discourse as a mediating 

system between the historical/ material world and human consciousness. This attempt to 

"overcome" the perceived insurmountable gap between meaning (representation in 

language) and being (existence itself), driven by a desire to "realize" presence itself, lies 

at the core of the problem of Japanese identity, in which a desire to transcend the 

Eurocentric configuration of the modem world and a resistance to the universalization 

and rationalization of culturally specific lived experience are inseparably linked. 

The World Historical Project: Nishida Kitaro's Place of Nothingness 

If Watsuji's contribution to the formulation of oficial war ideology consisted of 

laying out the foundations on which the theory of Japanese essence was to be built, the 

contribution of Nishida's late work provided meaning to Japan's historical struggle on 

the world-historical stage. Nishida Kitaro is widely acknowledged as the first Japanese 

philosopher, who, under the influence of German idealism, attempted to reconceptualize 

"Eastern philosophy" in terms of Western philosophical catego~~ies and methods. 

Nishida's contribution to the war ideology is difficult to evaluate, particularly because of 

the depth and erudition of his thinking, its strictly reasoned principles, objective methods 

and clearly defined concepts (this is particularly true of his works of the 1910s and 20s). 

However, generally speaking, it is possible to say that the challenge contained in 

Nishida's philosophy had certain "transgressive" and idealist features, even in its early 



stages, which later authorized the Japanese universalist ontological revindication of 

themselves as dislocated "others," in a way similar to Heideggerian idealism. This 

"potential" was filly maximized by the Kyoto school from the Iate 1930s onward. 

One of the basic concepts in Nishida's philosophical system developed in his 

Stu@ ofthe Good (Zen no Kenlju, 191 1) is "pure experience" (junsui keiken). "Pure 

experience" designates a form of "direct knowledge" that could not be doubted. It is a 

state of being prior to self-reflective consciousness, a metaphysically conceived base out 

of which the distinctions between the subject and the object, act and meaning, and being 

and value are produced.34 This "unity" of antinomies in "pure experience" is referred to 

as "self-definition of the predicate" (ippunsha no jiko-gentei), a concept perhaps 

analo~ous to Heidegger's "Being," and while encompassing all existence it cannot be 

defined by anything other than itself as "non-being," or "the place of nothingness" (mu 

no basho)." With these concepts, Nishida clearly pointed to the limited conditions of 

knowledge and the founding basis of intelligibility which can only be illuminated in 

relation to the presence of the unintelligible. In grounding these limitations, Nishida 

successfully relativized the universality of Western ontology as one of many possible 

ontologies, as well as establishing for Japanese philosophy the primacy of key concepts 

surrounding "the place of nothingness." Nishida's philosophy lies within the idealist 

tradition in that reason and the senses are seen as already united in "pure experience," a 

unity only possible in the realm of the imaginary.'' Moreover, since Nishida's 

philosophical system is monistic, it does not allow one to think in terms of dynamic 



process without importing notions that would selfdifferentiate the predicate.37 This 

monistic structure eventually internalized its exterior - i.e., the historical world. 

While dealing with a metaphysical conception of the world, Nishida's work in the 

mid-1930s began to show some signs of "reification" in which "pure experience" came 

to be conceived on the same ground as "the historical ~or ld ." '~  In his earlier conception 

of "the contradictory self-identity" (rnujun-teki j i b  doitsu), Nishida exposed the 

impossibility of an identity between the individual and the collective, because the 

subjective will was conceived as an existence exterior to the realm of being (the 

intelligible). As the world as such was seen as infinite, the "identity" of the part 

(individual) and the whole (society) was thought only possible by a discontinuous logical 

and ontological "leap".39 However, over time Nishida's "absolutely contradictory self- 

identity7' came to equate the part and the whole in the historical world, and the 

contradictions between the subject and the object, the individual and the collective, and 

thought and action were united in being itself, The following passages, for example, 

appeared in his 1938 "The Problem of Japanese Culture" ("Nihon bunka no mondai"), 

To reflect on the traces of our several thousand years of cultural development 
centering on the imperial court, I think it is fair to conclude that it was an endless 
repetition of the creative process that transformed what is created into what is 
creating, as a contradictory self-identity of the oneness of the whole and the many 
of the particular. What constitutes the subject as the oneness of the whole has 
changed in the course of history into various forms ... However, /he irnperiul court 
Jzus located itselfin /he position of rile world dejining itselfus a contrudictory self- 
identity between rhe oneness of the subject and the muny of the purticular, beyond 
these vwious formy ofthe subjec~.''~ 



Even discounting the increasingly strict censorship, it is hard to defend Nishida's 

submerging here of all historical and dialectical contradictions, his abolition of the 

distinction between being in history and the order of "nature," and his explicit equation 

of the Japanese imperial court with the essence of the Japanese people.J1 It is not difficult 

to see that such a conception of the imperial court easily could be taken as the symbolic 

figurehead of Watsuji's conception of the aesthetic-moral community, thus reinforcing 

kokutai ideology. 

Moreover, once the Pacific War opened, Nishida's writing predictably 

accommodated itself to the rhetorical lines of the official war doctrine by raising the 

kokutui narrative onto the world historical stage. In 1943, Nishida wrote a government 

sponsored pamphlet, extolling the Greater Asian Co-prosperity Sphere, hoping that his 

emphasis on a morally grounded rule in Asia might be reflected in the state policy. In the 

booklet, "Sekai chitsujo no genri," ("The principles of the World Order") Nishida 

argued, 

As a result of the development of science, technology and economy, each ethnic 
nation-state has come to enter an intimately linked single international space. To 
face this new challenge, there is no other way than for each nation to construct a 
universal world by recognizing the historical task of each and overcoming the 
limitation of the self while indefinitely submitting to its culturaily given 
particularity. This is why I cail the contemporary age the age of world self- 
awareness of the ethnic nation-state ... In such a universal world, each ethnic nation 
lives a unique historical life of its own, while simultaneously being united in the 
singular universal world with each their own distinct task. This is the ultimate 
reasoddea of the historical development of mankind, and is simultaneousIy the 
principle of the new world order demanded in today's world w a d 2  



This passage expresses Nishida's ultimately "holistic" vision of the world, in which each 

nation-state is simultaneously conceived as an embodiment of its "local tradition," as 

well as a system "surpassing itself' to constitute "the universal world." fn other words, 

both holism (priority of the whole over the part) and atomism (that of the parts over the 

whole) are simultaneously denied and aflirmed, "synthesized" into a kind of "absolutely 

contradictory self-identity.'J3 Needless to say, Nishida's "reified" conceptions were 

taken up by members of the Kyoto school and articulated in explicitly political and 

historical dimensions with which Nishida himself was somewhat uncomfortable. 

The works of Watsuji and Nishida provided the theoretical repertoire fiom which 

the arguments of the Kyoto school and the state kokutai ideologies drew their 

findamentals. Some comment on the ideological context in which these works were read 

and interpreted is worth mentioning here. Recall that by the mid-1930s, the discourse of 

kokutai had already matured under the influence of the ethnological study of the agrarian 

folk (minzoku-guku) of Yanagita Kunio (1 875-1962) and others, and its development into 

a revolutionary agrarian movement (nolzon-slzugi) in the early 1930s. Watsuji's 

contribution was his articulation of this initially agrarian based foundationalism onto the 

national and urban stage. Nishida's statements fiom the mid-1930s onwards on the 

g'world-historical role of Japan" were formulated and read in the general discursive 

context of the Pan-Asianist ideological narrative emphasizing "Japan's mission" to 

liberate Asia from Western domination and the creation of an alternate order based on 



"Asian" values and cultural traditions. Regardless of Watsuji's and Nishida's own 

individual positions, they both undoubtedly contributed to the development of the official 

war ideology by Furnishing powerful critiques of the modem. In the political and 

discursive context of the time, Watsuji's aesthetic representation of the moral Japanese 

community was most often equated with Nishida7s notion of the "place of nothingness" 

(mu no bash )  in an ideological narrative which figured the people as the collective 

embodiment of a Japanese cultural essence transcending Western epistemic dualism, and 

achieving the state of "self-contradictory self-identity." This logic of k o k m i  bolstered 

Japan's self-image as a world leader in opening up a new historical era which promised 

to supersede the limitations of the modem Eurocentric world. It was in this context that 

the Japan Romantic School emerged as the most influential literary movement of the 

time, with Yasuda Yojuro as its most influential member. 

Yasuda Yojuro's "Japan as Irony" and the uAesthetics of Death" 

Yasuda Yojuro, the leader of the Japan Romantic School, passionately 

condemned the destruction of Japanese culture and traditional beauty under the 

rationality of modernization. However, his acute self-consciousness did not issue in an 

alternate Japanese version of reason, as Watsuji and Nishida had attempted to construct. 

Instead, Yasuda was only too fully aware of a sense of deadlock: not only, he believed, 

was the imagination of his era exhausted but also that further knowledge would be 

powerless to halt this state of decay, since any attempt to surpass the rationality of 



modernity could only propose another rationality, and, as a form of reason, continue the 

assault on the tradition of beauty: 

The literary movement of the past several years is an archetypal example of how 
the "intellect" repeats the same corruption, being unable to escape a fixed pattern 
of pursuing one rationality after another. In such times, if there must be a literary 
movement aware of the form of its own corruption, the Japan Romantic SchooI is 
perhaps it, the only one of its kind. This overly self-conscious literary movement, 
thus, is decadent enough, even by today's standards - the last movement to decorate 
the decline of our modern emJ4 

Yasuda, a former Marxist, saw the Japan Romantic School as the consummation of 

Marxism, "the last stage of the history of bunmei kaika modernization since Meiji era?' 

It was to him both a weapon with which to criticize Japanese modernity and 

simultaneously a nullification of that very weapon of purpose - in a word, irony. Despite 

the paradoxes of this position, the schooI attracted the support of a substantial number of 

passionate urban intellectuals. 

The romanticism of the Japan Romantic School "proper" distanced itself from the 

intimacy with nature and the yearning for a return to it that had characterized late Meiji 

romantic movements such as shizen-slzugi (literary "naturalism," a form of anti-realistic 

spiritualism). Instead, the school championed what was artificial and decadent, and 

particularly the sophisticated aesthetic consciousness capable of detecting, interpreting 

and creating beauty, not in objects themselves but in the expression of self- 

consciousness." The following passage by Yasuda well exemplifies this perspective: 

Ours is a time of irony; it is a day when all who are great and glorious must think of 
irony as their own home. it is a day that compels us to remember that. And while 



we long for what is natural as our form of expression, as our true attitude, we can 
grasp only what is artificial. Yet it must be said that our new age makes us aware of 
this artificial attitude and conscious of its enforcement." 

Kevin Doak in his illuminating study of the Japan Romantic School notes an important 

epistemological implication in this centrality of consciousness in the school's thought. In 

their ironic scheme, the relation normally conceived between nature (i.e., the objective 

world) and consciousness is reversed, that is, "truth" in nature becomes fictitious while 

fiction as a subjective and intentional act "gains practical t r~thfulness. '~~ In this "fictive 

consciousness," consciousness was given as the ground for truth, and the "objectivity" 

thus jeopardizing the socio-historical world existing outside human conscio~sness.~~ 

Consider, for example, the following passage in which Yasuda nullifies the category of 

"realism" by speaking with a loaded irony: "The basis of the Japan Romantic school has 

become a realism called Japan as irony, or the irony of free Japan that has simultaneously 

maintained destruction and constru~tion."'~ The challenge of the school was to 

"overcome" the impasse of materialism and historicism; by taking an ironic stance, the 

school sought ''to negate all limitations of objectivity and scientific 

For Yasuda who valued the grace of ancient Japanese court culture as the ultimate 

form of beauty in Iife, the modernizing path folIowed by the Meiji state was viewed with 

nothing but contempt. Yasuda thought,'as did many others, that modernization and the 

adoption of Western ideas and technologies in order to maintain Japanese cultural 

autonomy was a contradiction in terms. This is why he ridiculed modern Japan as irony 

in itself, and irony in this instance became a protest against the onto~ogical disfipration 



of Japanese experience. On this account Yasuda condemned both Marxist and nativist 

writers for their lack of a "passion for decay," the active promotion of irony and 

decadence that, he thought, was the only way to save Japan and the Japanese from 

~ o r m ~ t i o n . ~ ~  By virtue of equating the real world with fiction, Yasuda7s romantic irony 

opened up an ambiguous epistemological space beyond the grasp of realism, alternate to 

the one based on reason; the resulting imaginary space Yasuda described as the Japanese 

"reality" denied by Western rationality. To promote such an imaginary space was to 

realize the "non-knowledge of the Japanese people," a knowledge that no longer sought 

to represent the historical world as dictated by reason.j3 Such a knowledge based on the 

notion of "Japan as irony," however, was made possible only at the expense of creating a 

knowledge delinked from history and of a displacement of the historical subject.'" 

Moreover, in his scheme of thought, the beauty that aesthetic consciousness values the 

most was only attainable via the self-negation and destruction of the historical subject 

practicing the "passion for decay." This epistemic violence laid the ground for the 

historical violences to come. 

In his well-known Jupunese Bridges (Nzlzon no Hush, 1936), Yasuda 

concentrated his efforts on championing the beauty of the Japanese artistic tradition by 

describing how sad and beautiful it is. Like Motoori Norinaga, founder of Japanese 

native studies (kukuycrku) in the 18th century, Yasuda elevated to predominance the 

values of emotion (jyo) and beauty (bi) from out of two traditionally conceived sets of 

value principles - intellect (chi), emotion uyu), will (i); and truth (skin), good (zen), and 



beauty (bi). He praised Japanese bridges because of their fragility and simplicity, 

compared to the more loftily constructed bridges of the West and China; for Yasuda, 

Japanese bridges are embodiments of mono no aware, the pathos of thingsss Underlying 

this particular sense of beauty is the superiority of negativity (fieminine) as the ground of 

both intellect (chi) and truth (shin) while itself being beyond and inclusive of them? 

However, as Doak points out, Yasuda's challenge was "not [simply] to replace reason 

with emotion [as earlier romantics had done] but to maintain the fiction of rationality as 

the ironic condition of modem Japanese culture."" Interestingly, Yasuda describes the 

Japan Romantic School as "a bridge of the night Goru no hashi) leading to the next 

dawn," the dawn which supposedly would follow the dismal final years of modernity.is 

However, Yasuda's "bridge of the night" was not a hopeful vision of the hture, but 

rather a symbol expressing the anxiety that nothing was certain after the end of 

decadence." One might wonder how this ironic aesthetic was maintained in the historical 

context of a state sponsored militarism increasingly present in every facet of society. It is 

difficult to avoid the conclusion that the reaVhistorical world mattered little to Yasuda's 

vision of history as fiction and his Iofty consciousness of aesthetic "truth." 

In his illuminating study of the Japan Romantic School, Hashikawa Bunzo has 

sketched out some of the intellectual and historical implications of the school which until 

now has been largely demonized or ignored by criticism. Having once willingly followed 

Yasuda's aestheticism, Hashikawa recalls that the wish of one of his friends who 

"passionately hoped to become a decaying corpse in the tropical jungle with a copy of the 



Kojiki [8th century national founding myths] in his hands" was a common experience 

among the youth of his generation.60 As he recalls it, the compulsive message of the 

Japan Romantic School was "We must die!," and he notes that that was an idea clearly 

different from Nazism's "We must fight!'&' This "passion for decay" was literally 

replicated in the rash behaviour of many young men who during the war willingly 

sacrificed themselves without irony for Yasuda's "aesthetics of death." In his 1939 "The 

Ruins of Asia" ("Ajia no Haikyo"), Yasuda offered the following poetic vision: 

I burn with my passion as a poet for the national task of today's Japanese. During 
the past several years Japanese romanticism has been expressed as the passion of 
the Japanese, and these are the days that must be determinedly recorded in our 
history. As I was dwelling on the irresponsible idea that I would no longer care 
whether we won or lost the war, a thought occurred to me in the rare view of a 
thunderstorm that rushed upon the military base at Chokako, blackening all in a 
sandy windstorm. Being spurred limitlessly, we might have to sacrifice all our life 
force for the sake of the surge of that life force itself. I think works of art 
expressing Asian life and emotions have always been permeated by a feeling for 
the tragedy of life.62 

This passage was written two years after the Japanese military invasion of China where 

Yasuda, as an idle visitor, was afforded such a poetic reverie. Matsumoto Kenichi, a 

contemporary social and Iiterary critic, has argued that Yasuda's language "killed 

people" because in "promising them the highest moment of aesthetic satisfaction" it 

"made people feel that they did not mind The susgestion that Yasuda advocates 

in this passage some sort of return to nature is, I believe, misleading; Yasuda speaks here 

in a metaphorical language completely exterior to the realm of history." How could such 



an aesthetically oriented depoliticized language have had such enormous historical 

results? 

Hashikawa disaggregates the Japan Romantic School idea into three key 

components: "Marxism," German romanticism and the aestheticism of Edo native studies 

(kokugaku). "Marxism" here means a radical revolutionary impulse, albeit completely 

depoliticized and dematerialized, a desperate pursuit of the absolute and the universal.65 

Recalling his own experience at the time, Hashikawa thinks that the school's 

aestheticism was a crystallization of "a kind of radical anti-imperialism," "a regression 

and explosion of revolutionary feelings alienated from politics towards 'beauty,"' and a 

desperate attempt to transcend the ills of the historical He argues that the 

school's romantic irony was an inversion of materialist realism mediated by irony that 

took the form of an aesthetic absolutism under the historical conditions where political 

revolution was felt to be impossible. According to Hashikawa's interpretation of his own 

experience, this radical desire for transcendence was accelerated by the complete 

depoliticization of kokuguku aestheticism. This so-called depoliticization was in fact 

highly political in its essence. 

However, in the grip of such a radical irony, even I, in some instances, wanted to 
i m a ~ n e  a revolution. As kokuguku-like ideas became increasingly pronounced in 
Yasuda's writings, a complete rejection of all political realism and all situational 
analysis came strongly forward, leading him to insist with a desperate intensity on 
the destruction of scientific thinking. It was almost as if an accelerating 
premonition of the defeat and the coming catastrophe.67 



When Hashikawa speaks of "an impulse that tries to vertically ascend to the potential of 

the ego by rejecting the limitations of realism in reality," he puts into his own words 

Yasuda's heightened sense of the "passion for decay" sublimated into the essence of 

Japan - Japan as "sad and beautiful.'" Hashikawa's war experiences and his reflections 

on them were a realization of Yasuda7s irony on the level of history, vehemently driven 

by a desperate passion towards the transcendental absolute which took a form of the 

"aesthetics of death." Hashikawa goes on to point out that the aesthetic has been a 

principle deeply embedded in Japanese cultural tradition, and remains the most effective 

political ideology to date.69 

Ei. "Overcoming ~Modernity" - Japan's lMission on the World Historical Stage 

The War  as Spiritual Renewal 

The "cultural renaissance" in mid-1930s Japanese society driven by the surge of 

romantic yearning was the other side of the coin of an acute sense of groundlessness 

widespread at the time. This anxiety was most often accompanied by a condemnation of 

the modern technology and the Western civilization whose ill effects came to be 

identified as responsible for the loss of the 'home' to which the Japanese ardently sought 

to return. In his ironically entitled poem "Return to Japan" ("Nihon eno Kaiki", 1938), 

Hagiwara Sakutaro, a member of the Japan Romantic School, lamented the reckless 



pursuit of material growth that had neglected to preserve the cultural and spiritual 

"homeland." 

Once when we drew a "picture of the West" in our minds dreaming of an illusory 
utopia across the sea, our hearts were filled with the hope and passion of youth. 
Now that this illusion has vanished, and when after looking in every comer of the 
world, we see that the true homeland is nowhere else than in our native land Japan. 
Moreover, in this homeland we see the vanished picture of the West everywhere in 
a perverted fashion operating steam trains, electric trains and constructing ugly 
buildings. We have lost everything." 

The bleakness of this inner landscape was shared by most Japanese intellectuals of the 

time regardless of their differences in ideology or fields of interest, and was the ground 

on which the Japan Romantic School took root. This "discovery" of Japanese essence in 

the state of absence - the "lost past" - and in particular the mental landscape preoccupied 

by a sense of ungroundedness and existential agony tells us much about the nature of 

Japanese identity and its developmental path in the years leading towards the war. 

Kawakami Tetsutaro (1 902-64), a leader of the 1942 symposium "Overcoming 

Modernity," explained in his opening statement that the moment of the declaration of the 

Pacific war against the Western Allies came over him as an "intellectual thrill" and that 

that powerful "emotion" bequeathed to the previously diverse and fractious medley of 

Japanese intellectuals the common slogan and sentiment of "overcoming modernity." He 

remarked, 

If we are allowed to describe it in the following way, we [the participants] have not 
necessarily lived uniformly in our history running from, say, the Meiji era. That is 
to say, each of us has viewed that historical time from a different angle and lived 
differently. However, especiuily since December 8th [the declaration of the war 



against the allies], our emotions have been in unison, formed into an identical 
shape. This unison of the shape cannot be effectively described in words - and this 
is what I call "kindai no clzokoku" ("overcoming modernity"). However, in this 
discussion, I think we con work backwards from this shared emotional shape." 

Kawakarni, in his article entitled "Glorious Day" refemng to December 8, also expressed 

a sense of spiritual renewal in terms of joyful excitement. 

I cannot help feeling happy that I now truly enjoy a refreshed mind (kurutto shitu 
kimochi). To recall, the words "gray cloud of the Pacific" themselves had long been 
in a state of putrefaction. With the opening of the war, it might not be precise to 
describe that the clouds have cleared, but my true feeling is that it is almost 
accurate to describe them as having cleared. How muddy and dis leasing a 
confused and dismal peace is, compared to the purity of the war! 5: 

Kawakami's sentiment was shared by many of the then progressive or politically 

"neutral" intellectuals of the time. Inspired by the same event, an editor of journal 

Literury Art (Bungei) organized special issue entitled "The Will to Fight" ("tatukui no 

ishi"), a phrase drawn from a journal published in Moscow reporting on Soviet writers' 

resistance to the German invasion.73 Statements by 18 writers of various positions were 

cited in Literury Art, unanimously expressing their support for and commitment to the 

war, and praising the Japanese state's decision as evidence of Japanese fearIessness vis-A- 

vis the West (ol~bei).~' 

Refemng to the same moment, Takeuchi Yoshimi ( 19 10-77) noted how relieved 

he feIt to be liberated from a deep sense of guilt he had held since the 1937 Japanese 

invasion of China. In his "The Great Asian War and Our Will to Fight'' ("Daitoa senso to 



warera no ketsui," 1942), he passionately expressed the excitement and pride he felt at 

the moment: 

History has been made. The world has metamorphosed overnight. We have seen 
that in front of our eyes. We have witnessed the trajectory of a beam of light as if a 
rainbow, trembling with strong emotions. We have felt something explosive, 
indescribable feelings that filled out our hearts. On December 8 th  the day Japan 
declared war, the determination of all Japanese nationals burned as one. It was 
refreshing. Everyone thought that things are all right now, walked with their 
mouths shut, and exchanged warm intimate eyes with fellow nationals. There was 
nothing to be said in words. The history of national creation flashed back in our 
memories all at that moment, and things were all too obvious, no explanation 
needed. 75 

The war proved to be a historical turning point, for the previous military aggressions 

against Asian neighbours obtained justification in a new historical context as a part of 

Japan's struggle for self-determination against Eurocentric hegemony, and in which end 

lay "the liberation of Asia' from centuries of Western domination. Takeuchi's passage 

goes on to vividly describe how this recovery of moral legitimacy restored the 

satisfaction and "intimacy among the Japanese people." The opening of the Nichibei 

senso (the US-Japanese war) allowed them a chance for spiritual renewal, a renewal in 

which they could once again live with purpose, their emotions in concord with their 

actions, a chance to live a morally justified and meaningful existence no longer 

threatened by the self-destructive spiritual suicide adiocated by the  decadent^.'^ In other 

words, the nation-state as a moral community was expressed and embraced here as a 

recovered experience of the totality of life beyond the rational calculation of 

consequences. 



This climate of exhilaration must be seen as the reverse side of the coin of the 

larger socio-cultural climate of the time, wherein the widespread "grey cloud" of 

decadence and a sense of guilt and inertia were effectively transcended by the advent of 

war against the Allies. Once declared, the depressing and unjust war in China was 

transformed into the grand project of "overcoming modernity" and "Japan's mission in 

Asia." What caused the "intellectual thrill" was a vision of hope presented by an 

alternative discourse which recontextualized the previous dismal historical narrative into 

a new grand aesthetic narrative. The ground for this alternate discourse to rise had 

already been prepared for by the MI-fledged epistemologicaI assault on representation 

carried out in the period of the "cultural renaissance," when the "aestheticization of 

philosophy" and the notion of "Japan as irony" freed thought from historical and material 

constraints. Moreover, the doctrines of kokutai, "Japan's mission to liberate Asia," and 

"overcoming modernity" needed Iittle support beyond the foundations already laid by 

Watsuji, Nishida and Yasuda. 

The 1942 Symposium of "Overcoming Modernity" 

No event more dramatically symbolizes the prewar Japanese intellectual crisis 

than the 1942 symposium of "Overcoming modernity" ("kindai no clzokoku"). The 

symposium was organized by Kawakami Tetsutaro, supported by the then leading leftist 

literary circle Litercrry World (Bungakukui), in the year following the opening of the 

Pacific War. It has often been said that the intent of the symposium was to define the 



historical significance of the coming war as an opening up of a new historical epoch 

based on the traditional virtues of Japanese culture. In real terms, however, the discussion 

was much more modestly focused on a reevaluation of the Meiji government's historical 

trajectory guided by Fukuzawa Yukichi's pragmatic adaptation of the theory of universal 

civilization (bunmei ichigen-ron). In his opening remarks, Kawakami set the tone of the 

debates to follow by formulating the current crisis and imaginary dead end of Japan in 

terms of a tension between the modem and Japanese tradition, in his words between "the 

blood of the Japanese that truly motivates our intellectual life" and the "Western 

knowledge that has been superimposed on ~apan."" The discussion attempted a "critical 

rethinking" of the modern, and it was largely agreed that long neglected traditional 

Japanese cultural and religious values must be revitalized in the era to come. 

As Kawakami himself later admitted, however, this attempt failed largely because 

there was little consensus on how to define the modern. Some equated the modem with 

the Western, juxtaposing it to "the Japanese," while others objected that Japan had 

already become modem and that the question was thus moot. In terms of remedies to the 

current crisis, many advocated a revitalization of traditional Japanese culture, while a 

few took a rationalist position insisting that the modem could only be overcome by 

means of the modern.78 Indeed, so varied were the views of the participants that debate 

became nearly impossible, and as a consequence the symposium closed with no joint 

statement of agreement. However, beyond this matter of the differing points of view lay 

the much deeper problem of the attempt to alter the meaning of the war on a conceptual 



level without altering the historical conditions of the war. In this sense, the symposium 

was much more a symptom of the Japanese intelfectual predicament than an intellectual 

forum wherein the crisis of modernity as such could be debated and or resolved. 

Thirteen leading intellectuals from various fields participated, incf uding novelists, 

philosophers, art specialists, and historians. Despite the differences among them on 

specific issues, they can be roughly grouped into three factions, representing distinct 

philosophical and political positions: the Literary World circle, the Kyoto school of 

philosophy, and the Japan Romantic School (Nihon  oma an-ha).79 Of the three factions, 

the Kyoto school's position was the closest to the official war ideology as laid down in 

such state propaganda tracts as The True Way of Kokurui (Kokutui no Hongi) and The 

Duty ofrlze Subject (Shinmzn no Michi). What set the Kyoto school apart from the other 

two factions was its championing of the achievements of the Meiji state and its whole- 

hearted support for the state's pursuit of bunrnei kaiku, that is, following "the logic of 

civilization," or simply put, modernization. In the school's view the elevated status of the 

Japanese state was a befitting embodiment of the nation's people (kokutai). One of the 

rhetorical pillars of their grand historical narrative was an interpretation of the war as a 

struggle for the "self-determination of Asia." In this narrative, the coming war was called 

"The Great Asian Waf' (Daitoa senso), interpreted as the opening gambit of Japan's 

"mission to liberate Asia" from Western domination and the dawn of a new historical 

epoch in Asia in which Japan was to play the leading role. 



Nishitani Keiji (1900-) identified the most serious ill effect of the modem as the 

loss of religiosity brought about by Western science; this loss, he argued, could only be 

overcome by a return to the "traditional Japanese spirit" embodied in kokutai. 

Our present national life is fundamentally defined by our tradition, that is, the spirit 
of the nation embodied in the ethno-social community [min=oku], in the historical 
practice of tradition from the ancient era. Faced with the current challenge of our 
time to create a synthesis between the worlds of religiosity and national morality, 
we must exert our moral energy from the bottom of our national life, because the 
potential of creating such a synthesis ultimately depends on the presence of this 
traditional spirit in national life.80 

However, as the following passages make clear, his glorification of "morai energy" and 

"traditional spirit" were conceived as instrumental means towards the consolidation of 

national unity and the state's mission to create a self-defined Asian order. 

The task our country now faces is, needless to say, the establishment of the new 
world order and the construction of Greater Asia (Daitoa). The reason a 
concentration of national power, particularly a strong moral energy, is now required 
is so that we may realize this task. Naturally the construction of Greater Asia must 
not mean the acquisition of new colonies for Japan, for this new world order must 
create an order of justice. Although this is a world historical necessity, its necessity 
is given to our country, because our country rose to be the only non-European 
power and is thus now faced with a task of confronting Anglo-Saxon domination in 
~ s i a ?  

As these passages demonstrate, the school's narrative is marked by sweeping claims 

linking a whole series of diverse issues - such as the problem of the modem, the issue of 

Japanese cultural tradition, the question of the socio-political order of Japanese society, 

and the historical-political state of Asian nations - belonging to different realms and 



levels of concern. As students of the eminent philosopher Nishida Kitaro, whose key 

concept of the "place of nothingness" they had incorporated into the core of their 

narrative, the Kyoto school had enjoyed considerable popularity and prestige since its 

establishment. However, their narrative was a severe distortion of Nishida's original 

ideas and a reckless reification of his metaphysical categories into their historical 

"equivalents. " 

The dispositions of Nishitani and other members of the Kyoto school were filled 

with a type of metaphysical jargon that deeply disturbed the other participants. Kobayashi 

Hideo (1 902-83), probably the most respected literary and social critic of the entire 

Showa period, did not hide his annoyance with their abstractions, describing them as 

lacking 'the sensuality of Japanese language."" Kobayashi, whose overall position at 

this time was closer to that of the Japan Romantic School despite his previous position as 

a leader of the Literary World group, remarked to Nishitani that if one wanted to create 

Japanese philosophy, one must do so in an manner accountable to the language by 

thinking and articulating ideas in "proper" Japanese. What Kobayashi was 

problematizing was as much the Kyoto school style as their mode of thinking which, 

Kobayashi believed, twisted and distorted its object (Japanese cultural and empirical life) 

to the metaphysical and universal prerogatives of reason. The Japan Romantic School's 

fundamental criticism of the Kyoto school, then, was that their universal rationality 

erased the specificity of time and space. 



Building on this "romantic" critique, Kobayashi also rejected the Kyoto school's 

implicit historical progressivism, and sought instead to advance an alternative conception 

of time, obtained in an aesthetically filfilling moment, outside and beyond linear 

homogenous time. 

When we are struck with awe and respect, there is no temporality or progress. 
Where history appears as a classical past, the place where artists create their 
objects, there becomes no time or progress since that is the place where they 
experience the old masters' achievements as their models. Even to the average 
person, the experience of the admiration of classical art teaches that. That is our 
everyday experience. 83 

Beauty, Kobayashi emphasized, could not be contained in nor understood by the 

progressive conception of time, and thus aesthetic subjectivity, he argued, was the only 

existence capable of realizing the full potential of life in a specific time and place in 

h i s t ~ r y . ~  Because such an existential conception posited a realm outside the modem 

temporal scheme, the Romantic partisans felt it was the only means of "overcoming" the 

modem. By emphasizing an aesthetically conceived temporality, Kobayashi criticized the 

spatialized form of Hegelian history in the Kyoto school's world historical narrative." By 

doing so, however, Kobayashi privileged the creativity and will to power of the 

individual over the objective socio-political structure, and thereby, sought to convert the 

powerlessness of the former vis-a-vis the latter into a vision joining artistic freedom with 

the richness of tradition. 86 



Although influenced by the prewar romantic movement, Kobayashi did not 

entirely abandon reason (unlike many of his contemporaries), as the following statement 

clearly demonstrates. 

... thinking fiom my own perspective, overcoming modernity is not an attempt to 
bring in something else because the modem is wrong. The modem person can only 
overcome it with the modem. We do not have materials to work with other than 
what we have today. I am convinced that we must find a key to overcome the 
modern with those rnateria~s.~' 

Because he recognized the inescapability of the modem and rejected any simple solution 

drawn from an opposition between the modern and the traditional, Kobayashi supported 

the Literary World circle. While being attracted to the Romantic's critique of universal 

reason and aestheticism, Kobayashi remained critical of rhetorical embel~ishments of war 

ideology, including the symposium itself 

A more reckless departure fiom the rationalism towards Romantic aestheticism 

can be seen, for example, in Hayashi Fusao (1903-75), a former communist and a 

member of the Literary World circle who later became a member of the Japan Romantic 

In harsh tones Hayas hi condemned the pursuit of hunmei kuiku modernization, 

out of a belief that the modern meant the Western, and that the pursuit of modernization 

had only led to Japan's "subordination to" the West: 

I think that bunrnei kaiku is an adaptation of European culture since the Meiji 
Restoration and in consequence a subordination to Europe. To view it from an 
international perspective, the Meiji restoration was the last resistance of the East 
against the West and its fine successes. India was defeated and so was China, but 
Japan alone has stalled the bounding Western wave. Thus in order to survive and to 
compete equally with Europe, we had to adapt the pragmatic utility of European 



civilization. Bunrnei kaika has meant the adoption of a practical culture that has no 
substantial cultural essence to it. Then, in the Meiji 20s (i.e., 1906-), a revolt 
against such a culture began calling for a return to the root as opposed to the 
pragmatist bunmei kaika culture." 

Kamei Katsuichiro (1907-66), one of core members of Literary World, advanced a 

similar charge against bunmei kaika, although, unlike Hayashi, he was f U y  conscious 

that the modem was already at least a part of Japanese culture. Kamei instead 

emphasized the importance of recovering what he perceived the Japanese had lost, 

namely religious belief, in order to fill the current spiritual vacuum in the hearts of the 

Japanese. 

Looking back at the past from the present, I, who was educated in the period of 
Taisho and Showa and experienced various problems of our thought, identified the 
fundamental weakness in the fact that we have lived in the era of a lack of belief 
Or, we can describe it as the tragedy of human beings who are persecuted by the 
gods ... if I ask myself what bright light has emerged out of this confusion and 
misery since bunrnei kaiku, I can only vaguely answer an upsurge of desire for 
belief in the gods and the spirits (shinjutsu). Not an interpretation of religious belief 
but a belief itself.g0 

Contrary to Hayashi and Kamei, Nakamura Mitsuo, a survivor of the Japan Romantic 

School vogue, exemplified the rationalist position of Literary World proper. 

The true hndamentals of the spirit of 'modernity' or the content of the modem 
spirit, came to be within our reach. But I think unless we understand the truth of the 
modem spirit, we can hardly conceive of overcoming modernity. From this 
perspective, I think the characteristic of the modern - the modern since the 
Renaissance - can be grasped as the era in which the human mind was thrown into 
an unknown order ... The existence of god, and things such as nature, can no longer 
be unconditionally believed in: one has to test one's own belief in hisher god ... 
Human minds are thrown into and forced to live with such an unknown order and 
that has been causing various confusions ... The true essence of the modern is u stare 



of mind in which we are exposed lo the unknown, and in rhal constuntfy uttempting 
to discover &he new; in this sense, the true modern has just arrived in contemporary 
J,,,.~' 

The critical difference between the view presented by Hayashi and Karnei as "ideological 

converts" and that presented by Nakamura as a "survivor," is the status of the subject: 

while the former conceived the advent of modernity as a process of the destruction of 

subjectivity, the latter saw modernity as a process of its construction. What mattered 

most for Hayashi and Kamai was the distress of a consciousness that they perceived as a 

loss of identity; they saw the intrusion of modem rationalist discourse as responsible for a 

disturbance of the traditional empirical subjecthood free from self-critical interrogation, 

and targeted modernity as the cause of this upheaval. Nakamura, for his part, understood 

subjectivity as a state of being haunted by a constant intrusion of the unknown leaving 

one without solid foundations, yet also believed that what many of the other participants 

viewed as the 'traditional' was a product of the modern. He was thus critical of what he 

perceived as the hypocrisy of the rhetorical conflation of the modem and the Western, 

and of locating the idea of 'overcoming' in a historical narrative of the declining West 

and a rising Japan. However, after the above early statement, he remained silent, and 

gained little support. 

Generalizing from the diverse positions of the Japan Romantic School, we can 

identify some characteristic features: an eschatological vision of history and a disdain for 

those aspects of the modern internalized by Japanese society. These two attitudes can be 

seen in the following passage by Kamei, in which he views prewar Japanese society as 



havins reached a point of self-destruction and the war as holding out the potential for its 

renewal. 

In the background of the present war, another war is going on. We see it in the 
pressure of a civilization moving relentlessly ahead with an apparently natural force 
of persuasion, in our trust in the machine and all the maladies and debilities of the 
spirit this brings in its wake, in the self-destructive behaviour of people who have 
lost all sense of moderation. It is not sure whether we will perish in this fight or be 
saved, but at least when we count our victories in the visible war, let us not deceive 
ourselves into thinking that this deeper war, hidden to the eyes, is a mere fantasy." 

Pointing to "another war7' of far deeper significance, Kamei's idealism conveys the 

image of a quest for spiritual renewal founded directly upon the war as a historical event. 

With this elevation of the "spiritual war" over the historical one, Kamei was led to a 

notorious conclusion: peace was merely a state of spiritual decay. 

The illusion of "peace" that victors often carry around with them glosses over this 
abysmal war ... Behind the mask of "peace7' the poison of civilization spreads. More 
frightening than war is peace ... The present disturbances are a war in the name of 
that abyssal war. In those battlefields the rise or fall of the Japanese people will 
depend upon the clarity of their insight and resolution to drive away all delusions 
and on the irradicable fearlessness of their belief Rather a war of kings than the 
peace of slaves!93 

These passages demonstrate something more than anti-modern strain of the Japan 

Romantic School's thinking, represented by Hayashi's condemnation of bunrnei kuiku 

and Kobayashi's challenge to logocentric reason on the basis of ''life" as lived 

experience. In addition to its championing the aesthetic categories of sense experience. 

spirit, intimacy and beauty, over and above reason, the core position of the Japan 



Romantic School cannot &lly be represented without taking into consideration their 

notion of irony. 

Although it finds some representation in passages such as Kamei's above, the 

notion of irony was hardly discussed in the symposium due to the absence of Yasuda 

Yojuro, the leading figure of the circle. The essential position of the Japan Romantic 

School, as most clearly exemplified in the writings of Yasuda, negates not only the 

historical path taken by modem Japan, but more importantly rejects the modernity of the 

Japanese.94 As argued above, Yasuda saw the self and its statements were futile, as was 

perhaps all talk of "overcoming modernity"; from his "romantic" and ironic point of 

view all positive assertions were only worthy of ridicule. And yet Yasuda's romantic 

irony was a thoroughly modem consciousness, and shared with Nakamura a wholesale 

rejection of foundation seeking - i-e., any and every notion of Japanese cultural essence. 

In this sense, the idealized romantic narrative of Hayashi and Karnei had more in 

common with kokutaz essentialism than Yasuda's romantic irony, and their ambivalent 

position is a peculiar "synthesis" between the Japan Romantic School's aestheticism and 

the kokutui fundamentalism of the Kyoto school. This position was the one most widely 

accepted in intellectual and popular discourses during the war. 

Takeuchi Yoshimi, an influential "romantic nationalist" intellectual, has critically 

re-assessed the significance of the symposium by interpreting it as an attempt by pre-war 

intellectuals to transform the topdown war ideology into a bottom-up struggle for self- 



determinati~n.~~ Takeuchi argues that the members of Literary World tried to co-opt the 

state militarist ideology of kokutai for the purpose of formulating an alternate ideology, 

by using the "explosive power" of the Japan Romantic School, a power stemming from 

their sharp anti-statist position, romantic irony and eschatological vision of declining 

In my view, however, this interpretation gives too much credit to a 

symposium which was more of a manifestation of the troubled state of intellectual 

discourse of the time than a constructive historical effort by Japanese intellectuals. 

Triggered by the feelings of unification and expressing a dehistoricized optimism 

resulting fiom the excitement of the new historical narrative and politico-cultural revolt 

against the West, the symposium was an "aesthetic" rather than an intellectual project. 

Within this "aestheticized" focus, the notion of c'overco~ing modernity" was the 

paintbrush that whitewashed the brute politics of the war with its rhetoric of spiritual 

significance, and thereby, served as a slogan affirmative of Japanese war ideology. In 

short, "overcoming modernity" was the ultimate expression of an intellectual bankruptcy 

long prepared for by the preceding process of decay (the "aestheticization" of reason in 

the period of "cultural renaissance"), and this process was closely interwoven with the 

rise of modem Japanese subjectivitylidentity and its increasing fragnentation and 

depoliticization. 

With the advent of the "intellectual thrill" at the opening of the war, the irony of 

the Japan Romantic School's negative statement of identity and anti-statist posture were 

easily discarded and replaced by the kokutui state ideology's and Kyoto school?s 



corporeal communal space, positive assertion of identity and Japan's mission on the 

world-historical stage. As soon as this representative transformation took place, irony 

was huned into history; an ironically fomulated "bridge of the night" @om no lzmhi) 

came to represent the historical hope of leading the nation to "the next dawn," embraced 

without thought by a radicalized and passionate Japanese youth who believed it was 

pursuing the "aesthetic of death" in historical terms as an ultimate expression of beauty 

and Japanese essence. From this point forward, the Kyoto school's vision of Japan's 

mission in the world and the Japan Romantic SchooI's aesthetic absolutism began their 

infamous collaboration as the twin complements of a powexful war ideology, with the 

former rationally and the latter aesthetically motivating Japanese subjects to play their 

designated parts. Moreover, as Hashikawa argues, the rise of such a grand historical 

project was a double product of the breakdown of domestic political movements; it 

served as a mechanism tacitly redirecting the bitterness and dispiritedness that had 

resulted from the failure to resist fascism in the domestic polity onto the external enemy, 

as well as projecting once shattered hopes onto an idealized "Asia" as Japan's spiritual 

home. In a paradoxical way, political radicalism was maintained in this project but in 

solely depoliticized and aestheticized terms. 



IV. Beyond Representation, Beyond History: The Rise of the Sublime Aesthetic 
Subject 

The historical events Japan underwent in the late 1930s and early 1 WOs, 

including its military aggression against Asia and its declaration of war against the West, 

are often claimed to be a manifestation of Japanese "nationalism," a fanatic expression of 

Japanese "national sentiments." However, "nationalism" used as a bracketing category 

reduces and distorts the events in question, for Japanese imperialism in Asia was not 

driven by nationalism, but rather by a form of internationalism motivated to create in 

"Asia" a single political unit beyond national boundaries, a unity supposedly representing 

a racially and culturally common identity. This expansionary movement led by Pan- 

Asianist ideological rhetoric, together with a fundamentalism centering on the essence of 

Japanese nation - i.e., kokutai -, formed the two complementary wheels of a single cart. 

Moreover, kokutai hndamentalism was not merely a product of the simple "national 

sentiment" of being grounded in one's sense of homeland, but was also mediated by a 

full awareness of the impossibility of identity. Unlike the long standing attachment to the 

land of premodern times, out of which it arose, kokutai fundamentdism (or fascism) was 

also decisively influenced by the particular romantic sense of "homelessness" in which 

what ultimately mattered was a consciousness of cbhomelessness," rather than the lost 

object itseIf 

I argue that what precipitated total war was the accumulated problematics of 

Japanese modernization, that is the inherent difficulty involved in the relation between 



Japanese empirical selfhood and the modem subject backed up by universal hegemonic 

representation. This difficulty was manifest in the contradiction of the romantic ironic 

subject acutely conscious of his sense of lost of identity, on the one hand, and an equally 

acute awareness of the impossibility of recovering it, on the other. The internal vacuum 

opened up within this ironic romantic subject - the vacuous state of mind which yearned 

for, but simultaneously denied, the recovery of the lost selfhood - "called for" an 

artificial and absolute identity that would be equated with Japan's essence in order to fill 

in this empty space. This problematic played itself out in the aestheticizing trend during 

the period of the "cultural renaissance" and the subsequent emergence of an alternate 

system of representation centering on kokutui. 

In order to understand prewar Japanese history as it was experienced, one has to 

locate these event in the context of the modern world implicated in a particular power 

hierarchy. The slogan of "overcoming modernity" captured the particular way this 

historical clporiu was experienced and understood by Japanese intellectuals. What was to 

be "overcome" in the project and what did "the modem" really mean? Recalling 

Kawakami's formulation of the problematic as the conflict between "Japanese blood" 

and "Western intellect," we can see that the slogan embodied a revolt against modem 

universalism which, it was felt, threatened the cultural specificity of the Japanese with 

erasure. A remedy for this was sought in revitalizing the "Japanese way of life" - the 

alternate cultural space outside the modem governed by conventional Japanese values - 

which was perceived to be in continuous decline since the Meiji government's adoption 



of the policy of modernization. Identifying the modem institutions, values and ideas 

responsible for this "loss," many Japanese intellectuals assumed (or hoped) that the state 

of the subject prior to the internal split and a "total life experience" beyond the dictates 

of progressive history and scientific rationality would be recovered in the coming new 

age, after the modem. In other words, in their protest against the hegemonic expansion 

and reorganization of a culturally specific temporality and spatiality into a synchronic 

universalized mode, Japanese intellectuals resorted to tuming the "lost cultural tradition'' 

into a political platform. As many have already argued, however, such an imaginary 

constructed past was the projection of a "lost identity" upon a past which had never 

existed in history. 

Inspired to create an alternate "place" outside the modem that would free them 

fkom the Eurocentric universalist and rationalist modem perspective, the Japanese 

intellectuals' project of "overcoming modernity7' attempted to incorporate some of the 

non-rational components of life into their culturally particularist scheme of 

representation. This alternate representation of Japanese identity was conceived in terms 

of the aesthetic as a category inclusive of and thus superior to reason, as a means of 

surpassing the limitation of the modern metaphysical categories of autonomous 

subjective agency, progressive history and materialist struggle, and universal reason. 

Such an attempt, however, could not be realized without abandoning the proper business 

of discourse, whose function is to represent the rnaterial/historical world to the individual 

and collective subject; with this abandonment, the "cultural renaissance" chose to alter 



the appearance of the objective world, that is the "screen" of subjective consciousness 

through which it was viewed, rather than the objective world itself. This is why Watsuji7s 

dehistoricized and depoliticized aesthetic community, Nishida7s reification of the "place 

of nothingness" and Yasuda's "Japan as irony" all targeted representation, seeking to 

collapse the critical epistemological distance between the subject and the object. 

Moreover, despite its anti-modern rhetoric, obsessive attempts to articulate the "lost 

identity" of traditional Japan - the desire animating the "cultural renaissance" movement 

- are signs of the very constitution of modem subjectivity. Thus, the counter-hegemonic 

protest of "overcoming modernity" paradoxically affirmed the authority of the 

universalist temporal and spatial schema, by pounding its protest in the sense of cultural 

particularity and identity of the "other," defined in terms of universal hegemonic 

representation. 

Kevin Doak suggests that the problematic of the Japan Romantic School needs to 

be seen in the context of the "dilemma" inherent in representation itself. That is, while 

"[rlepresentation always aims to make the subject or presence present to itself..there 

always remains a separation between language and what it purports to represent."98 This 

uneasy relation between representation (meaning) and its object (being) is at the crux of 

the "problem of the modern." In the historical context of prewar Japan, rather than being 

rationalized as fundamental to the system of representation, this gap between meaning 

and being was interpreted and experienced as the loss of the traditional ways of life of the 

average person. This was the dilemma in the symposium of "overcoming modernity" 



sought to address. By distorting consciousness and subordinating the historical world to 

it, Japanese intellectuals of late 1930s began the impossible task of transcending 

historical problems by appealing to the power of an aesthetic imagination, in which an 

alternate discourse was theorized as being able to reunite the totality of life, meaning and 

being. In order to carry out this task any sense of the world outside of this discourse as 

well as the representative function of language (which would impede the presence so 

desired) had to be eliminated. As a result, the historical and material realities were 

reduced to their precepts. It was by this means that the abstract, absolute Subject of 

Japanese fascism was born, "realizing" Japanese identity/essence in its "presence" 

without representation. 

The question of Japanese identity, then, needs to be addressed in terms more 

comprehensive than those employed by prewar Japanese intellectuals. The difficulty 

involved in discussions of identity is largely due to the ambiguity of the concept itselc 

and should be conceived of in at least two distinct senses. On the one hand, identity 

designates a collectively shared set of characteristics that promises its members a sense 

of belonging - the terms used by the majority of the symposium participants. On the other 

hand, it also designates the state of a troubled selfhood desiring a moral, ethical and 

cultural certainty and/or a concrete foundation or materiality on which personal and 

social meaning can be fixed, certainties which in the modem era are by definition 

unattainable. In prewar Japanese society and intellectual discourse these two distinct 

meanings of identity were constantly c o n h e d  and inseparably mingled, and the 



experience of ungroundedness - the "discovery" of an insunnountable gap between being 

and meaning - was continually interpreted as a loss of "identity" and shared cultural 

essences. Beneath the cultural particularist posture of the discourse of kokutui lay the 

universal problematic of the modem age, that is, the rise of the modem disembodied 

subject yearning to realize its "identity" by transcending the representational gap, a 

problematic that in Japan, as it has elsewhere, took expression in the "recovery of 

tradition." 

A further difficulty, particularly in understanding the "realization" of Japanese 

identity, lies in the way this identity was negatively formulated, an identity without a 

clear positive shape. As the critic Asada Akira has suggested, the core of Japanese 

identity resides not in the continuation of any definable form of cultural essence but in an 

eternal movement of nothingness, and its ideological strength lies in its depiction of 

"Japan" as an absence of identity, an empty "container" which can be filled with 

desirable aesthetic contents as they are identified at each given moment." Following this 

insight, it can be argued that Yasuda7s romantic irony and aesthetic absolutism captured 

the negative essence of Japanese identity better than Nishida's metaphysical notions. 

This was because Nishida's methodology of defining non-presence, which was later to 

serve as the ground for kokutai ideology's positive rhetorical formulation of Japanese 

identity, was based on reason. Paradoxically, we can say, Nishida "rationalized the non- 

rationally oriented component of identity. Yasuda, on the other hand, by articulating it in 

aesthetic terms, complemented the very limitations of reason, and one can say that his 



"aesthetics of death" captured something of the ultimate essence of Japanese identity: the 

inarticulable negation of the self as an absence of form, indulging in an indeterminacy of 

ideal and meaning, finding beauty only in the process of destroying itself. This romantic 

lack of positive content in Japanese identity conveniently "supplemented" the official 

war ideology, and the Kyoto school's version of it, by preparing the empty ground that 

kokutai identity would later fill in. The nature of this "identity of absence" needs 

elaboration. 

Despite its rhetorical position of denying the existence of any subjective will to 

construct the objective world, it is essential to see in romantic irony the hidden presence 

of a subject, a subject that locates itself above and beyond all historical contingencies, 

that is, a pure consciousness elevated to the status of absolute Subject. Consider, for 

example, the subject implicit in the following passages: 

I am speaking as a spectator .... as an audience, I think it would be more interesting 
if the Germans won the war and it is a hope of mine, I who have been concerned 
with such realizations of a culture in history. Moreover, it appears to me that the 
gods always direct history towards the path that makes it more interesting.'" 

Even if this war [the Sino-Japanese war] ends up a draw, Japan has made a world- 
historical expedition. When I stood at Yellow River flowing through Manchuria, I, 
for the first time, felt the significance of the Japanese continental policy in world 
history ... Speaking from this theoretical position, I imagine now that even should 
the wur end in a draw, it is trtdv n grand romanticism. 

Hashikawa Bunzo has argued that the ironic subject "infinitely postpones determination 

of the self [identity]," and by virtue of remaining in that postponed state of a postponed 

subjectivity, the ironic subject exempts itself from making any ethical judgments. '02 



Having departed the material politico-historical world for the realm of the aesthetic 

imaginary, the romantic ironic subject is dehistoricized and barred from making any 

appropriate links between the material/historical world and consciousness. In this 

soiipsistic realm, in which the self-expression of a narcissistic consciousness has become 

equivalent to the world, the empirical subject, or the "materiality" of the subject not 

reducible to consciousness, is erased, and the lofty omnipotence of consciousness 

disposes of "objects" at its will. By dissolving the historical subject in this way, romantic 

irony allows the "objects" of this pure absolute consciousness to "live" in a world of 

unreal beauty, freedom and indeterminacy, unhindered by any material constraints. In 

this alternate discourse, war becomes a means of achieving absolute beauty, the sole 

concern of consciousness. '03 

Should we assume then that Yasuda himself wished to achieve the state of 

ultimate beauty in death? Perhaps not. By virtue of being possessed of this absolute 

consciousness, Yasuda exempted himself from falling into the state of being an "object." 

As Karatani Kojin expresses it, 

the absolute consciousness of Romantic irony is an affirmation of the superiority of 
the transcendent Self that stands above and is contemptuous of all existing things 
that are finite and empirical. It rejects all purposes, and thus rejects Hegeiian 
dialectics. If one does anything, it is not for meaning or reason. However, it is not 
nihilism; contrarily, it discovers meaning in the self-consciousness that seriously 
plays with meaningless things, being fully aware of their meaninglessness. There is 
no possible defeat in this position; since it assumes defeat from its beginning. That 
is to say, irony is an absolute victory by accepting absolute powerles~ness.~~* 



This ironic subject is not quite the same as that of those young men who sacrificed 

themselves in the war; their act of sacrifice was brought about by the seduction of the 

superior and empty consciousness in combination with the rhetorical "world historical" 

reason of Kyoto school, the two streams of Japanese thought that merged in the "thrill" 

of 1941. In that merger, romanticism took on a foundation and essence for itself, and thus 

ceased to be ironic. In order for the historical subject to willingly sacrifice 

himself'herself, that is, in order for the ironic subject to ascend to the status of the 

transcendental Self and to reach out as exemplary model to the greatest number of 

subordinate subjects, it had to undergo a metamorphosis from a negative to positive 

identity. 

Since this discourse of the ironic subject was no longer governed by the authority 

of meaninghason, but instead by beauty and indeterminacy, differing positions could no 

longer be truly different. As exemplified by Hayashi and Kamei, the shift of position 

from Marxism to the Japan Romantic School, and then to a quasi-kokutai 

fundamentalism no longer constituted a "conversion" defined in terms of rational 

grounds for belief; instead, the grounds for such justified beliefs having been annulled, a 

shift from one position to another (however antithetical) was merely a matter of taste, 

style, or rhetoric. As seen above, this nullification of reason and the ascendance of the 

aesthetic were the central impetus behind the mid-1930s "cultural renaissance," by 

means of which the aesthetic subjectlconsciousness was able and authorized to transcend 

representation and history. This absolute aesthetic Subject shares a great deal of 



similarity with what Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, as Martin Jay writes, 

has called the "eidaesthetics" of the Gennan Jena Romantics. 

This quasi-religious metaphysics of art is responsible for an absolute notion of 
literature, whose task is the overcoming of differences, contradictions, and 
disharmonies. Although implicitly challenged by a counter-impulse they call 
"romantic equivocity," the telos of eidaesthetics is the closure of a complete work 
produced by an omnipotent subject, who realizes the Idea in sensual form. Jena 
Romanticism's desire for poetic perfection is thus derived tiom an ultimately 
metaphysical project, which has political implications as well. '05  

Contrary, then, to what some have suggested, the rejection of essence and foundation in 

the romantic irony movement did not hinder the rise of fundamentalism. Rather, it 

prepared the groundless ground on which kokutai fascism could emerge by engendering 

the ever greater desire for "identity" in the negation of its possibility, totalizing the role 

of consciousness vis-a-vis history in its ironic stance and imbuing the radical romantic 

sentiments of a whole younger generation with its aestheticism. 

In sum, the aesthetic obsession which runs through Japanese intellectual 

productions from the late 1920s to the rise of the war slogan "overcoming modernity" 

ought to be located in the context of the maturing process of modern Japanese identity. In 

their efforts to define and "recover" a "lost" Japanese identity in "its own terms," 

Japanese intellectuals hoped to free themselves fiom what they felt constantly threatened 

Japan's unique cuItural/ethnic temporality with erasure: the modem universalist 

representational scheme centering on the West. This reactionary impulse inspired the 

discourse of modem Japanese identity to reach "beyond the modem constitution of time 



and space for an alternative. By resorting to the category of the aesthetic as supposedly 

superior to reason, and by employing irony as a principle for the new discourse, Japanese 

intellectuals opened an epistemic assault on the "realist" representation assuring the 

objective constitution of history and the subject which allowed them to conceive the war 

as a world-historical project of "overcoming modernity." In elevating ideal images of an 

"unrealized" Japan over the actual historical Japan, prewar aesthetic representations of 

modem Japanese identity inaugurated a radical epistemological leap in which the 

impossible problem of the modem was "resolved" on the level of the aesthetic imaginary 

by creating an alternate system of representation. However, such an attempt to resolve 

historically grounded problems was bound to depart from the reality of the historical 

world, leaping into the imaginary. Moreover, grounded in a "passion for decay," this 

attempt to create an alternate system of representation and identity eventually led to the 

emergence of the discourse of the "aesthetics of death" in which self-sacrifice was seen 

as the ultimate realization of Japanese cultural essence. 

Japanese intellectual development since the mid-1930's aesthetic turn was 

shaped, therefore, by the constitutive process of modem Japanese identity in combination 

with several key detemining 'inclinations' that meshed one into another in the historical 

context of the time. Among these inclinations, two are especially important: first, the 

process of aestheticization countering institutional and material modernism, and the 

resultant increasing presence of aesthetically and romatically orientated discursive 

knowledge; and second, the growing resentment against the modem and the Western, 



engendering a knowledge critical of it that formed the basis upon which the images of 

Japanese essence were conceived. As argued in the previous chapter, this aestheticizing 

process constitutive of modem Japanese identity can also be seen as a revival of the 

cuitural inclination recurrent in Japanese history to nullifjl oinen) transcendental reason 

and the subject identified as foreign to native Japanese culture. Seen in this light, the 

romantic development in modem Japanese history that accelrated after 1905 can be 

conceived as a period of cultural 'pwrification,' a moving away fiom the previous period 

of active importation of foreign ideas towards the re-establishment of the essence of 

Japan defined in terms of late Edo beauty and fragility. However, since this recurrence of 

the aestheticizing trend took place in modem times and under modern influences, and 

thus was accompanied by the movement for national self-determination expressed in 

both the state's ideological and Watusji and Nishida's aestheticized visions, the resulting 

construction of modem Japanese identity took an absolute, transcendental, and aesthetic 

form that subjugated reason, the historical, the material, and the empirical life of the 

subject to its gaze. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I would like to outline five propositions central to an understanding 

of Japanese identity in the universalized modem world. Together they constitute a 

theoretical frame for my arguments about postwar Japanese identity in the chapters to 

come. 



First, it is not entirely adequate to address Japan's rnilitaIy expansion and internal 

socio-political and cultural transformations in the 1930s solely within the framework of 

nationalism, particularly when we note that the "internationalist" and expansionary 

inspirations of the Japanese state were grounded in notions of a common culture and 

race. Moreover, contrary to conventional wisdom, the ideology of Japanese expansionism 

was not driven by simple national sentiments but the more complex formulation of an 

anti-foundationalist rhetoric, a desire for identity mediated by an acute awareness of its 

impossibility. What lay beneath the anti-modern, anti-Western cultural particularist 

claims made by Japanese intellectuals in the discussion of "overcoming modernity" was 

this sense of the loss of identity in their encounter with "the modem," inseparably 

mingled with a notion of "the hegemonic West." This desperate attempt to "recover" a 

lost identity took form as an alternate and reactionary discourse of recreating a lost 

temporality - Japanese "cultural particularity" - in which images of "Japan" antithetical 

to the m o d e f l e s t  were central. 

Secondly, the attempt to claim a lost identity issued in the creation of an alternate 

representation in which the centrality of reason was replaced by that of beauty. This was 

the inspiration behind the aestheticizing trend in philosophy during the period of the 

"cultural renaissance" in which such anti-modern philosophical projects as Watsuji's 

nullification of universal progressive time, his rejection of the rational atomistic subject 

and universal ethics, and Nishida's doubts about the epistemological grounds of universal 

reason were formulated. These attempts to construct a highly idealized world not only 



provided basic foundations for the state kokutai ideology, but also cultivated discursive 

conditions that diverged fiom the historical world by spatializing temporality, 

collectivizing the subject and grounding cuIturaI essence in place. 

Thirdly, the most powerful force driving the construction of this alternative 

representational schema, however, was the anti-essentialist, anti-foundationalist 

romanticism of the Japan Romantic School which radically departed fiom dialectical 

thinking in favour of irony and aestheticism. It was in this type of knowledge that the 

ultimate, transcendenta1 images of Japanese identity were created and that the notion of 

the modem subject, history and reason came to be enveloped and subjugated to an 

absolute consciousness elevating beauty above truth and morality. With the addition of 

Yasuda's romantic irony and his anti-materialist glorification of the beauty of defeat, 

Japanese politics came to be expressed in aesthetic terms, whose ultimate form was the 

notion of the "aesthetics of death." Despite the anti-state political stance of this 

aestheticized radicalism seeking a transcendence of the political, in effect it contributed 

to the state war effort by motivating large groups of young men towards voluntary 

sacrifice in the name of kokutui. 

Fourthly, the Japanese attempt to "overcome the modern," the ultimately failed 

project of constructing an alternate representational schema, was brought to maturity, 

therefore, by a combination of kokurui fundamentalism as embodiment of Japanese 

essence (proposition 2 above) and an anti-foundational aesthetic absolutism (proposition 

3) that was expressed as the formless desire for the transcendence of revolutionary 



energies. The collaboration of these seemingly contradictory traits was a constitutive 

process of modem Japanese identity in two distinct meanings of the word: cultural 

essence and the elimination of the gap between being and meaning. By virtue of 

interpreting the rise of modem Japanese consciousness as a ccloss7' of cultural identity, 

Japanese intellectuals formulated a notion of modem Japanese identity as an aesthetic 

mode antithetical to "the modern." With the advent of an aestheticized identity of kokutai 

identity, political radicalism was absorbed into an aesthetic absolutism, that was 

mobilized by the Japanese militarist state machinery into a project of "overcoming 

modernity." 

Lastly, this disembodied, absolute, self-denying subject of k o k m i  emerged out of 

the collapse of the empirical subject in the era of "cultural renaissance." This 

degeneration of the empirical subject and discursive structure "coincided" with a shift in 

political focus from a critique of the internal power structure to, following the failure of 

the domestic political movements to challenge state power politics, a critique of the 

external international hegemonic hierarchy. In this shift, the energy previously directed 

towards domestic revolutionary struggle was transformed into a political project of 

aestheticization that, in a spirit of decadence and irony, freed Japanese intellectuals from 

the dismal spiritual malaise of the historical. In the period after this shift, revolutionary 

radicalism came to be articulated in the form of an aesthetic absolutism, a depoliticized 

"politics" that found extreme expression in the "aesthetics of death" as the most direct, 

radical and pure act of realizing one's spirituality. 
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Chapter 3: Uneasy with the Modern: The Postwar Revival of the Modern and the 
Return of Dissent 

[We experienced] the past era of leftist movements, followed by the 
sweeping age of fascism and the war, and then, the current era of 
democratic revolution. What we have discovered through this 
remarkable transition fiom the era of hope through that of despair, to 
yet another era of hope was [the unchanging existence ofj human 
beings both beautiful and ugly. We have learned to find the banal in the 
greatest and the greatest in the most banal. Recounting how we tread 
this very historical footpath of ours will record the real substance of our 
age - the age of the second youth. 

Ara Masahito, "Dai ni no ~eishun"' 

There was no doubt a sense of relief and listlessness that all that was 
over. However, my moral responsibility to the war soon denied these 
feelings. I remember the bitter self-hatred I felt at this very moment 
when I saw the fakeness of my belief in the war and death, which 
appeared through a slightly open hidden abyss. From the very next day, 
I began to suffer a sense of guilt caused by the fact that I had survived. I 
did not know for whom I felt this guilt; it was perhaps a sense of shame 
that my previous determination for death was shattered, the 
determination which abstractly drove my mind straight towards death. 

Yoshimoto Takaaki, 'Takamura ~ o t a r o " ~  

Introduction 

The war brought a new historical age and spiritual renewal to the Japanese, 

though not in the way prewar Japanese intelIectuals had imagined. Postwar Japanese 

history began with a revival of "the modern" political order, once overthrown by the 

prewar fascist socio-political system, reinstated by the General Headquarters (GHQ) of 

the occupation forces. This externally enforced restitution of the modem won much 



support from both intellectuals and the populace in the years immediately after the war, 

and served to consolidate popular energy towards the construction of a democratic 

society. Rather predictably, however, the revival of the modem created an optimism in 

Japanese intellectual circles that tended to demonize the past and smother the need for 

any critical examination of prewar ideology and events. Once the initial celebratory 

period of liberation had passed, Japanese intellectuals struggling for the common goal of 

democracy began to stumble, and modern enlightenment values once again came under 

scrutiny. Within a matter of fifteen or twenty years, "the problematic of the modem" had 

begun all over again, putting the postwar Japanese developmental trajectory in question. 

In the following, I attempt to unearth what lies beneath this uneasy relation between 

Japanese society and modernity by looking into the dificdties experienced by early 

postwar Japanese society. Postwar Japan has been continuously visited by a state of 

political turmoil that has dramatically affected the range of choices perceived to be 

available to society (socio-discursive possibilities) and the outcomes elected at each 

developmental stage. This political determination of the socio-discursive, and not vice- 

versa, needs to be emphasized as characteristic of the first two decades of the postwar 

period. 

The immediate postwar period can be divided into three distinctive phases 

according to a series of landmark events and the consequent shifts in the general socio- 

political climate. These are: the period of the consolidation of democracy under modem 

progressive ideals (1945-50); the period of the confrontation between a maturing of the 



popular democratic movement and the backlash (or "reverse course") of the policy elites 

(the early 1950s); and the period of ambiguity characterized by political radicalism and 

criticism of the modem (the late 1950s and the 1960s). With the end of WW I1 liberal 

democratic institutions were established in Japan and an enlightened tone of intellectual 

discourse was set forth. This modernist trajectory was shadowed by changes in U.S. 

foreign policy reflecting the international power dynamic of the late 1940s, such that 

with the opening of the Cold War the U.S. intervention in Japanese affairs began to be 

subject to influences contradictory to the previous modernizing democratic trajectory. In 

the wake of popular democratic protests against the renewal of the U.S.-Japan Security 

Treaty in 1960 and its subsequent failure, postwar Japanese society and intellectual 

discourse was once again in a state of confusion, opening the door for the return of the 

familiar criticisms of the modern. From the debacle of the anti-Security Treaty protests 

on, Japanese postwar intellectual discourse became increasingly inclined to the 

"romanticism" that it had seen in the past, although retaining some progressive notions of 

the radicalized mass-inclusive struggle. With the advent of this type of ambiguously 

modern, romantic politics the postwar Japanese modernist political trajectory went into a 

decisive decline. It is in the early postwar work of Yoshimoto Takaaki and Takeuchi 

Yoshimi that we can locate the seeds of the later challenges, for they were quick to point 

out both the inherent problems of the modernist progressive ideal and the difficulties of 

democratic development in the non-Western society of Japan, particularly with respect to 

the question of cultural identity. 



L Back to the Modern: Intellectual Cleavages in Early Postwar Discourse 

In attempting to reform the Japanese political system, the Western Allies 

launched a grand experiment of transplanting Western democratic institutions into Asia 

in the hopes of nurturing a future alliance with Asia. In the years immediately after the 

war, this installation of "democracy fiom above" was generally welcomed by all 

segments of war-torn society - including the Japan Communist Party which saw the U.S. 

soldiers as an army of liberation - with few opposing voices to the modernist trajectory. 

This was partly because GHQ censorship suppressed nationalist dissent; more important 

was the fact that the demand for peace had already become increasingly strong towards 

the end of the war, and with the war's end the most immediate concerns of the populace 

were for meeting the basic needs of survival. Shortly after the signing of the Potsdam 

Declaration (August 1945), all political prisoners were released and all the political and 

military institutions that had contributed to the imperial war were dissolved. Three major 

parties - Liberal, Socialist and Communist Parties - were established by the end of the 

year, and universal suffrage inclusive of adult women came into place. In January 1946, 

the emperor was induced to make a speech renouncing his divine status, and all war 

sympathizers were expelled from public office. In the same year, the GHQ, aiming at a 

radical redistribution of rural lands, enforced major Iand reforms and dissolved many 

large corporate-capital enterprises that, together with the political and military elites, had 

formed the defucto prewar government. These reforms were far-reaching, affecting a11 



spheres of society, and went a long way towards establishing a near complete basic 

institutional framework for liberal democracy based on a party representative system. 

The Japanese Imperial Court, which was believed to be at the core of the prewar social 

order, was maintained, although reduced to the status of being a cultural symbol in a 

constitutional monarchy. With the arrival of the new Constitution in May 1947, the 

GHQ-led installation of modem, democratic institutions was completed. 

Given that the establishment of democratic instimtions was planned by and exe- 

cuted under the authority of the Supreme Commander for Allied (occupation) Forces or 

SCAP, the task left to the Japanese people was the long-term goal of making these 

institutions work. This stands out clearly in a number of public pronouncements made by 

General MacArthur during the occupation. In his "Message to the Japanese People on the 

First Anniversary of the Constitution" (May 3, 1948), for example, he frames his 

discourse around the twin poles of the Enlightenment socio-political ideals of civilization 

and progessive ideas, and "the resolute will of the people": 

One year ago your new constitution became the supreme law of the land, and the 
cause of human freedom advanced as a mantle of personal dignity thereby fell upon 
every Japanese citizen. The people turned their eyes toward the dawn of a higher 
concept of life, heralded by a chartcr whirl? provides the design for a political and 
social edifice resting upon the piliars of liberty. 

Adapted from the experience of the ages, this charter embodies the most 
eniightened advance in the concept of human relationship which civilization thus 
far has been able to evolve, and as it now stands it lags behind none in form, 
substance, or in progressive thought. But the written word alone gives only indirect 
protection to the rights and privileges which it ordains. Such protection resides 
actually in the resolute will of the people in whom the sovereign power dwells.' 



Although MacArthur notes several times over that progress has been made "in the 

reshaping of Japanese life to conform to Japan's constitutional mandates," he emphasizes 

that the principles of the charter alone are insufficient: what is now required is that the 

"immutable" "concept of human freedom" be translated into "living actua~ity. '~ In 

keeping with the public nature of this pronouncement, and perhaps with his own 

messianic inclinations (as well as his future run at the U.S. presidency), MacArthur calls 

upon the "spiritual strength of the people," their "growing consciousness of public 

responsibility," and the vital role of a "free, responsible and courageous press ... in order 

that the people wherein sovereignty rests may make sound political decisions with minds 

uncorrupted by slanted, distorted or false propaganda."" 

This at least was the public face of the SCAP's democratization initiative; if we 

look behind the scenes, however, another picture emerges. In the same collection of U.S. 

State Department papers housing this speech, Section XI ,  entitled "Political Education," 

opens with the expression of a more guarded reserve concerning the potential for 

democratic reform in Japan: 

Governmental and political reforms are inevitably bound up with the problem of 
political education. It is evident that a new Constitution and legislation required to 
implement it, however enlightened, will ultimately prove ineffectual unless broadly 
based on popular understanding and S U ~ ~ O ~ ~  

In order to foster that understanding and support, the SCAP put the Japanese mass media 

under a strict series of controls that included direct control of the press and radio, 



prepublication and prebroadcast censorship, and even a ban on information about the 

censorship system itself that kept the public "almost totally uninformed and unaware of 

the practice," as well as promoting a series of initiatives disseminating information on 

radio, in the press, and through posters about the new constitution, and new legal 

protections and rights.' The aim of these efforts, in the words of the report on political 

education, was "to awaken" the people: 

It is imperative, therefore, that a11 measures be taken to insure the permanence of 
the democratic structure being erected in Japan, a structure that can only be 
established on the solid foundation of an informed citizenry. An awakened people, 
conscious of their sovereignty and fully aware of their privileges and 
responsibilities as members of a democratic state, represent the only real insurance 
against the possibility of eventual perversion by aggressive and unscrupulous 
extremists of the objectives achieved during the ~ c c u ~ a t i o n . ~  

Yet despite the sweeping reforms and the propaganda initiatives, a number of American 

critics voiced reservations about the democratization experiment. The left-leaning 

journalist I. F. Stone seriously questioned the SCAP's policy of attempting to effect the 

institutional reforms without completely transforming the old government and 

bureaucracy; the Assistant Secretary of War, John J. McCloy, attempted to persuade the 

administration in Washington in early 1 946 that liberal reforms would drive Japan into 

the arms of the Soviet camp; and John Maki, a former U.S. bureaucrat, argued that the 

reforms were undermined by the "identity of interest [created] between the Occupation 

[forces] and the [Japanese] Although by the end of the decade, as the Cold 

War started, many of the reforms would be rolled back or blunted by new legislation, 



enacted by the Diet with American blessing, the sweeping nature of the democratic 

experiment was from the beginning hamstrung by a number of factors. These included an 

initial lack of U.S. commitment to Japanese reforms relative to European, the SCAP's 

lack of personnel (and thus lack of scrutiny vis-a-vis the implementation of reform 

measures), and MacArthurYs own ego, his isolation (his knowledge of Japan was limited 

to the two kilometres between his residence and his ofice), and his focus on his 

American audience, on the one hand, and a combination of the intransigence of the 

Japanese power structure and the division of Japanese intellectual opinion on how best to 

root democracy in Japanese hearts and minds, on the other. 

Postwar progressive Japanese intellectuals - at the time known as "modernists" or 

leftist progressives, which included Marxists - took as their point of departure the major 

problematic as outlined by SCAP: how to root democracy in Japanese society at the 

deepest level, by establishing democratic mindslsubjects who would think and act as 

socially and politically responsible agents. Among this group of leading postwar intellec- 

tuals we can include Otsuka Hisao, Kuno Osamu, Shimizu Ikutaro, Umemoto Katsumi, 

Mashita Shinichi, and, perhaps the most influential of the group, Maruyama Masao. 

However, the modem enlightenment perspective of this modernist group, centering on a 

notion of the rational and autonomous subject, was contested by a group of inteilectuais - 

so-called "old liberals" who maintained their prewar cultural particularist position - 
whose criticisms took issue with the positive evaluation of modern ideas and institutions 

and ~ l t h  the modernist's historical narrative of Japan's encounter with modernity. While 



the question of the subject was particularly serious for Marxists, whose political 

difficulties in the prewar era had resulted in a mass ideological conversion (tenko), "old 

liberals" rejected the modem subject in its entirety as inhuman and alien to Japanese 

culture and history. In the following section X investigate the basic arguments and 

rationales for each of the three positions that constituted the early postwar intellectual 

cleavage. 

Progressive Modernism 

Postwar intellectuals believed that in order for democracy to take root in Japan it 

would be necessary to establish a modem form of subjectivity. This conviction stemmed 

from their socio-cultural and psychological analyses of prewar Japanese ultra- 

nationalism, and the importance they ascribed to the role of the super-structure, or the 

cultural and symbolic system by which individuals are linked to the state. Most 

influential among these analyses is Maruyama Masao's celebrated 1946 work "Chokokka 

Shugi no Ronri to Shiso" (Thought and Belzuviour in Modern ./upanese Politics), in 

which he inquired into the origins of a lack of responsibility and critical consciousness in 

the Japanese socio-political and cultural system. For Maruyama, what was most 

disturbing about the Japanese war experience was the way the Japanese perceived the 

war, as if it were something that had fallen upon them like "fate," beyond their control 

and against their will.'%e argued that this lack of a sense of responsibility is closely 

related to the lack of an objectifiable, logical structure to the Japanese ruling system as a 



whole, and thus also to the "rational" subjects who internalized its objective ideals. That 

is to say, unlike the European nation-state political system grounded in the concept of 

legitimacy - i.e., the rule of the law and the sovereign as its executor - in Japan separation 

between political power and moral authority had never been clear. Instead, in the years 

up until and including the war the emperor (tenno) was thought to be the embodiment of 

absolute value/morality; this can be seen in the vehement attacks on Minobe Tatsukichi 

who proposed in 1935 that the emperor be conceived as an institutional "organ" or part 

of the entire political body. '' In this Japanese system of "intimate power," both acts of 

state and human relations were determined by the order of those directly above one in the 

hierarchy, and the system as a whole was structured by oppressive chains of command 

from superior to inferior.'* Maruyama saw in this system a remainder of the feudalistic 

human relations that were deeply ingrained in the consciousness of the Japanese 

populace. 

Beyond this, Maruyama saw the problem of modem Japan as a lack of confronta- 

tion between "traditional/nativem and "stlien/European" ideas, a confrontation in which, 

he thought, the latter would eventually prevail over the former and become internalized 

as society's own mode of operation. In prewar Japan, argued Maruyama, "supermodern 

(clzo-modun) and premodern were peculiarly [and uncritically] adhered to" without being 

reconciled with the historical fact of modernization. l 3  This led to a problematic and 

unlimited reverence for modem institutions and an uncritical acceptance of what was 

perceived to be the unity of the 'natural' state, that is an acceptance of the premodern, 



non-rational self as absolute. '' For Maruyarna, prewar Japan had failed to absorb the 

modem or had failed to absorb it to a sufficient degree, resulting in a situation where 

modem institutions and modem ideas remained somehow peripheral to the Japanese 

socio-political modus operand2 because there was not a modern Japanese subject capable 

of embodying those institutions and ideas. From Japan's failure to come to terms with the 

modem - i.e., the triumph of ultra-nationalism - Maruyama drew the conclusion that if 

Japan was to become "modern" it would be necessary first to transform the core of the 

"system of irresponsibility,'' which ultimately meant altering the mind-set of the Japanese 

populace from a feudalistic mode of passive obedience to a rational, autonomous, and 

progressive one. In a work written during the war (2943), Maruyarna argued, 

If Japan should properly develop as a modern nation, some leading inteilectuals 
have to carry out the daunting task of awakening in the Japanese masses their 
active subjective status as members of the nation, they who had known nothing 
other than passively obeying the existing political system. In so awakening, they 
will internalize what used to be seen as the external national and political 
environment into their individual political consciousnesses.'5 

Although Maruyama saw Japanese modernization as unquestionably desirable, his 

concerns with the question of the national subject implied that he was not uncritical of 

the modern notion of the atomized subject. Maruyama took for his ideal of the modem 

Japanese subject Fukuzawa Yukichi, one of the most influential Meiji intellectuals and 

politicians, a man who has been characterized as both an enlightened, autonomous 

individual and a passionate nationalist. According to Maruyama, Fukuzawa recognized 

that the autonomy of nations begins with the autonomy of the individuals within it, and 



the acquisition of subjective freedom is indispensable to the growth of nationally 

responsible subjects able to actively participate in the improvement of the social order. 

Maruyama appreciated Fukuzawa's notion that national subjecthood (citizenship) must be 

mediated by the inner freedom of the individual; these, he believed were both 

complementary and indispensable to the establishment of modernity. Like Fukuzawa, 

Maruyama was a pragmatist who, as "an heir of the experimental spirit of the 

Renaissance," sought to "reunite the scientism of late 19th century (which had fallen, he 

believed, into a muddle of mechanical determinism) ... with the spirit of an active 

subject."16 Beyond his "pragmatic" interest of responding to the urgent necessities of 

postwar Japanese society, Maruyarna believed in the ideal of the progress of human spirit 

and society. Instead of being a rigid idealist, his conception of subjective independence 

emphasized a flexibility over fixed ideals, a relativity of judgment over absolutes, and a 

pluralization of political ideas over the domination by a singularity. l 7  

Sharing an understanding of prewar Japanese fascism similar to that of 

Maruyama, Otsuka Hisao, another influential leader of the postwar democratic reform 

movement, also saw the need to establish the modern subject, though in a more 

straightfonvardly "modernist" manner. For Otsuka, the modem subject is the foundation 

of the productive ability necessary for economic reconstruction and growth; without it, he 

believed, -%ational sentiments7' would pose an insurmountable obstacle to those 

modernist goals. Moreover, for Otsuka "national sentiments" were a major cause of 

prewar fascism, and morally inferior to modem consciousness. 



It goes without saying that the collective effort of the political subject who 
advances society towards the goal [of democracy] has to be focused on the task of 
rebuilding the Japanese economy in order for Japan to advance along the path of 
democracy.. .It can hardly be denied that the general characteristic of the Japanese 
populace, or the certain ethos they exert, is, seen from a sociologicaI perspective, in 
no way modern or democratic. To state this so explicitly makes me feel 
uncomfortable with respect to my own national sentiments; nevertheless, I have to 
clearly point this out, if I am to take the current problematic of the modernization 
and democratization of our society seriously. IS 

Elsewhere, using Robinson Crusoe as an archetype, and acknowledging the particularities 

of its historical origins, limitations and obsolescence in the West, Otsuka emphasized the 

relevance of establishing the modem rational subject in Japan. For Otsuka, the concept of 

modem subject was seen as a general antithesis to or bulwark against the Japanese 

prewar socio-political order of kokutai (people = nation) under ultra-nationalism, and the 

prewar intellectual cul de sac of "overcoming the modern" in which the value principles 

of modernity were targeted as the root causes of corruption in Japanese society since the 

Meij i restoration. Ig 

As can be seen from these short resumes, an often uncritical appreciation of 

political modernism was not uncommon in early postwar Japan when the traditional 

Japanese culture and social system were seen as largely responsible for prewar fascism. 

Many conceived the modern as in opposition to tradition, believing that the eradication of 

the latter would be the precondition to the success of postwar democracy. Kato Shuichi, 

for one, demanded the abolition of the ienno-sei system (i.e., the idea-system that the 

emperor is the political and cultural representative of the people), fearing that it might 



once again threaten the stability of Japanese society, rationality, and peace in the futures2' 

According to Kato, "the spiritual meaning of the Imperial War lay precisely in the fenno- 

sei system's inability to recognize reality and respect [modern) civilization, that is, its 

beginning and ending with the loss ~frationality."~' Kawashima Takenobu, for another, 

saw the most urgent task facing postwar Japanese democracy as the confrontation with 

and reformation of the "family system." According to Kawashima, the traditional 

Japanese family system embodied a strong feudal and Confucian bias for "authority" and 

"obedience" that contradicted democratic social ideals. In order to emphasize his point 

that legal codes must take priority over family ties, Kawashima7s rationale maintained 

that "democratic revolution absolutely necessitates what he calls the 'negation' of our 

mind, an inner spiritual 'revolution.' The problem of modern Japan, stresses Kawashirna, 

is that it must 'negate' the premodern consciousness of the family."2' Despite their 

common objective to advance a program of modem progressivism, the intellectuals of 

this modernist camp were divided over the terms by which they understood the modem, 

the extent to which they criticized it, and their sense of what was necessary to forge 

ahead. 

Marxism and Communism 

The intelIectuals associated with postwar Marxism and Communism were largely 

in accord with liberal progressives on the necessity for modernization and the recognition 

of the significance of modem subjectivity to that goal. However, postwar Marxists were 



dogged by problems inherited from the previous era, particularly how to incorporate 

modern subjectivity into a structurally and historically determining Marxist theory. The 

question of the subject was a particularly serious one for Marxists. In the period of the 

mid- 1930s "cultural renaissance," in the face of the then nascent romantic preoccupation 

with cultural identity, the ranks of the Marxist camp had been decimated by a mass 

ideological conversion (tenko) to romantic nationalism; many who still believed the 

materialist/objectivist position bluntly excluded subjectivity altogether. Postwar Marxists 

felt they had to go through a serious self-interrogation over the issue of the failure of the 

prewar Marxist movement, and thereby redeem themselves from being just another 

oppressive modern universalism, unable to account for the particularity of the Japanese 

historical experience. This Mamist dilemma was ax-riculated as a philosophical inquiry 

that problematized the uneasy relation between materialism, whose overly "scientific" 

and "revolutionarily unaccountable" nature was identified as a cause of the prewar 

breakdown in the movement, and existentialism, as a predominantly philosophical trend, 

Western in origin, that exerted a strong influence on the Japanese postwar intellectual 

scene.') Various attempts were made to resolve this dilemma of Marxism and 

subjectivity. 

Umemoto Katsumi, for one, attempted to locate existential moments in a 

historical dialectics. Umemoto was initially under the strong influence of Watsuji 

Tetsuro, an prominent prewar thinker inclined to conservative cultural ism. However, 

towards the end of the war Umemoto became increasingly attracted to Marxism and 



played a leadership role in student demands for democratization just before the end of the 

war.*' In general, postwar Japanese Manrism has seen freedom as a recognition of 

historical necessity in which the total potential of humanity, including freedom, is to be 

realized in the ultimate state of society - communism. For Umemoto this explanation tells 

of the objective conditions under which fieedom is made possible, but does not answer 

the question of what makes the subject a free individual capable of thinking and acting in 

hisher own capacity." In his 1947 work 'The Limits to Human Freedom" ("Ningen-teki 

jiyu no genkai") and "Materialism and Humanity" ("Yuihtsuron to ningen"), Umemoto 

problematizes this lack of place for subjectivity in Marxism and attempts to fill the gap 

by synthesizing Marxism with existentialism. He argues that "until Marxism fills this gap 

there will always be attempts to plug it with something else like religion.''26 Umemoto 

argues that if the struggle for Communism is a wi1Ifi.d and conscious effort of the 

individual committed to the liberation of all mankind, then that process necessitates a 

dialectical synthesis which does not appear in the scientific theory of Marxism - that of 

"love and According to Umemoto, there is in each moment of this synthesis 

a transcendental leap which can only be perceived by the subject as "a moment of 

nothingne~s."'~ Here we can hear an echo of Nishida's later thinking in which ?he 

material world loses its status as exterior and independent of subjective cognition. 

Another Mamist, Mashita Shinichi, also attempted to address the weakness of 

Marxism on the question of subjectivity. in the prewar era, Mashita was one of the 

founders of World Liferurure (Sekui Bungaku) and his active engagement in the criticism 



of ultra-nationalist culturalism led to his imprisonment in October 1937." What 

concerned Mashita most in the early postwar years was to reestablish the importance of 

materialism in a way responsive to Japanese social conditions. In his 1947 work 

concentrating on an objectivist scientific analysis of society, "Subjectivity - In Relation to 

Subjectivist Understanding of Materialism" ("Shutaisei - Yuifutsuron no Shutai-teki 

haaku to kanren shite"), Mashita opens his discussion by criticizing prewar Marxists for 

neglecting the question of agency (shutai) and failing to fuffill their responsibility for 

political action. Like Umemoto, Mashita sees the existential question of humanity as in- 

evitable for Marxism, since without addressing it materialism is plagued by a vacuum 

that would invite one or another brand of "subjectivist philosophies" to fill it in. Unlike 

Umemoto, however, Mashita thinks a synthesis between Marxism (or more precisely, 

materialism) and existentialism is simply impossible. He argues that all attempts to 

resolve the existential alienation of subjects by means of theorizing alienation in relation 

to historical and material conditions are bound to fail, since the existential subject is 

conceived as the transcendental being "who directly relates with the absolute beyond 

hi~tory."'~ Abandoning the existential subject on the level of theory, Mashita emphasizes 

the importance of including the totality of the subject on the level of political action. 

Given Mashita's definition of historical materialism in which the subject acquires the 

meaning of his or her historical in the dialectic of human progress, the question of 

subjectivity is ultimately one of the partisan expression of class, or its subjective politicai 

expression.31 In his conception, 



The generation of synthesis and renewed contradictions lies in the dialectical 
process between the subjective and the objective, a progressive process and endless 
unfolding of human cognition in the dialectical process of transcendence. This 
unlimited progression of consciousness that results from a constant self- 
reformulation of the subject who in turn reforms hisher object - such is the 
fbdamental understanding of a historical dialectic. That is what is most essential 
in our philosophical concern, and indispensable for the ultimate and a total self- 
comprehension of human practice.32 

Here, Mashita's vision of  the revolutionary subject is not far fkorn that of Manryama and 

other progressive modernists, and we can see how both camps were shaped by the com- 

mon experience of the war, although their ultimate goals are envisaged in different terms 

- i.e., democracy or communism. Both Maruyarna's and Mashita's principal concerns are 

ethical, directed toward creating an autonomous and politically responsible subject, and, 

more specifically, a social theory which induces in the subject ethically accountable 

political actions. 

In general, however, the early postwar era debates on the question of subjectivity 

in Marxism tended to push it in the direction of a "humanization," and led to a 

compromise of the theory of materialism with a subject-centered theory favouring the 

early Marx's theory of alienation over his later and more scientific work.13 This trend, 

obviously, was not unique to Japan, but paralleled in many ways the continuing Marxist 

debates in the West, as exemplified in Lukacs and Gramsci's focus on superstructure, the 

neo-Kantian incorporation of Kantian ethics into Man ,  and Sartre's postwar dilemma be- 

bveen existentialism and c o m r n ~ n i s r n . ~ ~ h i s  "humanized" Marxism was the brand 

pursued by the majority of prewar Japanese Marxists, and, once challenged by a cultural 



particularism that pointed out the blindspot of culture and ethnicity in their theories, 

eventually led to either the idealization of a fetishized Communist party or to a total 

breakdown of consensus. Although the revival of this same debate in the postwar context 

was rooted in some weakness in Marxism itselc the postwar collapse of Japanese Marx- 

ism, while clearly fostered by the U.S. occupation policies, was accelerated by the 

reluctance of the postwar Marxists to uphoId the modernist enlightenment facet of 

Marxism - i.e., communism as a transcendental ideal and utopian goal towards which all 

striving in a linear, progressive conception of history should tend. This hesitation was 

clearly demonstrated in the 1948 discussion of "the question of materialism and 

subjectivity" organized by the social science journal, Sekai (The World). In the debate 

between Japan's leading liberal progressive and Marxist intellectuals, Maruyama did not 

hide his irritation with the Marxists for not making their modernist position explicit. 

Maruyama saw the Marxists as allies in the project of establishing the modem subject, 

while the Marxists, for their part, were not entirely comfortable with modernism which 

they often saw as an elitist and abstract theory disassociated from popular sentiment. In a 

sense, the general "humanizing" trend of Marxism only served to enlarge the gap 

between Marxism and liberal progressivism: as we will see below, it was the Marxists of 

the following generation who posed the first and most decisive challenge to modem 

progressivism. 



"Old Liberalsn of the Kokoro Group 

Although defeat in the war and postwar democratization policies transformed the 

general climate of postwar Japanese discourse dramatically, not all intellectuals were 

converted to one or the other streams of progressive modernism. A few groups of 

intelIectuals refbsed to follow suit and strongly resented both the liberal and Marxist- 

Communist versions of leftist progressivism. Given the postwar intellectual hostility to 

issues of culture and religion, either voluntarily or by pressure, these voices remained 

largely silent. One thing that particular upset them was how some modernists treated the 

question of war responsibility. Because many of its members were imprisoned for their 

opposition to prewar ultra-nationalism, the Japan Communist Party was seen as being in 

the best position to lead the purge against politicians and intellectuals who had 

contributed to the state war effort. Two communists who returned to the Party after 

eighteen years of imprisonment, Tsukuda Kyuichi and Shiga Yoshio, rose to the 

leadership in this task and soon produced a list of 1600 "war ~riminats.'"~ The issue of 

war responsibility also took place in the field of literature. Shin Nihon Bungakukai (The 

New Jupun Literuly Sociew) was formed in 1946 by former proletarian writers under the 

auspices of the Communist Party, and its leader, Kurahara Korehito, took a proletarian 

literary stance that subordinated artistic expression to class-based political values within 

a framework of (a kind of) socialist reali~m.'~ One rather unfortunate result of this was 

that ail intellectuals affiliated to the prewar Japan Romantic school (nihon roman-ha), 



most notably Yasuda Yojuro, once seen as a figure of genius, were retroactively and 

reductively condemned as fascist collaborators. 

A few voices did criticize such reactionary assessments of past responsibility. 

Notable here was Fukuda Atsutane who scorned the postwar trend of leftist progressivism 

as groundless, in that it was not the result of internal interrogation and political struggle 

but of external conquest and an erasure of the past. He argued: 

There is no continuity between prewar and postwar Japan. Insofar as there is no 
continuity, it [change in the postwar era] is not progress. Progressives would want 
to call it a revolution; but in fact, there was only conquest by power. Their self- 
complacence and indulgence are manifest in their replacement of conquest with 
revolution and in calling that progress. Was not the most important task for us to 
bridge the gap created by the conquest by finding continuity, or transforming the 
pseudo-revolution into an internal process for progress? The Japanese progressives, 
however, left this task to the conservatives alone, or they committed the mistake of 
calling the very effort itself conservative." 

Postwar Japanese conservatives, according to Fukuda, were not as politically right-wing 

as they were often thought to be; and in fact the modernists called them the "old 

liberals," in view of the fact that their prewar political position was nearer to the center 

or even to the left (although the variety of their positions is irreducible to a rightlleft 

spectrum) and their explicitly anti-political and anti-state position was consistently 

hostile to the prewar state's ideological manipulation of the people. The artificial 

transformation of intellectual orientation from anti-modem to pro-modem of which 

Fukuda speaks, not only silenced opposing voices and made the  necessary process of 



coming to terms with the past more dificult, but also contained within it the future seeds 

of a reactionary anti-modemism. 

Among these "old liberals," however, there was a sub-group who were more 

specifically interested in protecting the cultural particularity and lived experience of 

"pre-modern" Japan, and in their arguments one can see a strong continuity with the tone 

that dominated the prewar symposium of "Overcoming the Modern." These include 

Watsuji Tetsuro, Tsuda Sokichi, Yanagida Kunio, Yanagi Soetsu, Tanizaki Junichiro, 

Takamura Kotaro, Shiga Naoya and others, many of whom came together in 1948 to 

establish the first major postwar conservative journal Kokoro (Heart). They strongly 

opposed the atomized notion of the modern subject, and while accepting and 

championing a notion of the unique individual in the realm of artistic creation, the 

majority rejected individuality on a political level, emphasizing instead the culturally and 

linguistically defined nature of inter-~ubjectivity.~~ In general these scholars found both 

the Marxist conception of the state as a system of hierarchical power and the liberal 

institutional conception of the state as a governing mechanism legitimated by the 

Constitution too abstract and lacking in a fundamental linkage connecting the individual 

with the social who~e. '~  Such an anti-institutional conception of inter-subjective human 

organization, a vision of society as a community sharing a common cultural, linguistic 

and historical background was what tied the Kokoro intellectuals together. What they 

most objected to was the pursuit of enlightenment ideals, and particuiarly the notion of a 

transcendental universal principle, which they saw as nothing more than the impositions 



of a foreign logic and foreign institutions that would, they felt, seriously undermine the 

integrity and the autonomy of the native socio-cultural order. 

This position is perhaps best exemplified by the prewar coinage of Watsuji 

Tetsuro, one of the most influential philosophers of the 1930s and 1940s, of the concept 

of "human" (ningen) as jinkan - another possible way of reading the same Chinese 

characters that signify "human," which he designates as meaning "between individuals." 

As mentioned in the last chapter, for Watsuji, the Japanese socio-cultural system is built 

upon a network of human bonds integrated by traditional values, based on the neo- 

Confucian family codes of respect for parents, harmony between spouses, and a solidarity 

among brothers, and so on. Modem subjectivity and democracy were for him nothing but 

the destruction of this ethico-cultural order, and its replacement by alien conceptions of 

time, space, self, and a rationalism that could only create internal division and conflict. 

Moreover, in the postwar era Watsuji refused to alter his prewar view of the Emperor as 

the symbolic representative of the moral and cultural unity of the Japanese people. In his 

1946 radio talk (the only place his work could be publicized after being refbsed by all 

major papers and journals), Watsuji declared his support for maintaining the Imperial 

Court System (tenno-sei) as the nation debated its dismantling. In order to establish the 

sovereignty of the people, he claimed, there was no need to destroy the Imperial Court 

System, because the sovereignty of the people is the one and the same as the Emperor's 

sovereignty. Moreover, 



That sovereignty resides in the people does not mean that each individual has a 
sovereign power. It means that the common will of the people, that is, the total will 
(soi) of the people has the highest authority of the nation. In that case, the question 
of how to formulate the total will of the people and how to express it becomes of 
crucial importance.'" 

For Watsuji, this total will cannot be formulated nor expressed by any other means than 

by the Emperor. Criticizing the legal scholar Sasaki Soichi's 1947 work confirming the 

inevitable change in the quality of kokutai (the national body) under the new 

Constitution, Watsuji defends the Imperial Court by arguing that its prewar role as the 

symbolic center of the fascist state's ideological and political power was an accidental 

and rather exceptional event viewed from the perspective of its long history of peaceful 

activities since ancient times. Underplaying the war responsibility of the Imperial Court, 

Watsuji attempted to avert any fundamental change in either the political or spiritual 

significance of the 'national symbol.' Watsuji's passionate and obstinate determination to 

protect the Emperor system fiom change was shared by many members of the Kokoro 

circle. This firm belief in the spirit of communal unity constitutes, as mentioned above, 

the flip side of their anti-political, anti-historical and anti-institutional position. 

What is curious about the way "old liberals" opposed the revival of the modem 

and the subjectivity upheld by the liberal progressives and the Marxists is their grounding 

of their opposition upon a concept of the "human" against the "modem" subject. It is 

noteworthy that the word in Japanese for "subjectivity" - sltutaisei - connotes as many 

negative connotations - i.e., "anti-social" and/or "selfish" - as positive ones - i.e,? 

autonomous, and self-controlling. In addition, in Japanese academic discourse the 



epistemologkal separation between the subject/object is not as nearly well received nor 

as accepted as in the Western metaphysical tradition. The word "human" ( '3 inkan") was 

elected by the Kokoro intellectuals to designate the collectively oriented humane subject 

as opposed to the modem rational, atomized subject. This value-difference is also 

reflected in the Japanese interpretation of the word "history." In his 1952 work "Rekishi 

no gaku ni okeru 'hito' no kaifuku" ("The recovery of the 'Human7 in the Study of 

History"), Tsuda Sokichi, an outspoken Kokoro member, protested against the modem 

conception of history as an anti-human destruction of the lived experience of people 

inside history. As the following passage demonstrates, Tsuda conceives "history" in 

terms quite distinct from what is cotnmody understood by the term in the scholarly 

community of the West: for him "history" is "'the process of human life.-A2 

To know history is to replicate the concrete process of human life experience into 
one's consciousness as concrete as it is ... the method of writing history must be a 
description of history as known, that is, a concrete description of the process of 
concrete life experience as it is. To write history means to replicate and describe 
continuously created history in the way it is made, andfiorn the position of the one 
who participated in the process.J3 

In this relativist and contextualist account of history as a recording of an insider's "Iived 

experience," the representation of "history" by an observer who analyzes from outside 

the historical process does not qualify as true. According to Tsuda, such "scientific 

history," the history written in the social sciences, reduces and deteriorates human 

experience into a set of scientific laws governed by causal relations in a present-centered 

and linearly reductive temporal scheme. Describing his version of "history as human- 



centered" and contrasting it with what he sees as the social scientific mechanical version 

of modem history, Tsuda calls for "a recovery of the 'human' whose destruction by a 

mechanized civilization and social life7? is, he feels, immanent." He concludes, 

If one loses a sense of self and humanness, by being overpowered by mechanical 
civilization and thus treating human life in a mechanical manner, or by being 
carried away into the current trend of losing control to the forces of the mass, the 
human individual cannot understand history nor can they write history. In order to 
recover the human in the study of history, the historian must recover humanity in 
him/herse1f4* 

Undergirding Tsuda's criticisms of a modem anti-human and social scientific notion of 

history is his firm rejection of the rnodern/Western metaphysical characteristics of linear 

progressive time, positivist epistemology separating man from nature, and logocentrism 

subordinating concrete experience, the senses, and beauty to reason. These elements of 

modernity, Tsuda believes, effect a rationalist penetration of the harmonious human com- 

munity operating in a traditional mode of temporality by/with traditional values. From a 

modem perspective, Tsuda's "histoly" is beyond teleology and progressive time, just as 

his socio-cultural community is beyond history; it is a renewed form of that cultural par- 

ticularist resistance to universalism that was articulated in the prewar "overcoming the 

modem" debates. His position attempts to replicate historical processes on the level of 

historical knowledge, and, by equating being with meaning in a manner similar to the 

prewar romantic nationalists, maintain the viability of a culturally unique space.46 



Although never completely at ease with one another, the Japanese intellectuals of 

the three schools did enjoy a brief period of coilaboration, sharing the common goals of 

peace and democracy in the immediate postwar years. However, by the early 1950s, 

when the machinations of elite power politics above and beyond the reach of democratic 

intervention and control became increasingly obvious, this short "honeymoon period" 

came to an end. Given the passivity, optimism and the lack of any intellectual effort to 

come to terms with the prewar problematic of the modem that characterized the first 

years after the war's end, it is now rather obvious that the pragmatic and fiagile alliance 

amongst these schools could not last long, and that their cooperation would be easily 

broken by another external shock. Indeed, with the advent of the cold war and the 

subsequent changes in U.S. foreign policy towards Japan and Asia, the cleavages 

between these three groups began to surface, opening up a space for the suppressed 

voices of the past to reemerge. 

II. Reverse Course and Democratic Resistance 

Changes in the postwar Japanese democratic trajectory were foreshadowed by 

increasing anti-Communist sentiments in the years leading up to the consolidation of the 

cold war system. As early as eight months after the promulgation of the new Constitution 

in 1947, a U.S. general gave a speech indicating his vision of making Japan as a fortified 

bulwark against Communism. In addition to the prohibition of the 1947 general strike 

and peaceful demonstrations, anti-Communist policies along the domestic lines of the 



Truman Doctrine were extended to Japan, resulting in an intervention in union activities 

and the expulsion of university professors associated with the Japan Communist Party. In 

this turn against Communism, persecution of those who had previously been condemned 

as war collaborators was cut short, and many of them were allowed to return to their 

political posts. Following the execution of seven war criminals in December 1948, other 

criminals including Kishi Shinsuke and Kodama Yoshio were released, and signals were 

given that the U. S. wanted to create an unabashedly pro-US (and anti-Communist) 

government in Japan after the occupation. In the tense atmosphere surrounding the 

establishment of the Peoples Republic of China in 1949, General McArthur's New 

Year's speech of January f 950 indicated America's intention of re-arming Japan, 

irrespective of article 9 of the Japanese Constitution explicitly prohibiting re-armament. 

In June of the same year, the Korean war broke out, and Japan was placed under an 

extremely strict internal security directive that prohibited all meetings and 

demonstrations and began an open Red Purge policy against leaders of the Japan 

Communist Party. In the wake of this purge the JCP nearly dissolved into several 

factions. In the following year the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty was signed under the 

mantle of the San Francisco Treaty as a condition for Japan's political independence. 

This political climate from the end of the 1940s through the beginning of the 1950s is 

often described as the "reverse course" ( ~ u k u  cohsu) and was characterized by the acute 

fear in the minds of many that dictatorship might be revived in Japan. It was during this 

phase that the process of Japanese democratization initiated by the U.S. occupation 



forces was cut shon by changing American geo-political strategic interests in the face of 

the cold war and the growing fear of communism in Asia. 

Communism and Marxism, having enjoyed an immense popularity among 

Japanese intellectuals during the early postwar period, suffered the greatest reversals 

during the climate of the "reverse course." Taking advantage of the Red purge waged by 

the occupation forces, the government sponsored a number of extreme right-wing groups 

for whom the Communists were the favourite targets of humiliation. For example, in 

August 1949, five Communists were sentenced to death after being charged with conspir- 

acy of plotting to overturn a passenger train in Matsukawa, Fukushima prefecture. It 

eventually turned out, over ten years and many exhausting court cases later, that the ac- 

cused were innocent (the Matsukawa incident)." Although these conspiracies against 

Communists were the subject of much public attention and strong support on the part of 

intellectuals, they also served to associate in the public's mind Communism with images 

of danger and criminality. J8 Beyond these external machinations, however, the initially 

strong support that the JCP had enjoyed began to wane for entirely internally caused 

reasons. Responding in 1949 to criticism from the Corninform, the JCP leadership 

embraced an ever more radical and aggressive stance against imperialism.'~his move, 

however, hurt the popularity of the Party (their 35 diet seats in 1949 were reduced to 

none in 1952) and led to serious divisions with the Party fractured into various factions 

from radicals to  moderate^.^' Moreover, the JCP failed to embrace the peace movement 

on which most non-Communist intellectuals and the populace at large were largely 



focused. Serious questions began to be posed of Communism and Marxist-Leninism by 

non-Marxist modernist intellectuals, particularly in terms of how to establish a coalition 

among intellectuals and activists of different stripes. Odagiri Hideo, a progressive 

modernist, problematized Marxism in a 1954 work for its tendency to be intolerant of 

other ideas; he pointed out that that intolerance was due to Marxism's totalizing system of 

ideas, internalizing science and world view as part of its theory and uniting particular 

moral values with a scientific analytical method." When Khrushchev disclosed in 1956 

the violent repression that Stalin had deployed in the USSR, the JCP was decisively 

shaken and Communist idealism along Marxist-Leninist lines was virtually destroyed. In 

sum, the effect of these incidents caused irreparable damage to the JCP, resulting in an 

erosion of its credibility and former status as one of the most reliable ideologcal leaders 

in the struggle for postwar democracy. 

The political events and intellectual developments outlined above fostered a re- 

gressive climate in the postwar Japanese intellectual scene, characterized by the 

declining popularity of Marxism and Communism and the breakdown of the 

modernist/leftist coalition, both of which were conducive to a revival of prewar 

conservative ideological traits. The various leftist factions came to be uniformly 

condemned by the newly emergent conservatives - also known as "realists" - who 

categorically defined their enemies as "Communist sympathizers" and "traitors to 

democracy." They argued that an absolute conception of peace was politically naive and 

unrealistic, given that, for them, peace would only be possible under certain political 



conditions which secure it. In particular, the outbreak of the Korean war in June 1950 

disrupted the efforts directed towards an intellectual coalition for world peace, 

awakening in the minds of some the desirability of Japanese security and self-defense as 

the sole means of survival in an hegemonic international power hierarchy. Koizumi 

Shinzo of the Kokoro group, for one, argued in his 1952 "Heiwaron" ("Theory of Peace") 

that Japan had no other choice than to rely on US. protection fiom a potential attack by 

Rwia ,  if it wanted to enjoy peace.'2 The emergence of a new right ("realist") thinking 

was sympathetically received by some members of the kokoro group, such as Koizwni 

himself, who were supposedly anti-political and anti-state. To counter Koizumi's call for 

the "protection" of democracy fiom "Communism," Maruyama condemned the rhetoric 

used by polemicists like Koizumi as attempts to demolish the progressive left altogether 

through appeals to negative images already linked to the label of "Communism." 

Maruyama argued that there was not yet a democracy to be protected in Japan, and such 

defensive thinking merely reinforced a conservatism that would foster a climate of 

willing acquiescence to the status-quo power; he emphasized that "the practical danger of 

totalitarianism in Japan lay [not in Communism but] in the rhetorical attempt to oppress 

and weaken leftist progressivism.'75' Despite the efforts of Maruyama and other leftist 

progressives, however, the fact remains that the Japanese historical trajectory reached a 

turning point in this era in which intellectual efforts were, by and large, of only secondary 

significance in affecting the historical course of events. In short, postwar development 

towards democracy in Japan experienced a series of turbulences in which the initial spirit 



of progressive modernism was recontextualized in a rapidly changing political 

environment exposed to international power relations. 

On the other hand, the emergence of the "reverse course" awakened a sense of 

crisis in the postwar democracy movement, and led to a renewed call on the part of intel- 

lectuals and students for concrete actions promoting peace. In 1949 a collection of ex- 

cerpts from the diaries of young men who had lost their lives in the war was published 

(Kike Wadatsumi no Koe), and its emotional appeal garnered much popular sympathy for 

the idea that measures needed to be taken to ensure that those responsible for the war 

could not repeat the mistakes of the past? This tide of sympathy bolstered the calls for 

peace made by progressive intellectuals - e.g., Maruyama Masao, Nakano Yoshio, Kuno 

Osamu, Tsuru Shigeto and Shimizu Ikutaro - and developed into a popular peace 

movement. Responding to UNESCO's Stockholm declaration towards the affirmation of 

world peace of June 1948, issued in response to the mounting tensions behveen the U.S. 

and the USSR, Japanese intellectuals issued a Japanese version of the declaration under 

the leadership of Yoshino Gensaburo, the editor of Sekai (The ~orld)." The joint 

statement published in Sekui - "The declaration of concerned Japanese scientists on war 

and peace" ("Senso to heiwa ni kansuru nihon no kagakusha no seimei") - was signed by 

fifty-five leading intellectuals including conservatives like Watsuji Tetsuro and Tsuda 

Sokichi, and was followed by a series of roundtable discussions on the issue (Heiwu 

tnondcri danwu kai).'6 Popular concern was also expressed in the 6,400,000 signatures 

gathered in support of the statements7 Many peace advocates, however. while opposing 



the realists' argument that peace was only possible within the international power 

political order, were unable to ground their claims in an objective basis or political 

theory, relying solely on moraI indignation and civil protest. Kuno Osamu, in his "The 

Logic of War and the Logic of Peace," emphasized "passive resistance" to the logic of 

war and violence, and attempted to link that resistance to other progressive rno~ernents.~~ 

According to Kuno, all wars, including national self-determination and anti-colonial 

struggles, were unconscionable. This absolute denial of the legitimacy of violence and 

counter-violence won popuIar support, and the peace movement gained a renewed mo- 

mentum when the 1954 American hydrogen bomb experiment in the Bikini Islands con- 

taminated 23 Japanese fishermen with radiation (the "Lucky Dragon incident"). Shortly 

thereafter the Japanese anti-nuclear movement mushroomed, garnering 32,000,000 

signatures to the Sekai initiated joint statement, and an appeal was issued to the 

International Peace ~ o u n c i 1 . j ~  

These popular peace movements were the precursors to the 1960 struggle against 

the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty (commonly called the Arnpo movement), 

the largest democratic protest movement in Japanese history. The original Treaty was 

signed at the time of Japan's independence, and agreed to the continuation of a U.S. 

military presence in Japan. The aim of the new Treaty, however, was to further an active 

role for the Japanese military in "mutual cooperation" with the U.S. Its article 5 read: 

"We recognize that a militaxy challenge against either Japanese or U.S. territories is a 

threat to the peace and security of each nation, ... and thus declare our intention to act in 



response against such a common threat.'& This article contradicted article 9 of the 

Japanese Constitution, which clearly states that Japan renounces all military 

involvement; acceptance of the new Treaty would mean the nullification of the very 

spirit of the Japanese Constitution. With memories of WW 1I firmly in mind, the vast 

majority of the Japanese were strongly against any fonn of re-armament. However, 

despite its enonnous unpopularity, negotiations towards the signing of the Treaty were 

prepared by the cabinet of Kishi Shinsuke, a class-A war criminal, in 1958, and signed in 

Washington in January 1960. The Diet's ratification of the Treaty was rammed through 

parliament on May 19, 1960 (the day before Eisenhower's planned visit to Japan) in the 

absence of the opposition - the JSP, the JCP and opposing individuals within the LDP - 

under the protection of several thousand police.6' Opposing the Kishi cabinet's "realist" 

politics, the Japan Socialist Party and the United Labour Front (sohyo) took the 

leadership in forming a national congress on the Ampo issue (ampojyoyaku kuitei soshi 

kokumin kaigi) by uniting 134 labour and civil organizations.62 The congress insisted on 

a pacifist non-military alliance in which Japan would act as a neutral promoter of 

international peace. Intellectuals supportive of the congress emphasized that reducing the 

potential threat of armed conflict by means of military rearmament might, on the 

contrary, only create more causes for conflict. 

Beyond the intellectual and political debates on the Treaty itself, the Kishi gov- 

ernment's high handed tactics in ratifying the new Treaty outraged both intellectuals and 

the populace, not only by betraying popular demands for peace, but also by bluntly violat- 



ing democratic spirit and procedures. The voices of criticism did not only come from the 

leftist opposition but also From "conservative" politicians within the Liberal Democratic 

Party (two factions of conservatives - the Liberal Party and the Democratic Party - had 

united in 1955), including Ishibashi Tanzan and Miki Takeo. For many, the event was 

viewed as of crucial significance, a fundamental test of resolve for the young and fragile 

Japanese democracy. The battle in Japan between "realism" and "idealism" - a battle in 

the West largely contained within theoretical fora - was put to the test in a concrete 

historical situation. Progressive intellectuaIs, such as Maruyama, Shimizu, Kuno and 

Takeuchi, played political as well as intellectual leadership roles, participating in 

demonstrations and giving mass speeches. 

During these tense times, Maruyama Masao urgently stressed the need for modem 

progressives, such as the circle of Kindai Bungaku (Modern Literalure) who were 

inclined to remain uninvolved, to overcome political inertia. He argued that, 

To decide is to literally cut off this unlimited thought process at one point. O d y  by 
cutting it off, can decision and thus action be born .... To live between the 
contradiction of recognition (theoretical analysis) and decision making (political 
action) is the fate of we humans who are not gods. To live as humans means to 
actively accept this fate and to take responsibility for that act.63 

Going a step further, Shimizu Ikutaro called for immediate political action from the 

populace, action aimed at making politicians sit up and listen to the people. He claimed: 

"If a large crowd with a petition in their hands gathered in Tokyo and surrounded the 

Diet buiIding in many layers, ... there would be born a form of political power that nothing 



could obstruct.'& Takeuchi Yoshimi, then teaching at Tokyo City University, went so 

far as to resign his professorship in protest at government policy, and not merely over the 

Security Treaty. In an emotionally charged tone, he remarked; 

Democracy or dictatorship, that is the only crucial dividing point we face today. 
What is not democratic is dictatorship, and not dictatorship, democratic. There is 
no in between ... One must not mix this with the question of the Security Treaty. It is 
meaningless to have a discussion between those for and those against the Treaty. 
Such discussions are only possible once dictatorship is done away 

Although these intellectual leaders were united in their passion for advancing the pro- 

gressive cause, in their calls for popular support each was envisaging different goals. 

The preeminent divide was between Maruyarna and Shimizu's notion of liberal democ- 

racy and Takeuchi's notion of popular democracy. Indeed, in his call for a fight against 

dictatorship, Takeuchi planned the establishment of an alternative government to the 

existing Diet system that would be run by the "people themselves." While Maruyama 

maintained his liberal belief in democratic institutions as the only possible means of 

fairly articuiating popular demands, Takeuchi was more impatient and had less trust in 

the existing institutions of democracy; this caused him to seek alternative means in a 

populist participatory type of democracy. We may see this difference as being derived 

from the limitations of democracy itself, limitations that came to be enormously 

significant in the following decade. 

The scale of the 1960 Ampo movement demonstrates if anything the gradual ma- 

turity of Japanese democratic consciousness in that popular expression of political de- 



man& reached wide segments of society within a very rapid period, in a little over a 

decade. However, despite the protests and strikes supported by the overwhelming major- 

ity, the Ampo struggle's successes fell short of the expectations of many. While the Kishi 

government was dissolved and Eisenhower's visit to Japan was canceled, the Ampo 

movement failed to prevent the renewal of the Treaty. Indeed, the 1960 Ampo movement 

came to mark yet another turning point in postwar Japanese history, since following that 

high water mark democratic ideals and modern values themselves were subject to serious 

challenges. In the years following Arnpo, with bitter disappointment and a sense of pow- 

erlessness in promoting truly democratic structures and policies, Japanese intellectuals 

have tended to turn their attention to internal self-interrogation, criticism of other 

intellectuals, andlor distrust in the institutionalized liberal version of democracy. 

Moreover, instead of focusing on the Japanese elites and their power, blame for the 

failures was directed against the leaders of the national congress, the JSP, the JCP, and 

the United Labour Front (sohyo), on the one hand, and against the democratic system 

itself, on the other. This overly critical and pessimistic reaction partially revealed the 

intellectuals' naive conception of democracy and the high expectations on the part of the 

Japanese public, conceptions and expectations largely derived from an abstract 

theorization and an acute lack of historical experience in democratic struggle. Right-wing 

violence also came to play a role in discouraging popular movements. Large numbers of 

right-wing thugs were employed to break up demonstrations and humiliate ordinary 

participants. In October, a former leader of the JSP, Kawakarni Taketaro, was seriously 



injured, and a few months later, Asamuma Inajiro, the JSP leader, was murdered by a 

right-wing youth. It should also be noted that Ampo itself incorporated some 

conservative features in that it was a strictly liberal democratic movement seeking to 

refonn the system without hdamentally challenging the elite power This is 

particuIarly significant in the light of the rapid economic growth that began in the second 

half of the 1950s (Jinmu keiki) that fostered a growing popular materialism focused 

largely on consumption and personal interests. Although the rise of mass society raised 

the level of political consciousness among the populace, a development upon which 

Ampo built its broadly-based popular struggle, these same changes in the socio-economic 

structure also steered popular sentiments away from postwar psychic and economic 

traumas to material interests that ultimately weakened the initially strong commitment to 

modem democratic value principles. The development of the Ampo movement was 

circumscribed by a rapidly growing "middle-class mentality not prepared to endanger 

their livelihood or take serious risks on behalf of the cause."67 

All these factors combined to bring about a wide-spread disillusionment with the 

idealism of the modem progressive vision of democracy. In the end, what was clearly 

exposed were the operations of realpolitik, the fact that the power of the U.S. and the 

domestic elites appeared to be beyond the reach of the democratic pressures of the popu- 

lace. It became increasingly clear that the democratic system functions within the h m e  

of and in accordance with the interests of the elite power group. Many in the post-Ampo 

era, including Takeuchi, came to seek alternate means of articulating popular demands 



outside the liberal democratic system - i-e., outside of party representation and 

bureaucratic procedure. In this sense, the Ampo movement can be seen as the turning 

point of a form of leftist politics guided by universai ideals to a civil movement within 

the fiame of given domestic and international political power-structure. Even more 

seriously, however, this disillusionment in effect turned the attention of the populace 

away fiom politics altogether to the sphere of economics that appeared to many to offer a 

more promising view of the hture. 

The Decline of Progressive 1Modernism 

The legacy of the 1960 Ampo movement was a serious political confusion, a loss 

of direction in political movements, a loss of belief in democratic goals, a disaffection 

with progressive modernism and a distrust of abstract political principles and institutions 

in favour of direct action. After the 1960 defeat, Maruyama and other modernists faced 

constant challenges from their opponents who believed progressive modernist idealism 

was bankrupt. Many argued that the modernists tended to see Japanese culture and 

nationalism too critically, fiom a privileged elitist perspective, overlooking the 

weaknesses embedded in modernism itself." For example, one goup of Marxists pre- 

dicted the end of the modemist-led postwar democratic trend, because, they thought, that 

broad movement had in fact turned into the guardian of party representative politics ulti- 

mately serving the interests of the elites. This criticism of liberal democracy was closely 

linked to criticisms of the modem subject, in that the notion of the modem subject, they 



believed, carried within it the potential danger of rampant self-centred, self-interested 

consumerism.69 In the analysis of this group, 

This [modernist] position generally conceives two components of the modem in 
absolute opposition, and it totalizes the better version of the modem while failing 
to analyze the contradictions in the modern itself Therefore, once some level of 
political democracy is achieved as it has been today, and once one becomes aware 
of the fact that the U.S. as the archetypal democratic nation has become the leader 
of reactionary oppression, the merits of the modem, in a scheme opposing the 
modem and premodern, increasingly dirnini~hes.'~ 

Due to this uncritical acceptance of the modem, the authors argue, Maruyama and other 

progressive modernists had no other option than "to maintain their subjective position as 

lonely idealists whose backs were turned against the practical realities of the real 

world."" However, this general criticism quite unproblernatically conhses the problem 

of Japanese elite power politics backed up by U. S. hegemonic power with that of the 

modem and democracy. By formulating their opposition in such terms, these leading 

Marxists of the post-Arnpo era practically abandoned their commitment to enhancing the 

Enlightenment-modem conception of the subject as an autonomous, politically 

responsible agent, and in so doing their previous enlightened position was compromised 

by a contextualist one, a view from within. 

Although there were some insights in this line of argumentation to which I will 

come back, some defense should be made of Maruyama's own position as discrete from 

that shared with other modernists. First, although Maruyama took an "objective" 

perspective when he criticized Japanese society, this was not a product of a priori blind 



belief in the modem; rather it was a recognition of its necessity learned from his own 

historical experience.72 Second, and more importantly, Maruyama gave to the concept of 

the modem a much greater and more positive meaning than his opponents did; the 

modern for him was a universal and Utopian principle, a heuristic guide by which 

Japanese society could orient its struggles to improve itself73 This position was well 

expressed in his following response to his opponents' criticism that his idealism was 

illusory: "If 1 am to talk about my own preference, I will commit myself to an illusion of 

postwar democracy rather than to a reality of the Great Japanese Empire (Doi Nihon 

~eikoku). '?~~ For Maruyama, democracy was a continuous process and "an eternal 

revolution" to be carried out by the enlightened modem subject are motivated to improve 

his or her historical conditions by partaking in He argued that, 

The parliamentary democratic system is an institutional expression of democracy 
under certain historical conditions. However, the system which perfectly embodied 
democracy has never (and will have) existed, neither in the past nor in the future, 
and one can only talk about democracy in terms of more or less. In this sense, 'an 
eternal revolution7 is precisely apposite to the term democracy.76 

In this conception, democracy is always in the process of creating and adjusting itself to 

an ever changing set of social circumstances and demands that the subject be the 

principle and active participant in its definition, expression, and constitution. This notion 

of democracy makes Maruyama both an Enlightenment modernist and an eternal 

revolutionary, a theorist and an activist. If one is to criticize modernity as ideal itself, he 

thinks, one has to provide an alternative ideal for postwar Japanese democracy.77 Indeed 



Maruyama's commitment to democratic practice was not confined to theory, as was seen 

above; he often times contributed his best efforts to the organization of an intellectual 

alliance in the peace movement of the early I %Os, and played a leading role in the 1960 

Ampo movement against renewal of the U.S.-Japan Security ~reaty." He was also 

aware, however, of the limitations of theory with respect to historical outcomes, and it is 

because of his recognition of this problem that he refrained from attempting to mi@ 

theory and practice, or to reduce theory to being a means for social transformation, unlike 

those Mamist socia1 theorists who adhere to the doctrine ofpraris. In this regard, the 

failures of postwar Japanese democracy cannot solely be attributed to the internal 

weaknesses of the doctrine of Enlightenment idealism per se; instead, it makes more 

sense to claim that utopian progessivism ultimately failed to appeal to the mass of the 

Japanese in the given historical circumstances. 

As the post-Ampo social and intellectual climate grew increasingly unfavourable 

to the progressive's project, Maruyama himself seems to have accepted that fact as a 

bitter defeat. As one critic has suggested, this acceptance is explicitly expressed in 

Maruyama's 1972 work, "Rekishi ishiki no 'Koso"' ("The 'Old Strata' of Japanese 

Historical Consciousness"), in which Maruyama attempted to trace the persistent frame 

of thought running through Japanese historical consciousness from the Meiji to the 

postwar era." He identified three key temporal notions by which the traditional Japanese 

conception of history was defined: naru (history as a natural process of becoming), tsugi 

(history as a succession of discrete, causally unlinked events in the greater whole of flux), 



and ikioi (the natural creative dynamic as driving force for history); together, Maruyama 

believed, these three constituted what he called "tsugi lsugi ni narzjmku ikioi" - history 

conceived naturalistically without subjective in ter~ent ion.~~ From this historical 

perspective, each moment is ahistorically totalized in the present, reason and truth are 

made relative to each historical moment, and the world appears as a kind of nihilistic 

"mud" governed by nariyuki (the uncontrollable natural process).8' Maruyarna's 

conclusion is that this optimistic and relativist notion of history ultimately issues in a 

tendency towards a contemplativeness devoid of any active notion of the self's ability or 

obligation to participate in the making of history, on the one hand, and a strong resistance 

to the subordination of this 'natural' order to universal reason, truth and morality, on the 

other." it is noteworthy that Maruyama saw an affinity between this state of mind or 

world-view with so-called postmodernism as early as 1972; if there is in fact some 

positive relation between these two phenomena, then it would seem to suggest that we 

may hitfully ask of recent Japanese socio-economic and cultural history questions 

whose answers would be in some way applicable to other nations experiencing 

"postmodem  condition^."^^ Perhaps this work reflects Maruyama's disappointment with 

the possibilities for deep democratic transformation in Japan; in many ways it seems to 

express his abandonment of a revolutionary democratic ideal. Indeed, over the course of 

the 1960s Maruyama increasingly withdrew into more purely academic activities, to such 

an extent that during the heyday of the late-1960s student movement he came to be seen 



as a representative of the status quo desires of elite academia by an entire generation of 

younger activists and intellectuals. 

Blaming Maruyama, however, for this "academic turn" and his "elitism" would 

be too easy, and historically &air. One has to remember that the failure of Arnpo 

struggle was apolitical one, rooted not in the defects of the modernist project itself, but 

rather in the ways modem progressivism failed to penetrate deeply into the Japanese 

value system and thus failed to induce the political action essential to the modernist 

political vision. The question to be raised here is whether a political ideal which did not 

historically arise from a particular society and failed to be widely accepted by that society 

idwas ultimately destined to fail because of its "foreignness." Moreover, there is the 

additional question of how a sense of historical continuity and the integrity and cohesion 

of a given collective human organization could be maintained during a proposed 

transformation from a 'native' political ideal to a "foreign" one? That is to say, does not 

Maruyama's sense of an eternal democratic revolution require a concrete spatio-temporal 

foundation - i.e., a community of subjects and ideas - a place where abstract theory is 

concretely transformed into history, and/or a foundation on which such revolutionary 

ideas can be grafted and integrated with people's everyday discourse and practice? (c.f. 

Matsumoto) This gap between the historically given communal foundation and 

democracy perceived as a modem and Western institution, based on alien conceptions of 

subjectivity and history, lay at the heart of the experience of failure in the postwar 

Japanese democratic movement. Moreover, as I hope to show in the following section, 



this perceived gap is constantly regenerated in tandem with the desire for a sanctioned 

space in which cultural specificity is considered to be safe and protected. What the post- 

Ampo confusions revealed to Japanese intellectual discourse, then, was the sense that 

questions of cultural and ethnic particularity were important, and perhaps in some way 

fundamental; with the collapse of the universal ideal, the Japanese intellectual scene 

made a step in the direction of the romantically inclined thinking that had characterized 

the prewar era. 

IU. Romantic Challenges and the Return to Concrete Place: the Politics of the 
Masses and Ethnic Self-Determination in the Modern Universal World 

Out of the crisis of postwar democracy and modem progressivism emerged two 

thinkers - Yoshimoto Takaaki and Takeuchi Yoshimi - who are of particular importance, 

both in terms of their influence upon the postwar intellectual scene and in terms of the 

depth of the problems their critiques revealed within "the modem" itself Each proposed 

a set of critical questions of the modern Japanese developmental trajectory that had been 

neglected in the optimism of the early postwar era. The first set, put forth by Yoshimoto, 

centred upon the question of the accountability of democracy. What if the conception of 

democracy itself, asked Yoshimoto, is in need of substantial modifications, modifications 

that would take it outside or beyond the liberal and/or modernist enlightenment vision, in 

order that democracy more suitably reflect the voices of the masses and be accountable to 

the cultural specificity of the Japanese? By rejecting the "abstraction of modernism" and 



the "external imposition" of a political ideal in favour of a vision of democracy grounded 

in the concrete experience of the masses, Yoshimoto opened up a set of complex 

problematics surrounding the dificulties of modernization as Western historical product 

for a non-Western society. A second set of questions was proposed by Takeuchi that 

centred on the question of whether democracy could be treated solely as a "domestic 

problem," or whether it was necessq  to set it within its invisible frame of the greater 

international power hierarchy. To this end he asked how does modem Enlightenment 

political theory take (or fail to take) into account the question of the international power 

structure that conditions the domestic polity? Takeuchi saw the historical dificulties 

encountered by Japanese society in light of the greater context of the structural problems 

inherent in the modem hegemonic world. Both these questions posed serious challenges 

not only to the uncritical commitment of the modernists to Euro-centric rationalist 

values, but also to the trajectory pursued by postwar Japan; and both sets of questions 

reopened the postwar Japanese intellectual scene to the problematics then long forgotten 

of "overcoming modernity." 

Yoshimoto Takaaki and the Independence of the Masses (Taishu no Jiritsu) 

Unlike Maruyama who awaited Japan's defeat with bated breath, for Yoshimoto 

August 15 was an experience more humiliating and dispiriting than liberating. For those 

committed to the cause of the war, the uncritical revival of and the overwhelming 

popular support for modern institutions and ideas was a rewinding of the clock that was 



particularly hard to bear. Yoshimoto was critical of postwar intellectual trends that, 

without differentiating among its components, dismissed the prewar intellectual debate 

altogether. In a series of works published in 1958, Yoshimoto severely criticized both 

progressive modernism, and Marxism. Yoshimoto saw the former as "pseudo-avant- 

gardismV7 that opportunistically rode the tide of the times, while the latter he believed was 

either a rationalization of their own personal resentments against "war collaborators" or a 

soothing of their own guilt-complexes through the act of accusation. Yoshimoto argued 

that both camps had failed to address the fhdamental problematics involved in popular 

resistance as expressed in art, problernatics such as the difficulties of interpreting and 

expressing popular sentiment in the medium of mass culture and of politically organizing 

and mobilizing popular resistance." Although a general distrust of postwar intellectuals 

permeates Yoshimoto's work in a way similar to that of the "old liberals," Yoshimoto 

was clearly a modernist in his progressive revolutionary intent to transform Japanese 

society. However, unlike Maruyama and other modernists, he sought to do that by 

affirming aspects of Japanese culture as the historicaIly given concrete basis on which 

Japanese democracy was to be established in its own terns. 

Under the influence of Kobayashi Hideo, Yoshimoto was critical of the 

"humanized" Marxisms of Umemoto and Mashita, especially the way they formulated 

the inclusion of the role of the subjective will in the process of the structural 

determination of capital.'' Yoshimoto found the attempt common among postwar 

Marxists to incorporate subjectivity in materialist theory irrelevant since the subject, he 



believed, was locked into historically and materially determined social conditions beyond 

the will of the subject. Yoshimoto concludes that subjective will in revolutionary struggle 

is derivative of the structural determination of material reIations, and thus all attempts to 

reconcile the two are nothing but a theoretical misconstrual. This concept of the 

derivativeness of subjective will, what Yoshimoto calls "absoluteness of relations" 

(kankei no zettaisei), was derived from his reading of the GospeI of Matthew 

("Machiusho Shiron," 1954) in which he interprets and evaluates what he calls a "deeply 

pathetic hatred" that motivated the early Christians, seeing it in the light of the historical 

context of the Christian challenge to an all powerfid, oppressive Judaism. Yoshimoto 

wrote; 

[tlhe author of the Gospel of Matthew must have gained inspiration from the 
oppressive order and the bloody conflict with Judaism. Regardless of the content of 
the doctrine, the doctrine of the primitive Christians just needed to conquer those 
Jews ... If there is anything which can justifjr this passionate, aggressive pathos and 
their dismal, almost psycho-neurotic hatred, it is only possible by bringing in the 
conception of the absoluteness of the relationa6 

In some ways, Yoshimoto appears to be critical of the resentment of the oppressed who 

tend to erect an alternative value system in order to escape from the oppressive order of 

the more powerful.x7 However, for Yoshimoto the resentment of primitive Christianity is 

ultimately redeemed by the concept of the "absoluteness of the relation,-' by means of 

which concept he is able to identify the formation of counter hegemonic doctrines as 

arising out of socio-structural oppression. Yoshimoto, then, justifies the political struggle 



of the oppressed on historical grounds as a way by which subjective struggle seeks to 

overcome objective restraints. 

In his weil known critique of Maruyarna, Yoshimoto portrays Maruyama as 

"strange creature," a being too lifeless ("endowed with oniy a nervous system") to be 

called a thinker but too vivid a critical consciousness to be called a scholar.88 Yoshimoto 

denounces Maruyama's modernist theory as "stainless," too perfect, lacking any sense of 

either everyday life or the "bloody vision of history," the product perhaps of a social 

theorist "remaining too long and too static inside his office."89 With respect to 

Maruyama's endorsement of the Hegelian conception of history (i.e., the rationalist view 

of world temporality as the inescapable process of the unfolding of the world spirit), 

Yoshimoto is critical of what he sees as Maruyama's watering down of the "bloody side" 

of Hegelian history, his choosing only to adopt its rationalist notion of linear progress as 

suited to his democratic ideal. What annoys Yoshimoto most, however, is Maruyama's 

abstract rationalism by which, according to Yoshimoto, he stands outside the traditional 

system of significations and adopts a superior position which he the modem, objective 

and objectifying perspective. 

When Maruyama rationally approaches [the subject of his study], the objective 
world begins to have rational features. When I approach Maruyama's rationally 
described world, then I feel something inside myself solidifl, as if I had been 
strung up on a gallows. (shimeki ni kokeroreru)." 



What Yoshimoto is protesting against is Maruyama's "cold-bloodedness," his merciless 

objectification of the everyday experiences of life (and the traditional cultural ethos 

resident in the concrete), an objectification in which the latter is viewed as an object-to- 

be-overcome by the former.9' Moreover, by virtue of adopting this superior perspective, 

in Yoshimoto's view one that is historically alien to Japanese socio-cultural space, and 

acting as self-sufficient agents promoting democracy, Maruyama and the modernists, 

Yoshirnoto believes, become the servants of the interests of the Japanese elites. 

Yoshimoto's criticism of the modernist Enlightenment position stems from his 

analysis of the causes of the prewar fascist social system, what he sees as ultra- 

nationalism. Critical of Maruyama's attribution of blame to Japanese cultural orientation, 

Yoshimoto argues that the roots of prewar Japanese fascism are not to be found in the 

Japanese tradition but, on the contrary, in the destruction of that tradition and the 

resulting acute loss of identity among the populace uprooted from their traditional 

agrarian ways of life. These uprooted, identity-stressed masses were vulnerable to the 

attractions of ultra-nationahst mythology and its promise of articulating the cultural 

sentiments of the uprooted and transcending them into a higher morality." In 

Yoshimoto's diagnosis, the breakdown of the prewar Japanese left - both liberal and 

Marxist - and the subsequent triumph of ultra-nationalist ideology followed precisely 

because Japanese intellectuals failed to create a social theory grounded in the specific 

experience of the masses. In his 1958 work "Tenko Ron" ("Theory of Ideological 

Conversion"), Yoshimoto argued that the large scale ideological conversion of prewar 



leftists to various forms of agrarian fundamentalism (that were later subsumed into 

kokutui ultra-nationalism) came about not so much by the "oppressive force of state 

power" but as a result of the intellectual failure of the theorists to retain in their abstract 

schemes a place for the strong remnants of feudalism residing within the masses. The 

resulting situation was one in which most of those intellectuals ended up finding 

themselves in total isolation fiom popular ~entirnent.~) If one wishes to understand the 

raison d'etre of prewar ultra-nationalism, argues Yoshimoto, one has to objectifjr the 

conditions under which and the ways in which the communal ethos of faislzu, or "mass 

nationalism" (as distinguished fiom the nationalism of the intellectuals), came to be 

positively articulated. Without such an effort, Yoshirnoto thinks that intellectuals are 

bound to repeat the same mistake of formulating an abstract nationalism that in effect 

subjugates the masses to the power of (elite) ideology. The exclusion of mass national 

sentiment fiom the theoretical vision of the modernists constitutes for Yoshimoto a form 

of elitism; it reflects the theorists' blindness, laziness and/or arrogance, and has only been 

reinforced in postwar social theory. 

Yoshimoto, however, is far from a simple romantic who yearns to return to 

traditional life. He asserts that popular expressions of the mass ethos do not tell one 

much about the true state of popular national sentiment because they are, Yoshimoto 

asserts, already representations, and as such at one remove from what he calls the 

"original image of the masses" (fcrbhu no genzo).94 He argues, 



... the true fact of the popular experience of nationalism and their understanding of 
it cannot be represented. This means that the masses cannot appear on history's 
stage as anything but a virtual image, despite the fact that at any moment of history 
they have been a driving force of history. However, there is one way of making this 
representation [of the original image of the masses] to some extent a real image; 
that would be to examine our own life experiences and thoughts as members of the 
masses by looking inside ourselves.gs 

Taking up his own suggestion, Yoshimoto analyzes popular poems and other mass art 

fonns as a guide to the "original image of the masses." Although a fully satisfactory 

resume of Yoshimoto's works is far beyond the scope of this project, some introduction 

to his basic ideas concerning popular literature would be usefid here. In Yoshimoto's 

reading, what is usually regarded as a straightforward expression of national sentiment in 

late Meij i ( 1 900- 1 9 1 9) songs thematizing war and national pride is not an indication of a 

swelling "nationalism," but instead gives evidence of a healthy relation between the state 

and society effectively linked by popular national sentiment. According to Yoshimoto, 

what is more problematic was the disappearance of these national themes and sentiments, 

a disappearance that tended to call forth abstract andlor artificially manufactured 

replacements. Yoshimoto saw this happening in the 1920s and the 1930s, when a 

widespread consumer materialism and disbelief in national goals practically wiped out 

the preexisting popular nationalism of the masses. In the early Showa era ( 1925-), 

Yoshimoto notes that the focus of popular poems and songs is reduced to a mere 

reproduction of representational techniques, nearly completely detached from national 

sentiment and the everyday concerns of the populace. What he  highlights in this analysis 

is how "images of the masses" in popular discourse operate as a kind of barometer 



measuring the degree to which fbnctional linkages between the state and society are 

present. Yoshimoto concludes that the weakening of those links and the co-temporal loss 

of identity - both collective and individual - they signify prepared the ground on which 

ultra-nationalism would rise, the ground on which the Japanese state superimposed its 

own essentialist definition of Japanese identity as kokufui. 

Learning from the past, Yoshimoto attempts to construct a theory that accounts 

for the silent masses (taishu) - those, he thinks, who cannot be politicaliy enlightened - 

and specifically their autonomy as a group, as opposed to the modernists' project of 

establishing the modem subject in the masses through some form of socio-intellectual 

transformation. Yoshimoto sees the only hope for postwar Japanese democracy in the 

ability of the taishu to remain "independent" (jiritsu) from the ideological manipulations 

of the elites, including both progressive and conservative intellectuals, and in a social 

theory that supports the masses in their struggle to advance their own causes on their own 

terms.96 He argues: 

If  there is a way for [blue-collar] workers to surpass the avant-garde [intellectuals 
and artists], that will come only when workers achieve independence in their 
everyday lives by rejecting the avant-guard ways of communicating and 
rationalizing their lives with their own logic. If there is a way for a fish-seller's wife 
to surpass an intelligent mother at the school board, it will not come when she 
grasps onto the ideologies of peace and democracy, but when she successfully 
ideologizes her concerns of selling fish, cooking rice, bearing and raising 
children.97 



In this passage, Yoshirnoto seems to idealize the images of the everyday as the essence of 

the taishu, conhing the question of the concreteness of life with that of economic class. 

For Yoshimoto, the everyday activities of the household (e.g., "cooking rice") are the 

activities of blue collar workers and their wives in opposition to the rational, abstract 

ideas (e.g., "avant-guardism" and "democracy") identified with the middle class. Rather 

obviously, however, middle-class Japanese have everyday lives just as much as members 

of the lower classes. By virtue of this idealized representation of the tuishu as the 

imagined bearer of a Japanese cultural ethos, Yoshimoto transforms the taishu from a 

bulwark against the penetration of the modern, the institutional, and the Western. 

Moreover, by including the non-rational aspects of life (i.e., life experience and emotion) 

in his definition of the tazslzu, Yoshimoto aestheticizes class politics; and he does this 

seemingly in order to overcome the insurmountable gap he has laid bare between 

language (meaning) and life (being). Underlying this attempt we can see Yoshimoto's 

antipathy to modem positivist epistemology as an imposition of alien values upon "the 

everyday," and this inclination is closely akin to the one running through Tsuda and other 

Kokoro intellectuals' conception of history. 

Given Yoshimoto's aim of fusing social theory and everyday life, it is not 

surprising to realize that his witins has a poetic quality which radically elides the 

boundary between the aesthetic and the analytic, the creative and the scientific modes. 

Thus, the place his work occupies in Japanese intellectual discourse is, politically, highly 

ambiguous. On the one hand, Yoshimoto's mass centred theory incorporated some of the 



progressive aspects of Marxist-populist social theory that sought to motivate the populace 

for social transformation. Indeed, by the late 1960s Yoshimoto's work had became 

incredibly popular, as much for his populist consciousness as for his penetrating 

analytical insights, provocative argumentative style, and uncompromising challenges to 

his contemporaries. In the wave of radical student activism demanding self-government 

of the universities that crested in the late 1960s (zenkyuto undo; see chapter 4) ,  

Yoshimoto became a charismatic figure. On the other hand, progressive as it may be, 

Yoshimoto's anarchistic vision of democracy centering on an idealized and aesthetic 

notion of the collective subject (taishu) decisively undermined the ratiodist heuristic 

aspect of modernist theory, and in effect dealt something of a mortal blow to the postwar 

Japanese democratic movement built upon the progressive conception of the modern 

subject. Yoshimoto's critique of Maruyarna's abstract modernism as ungrounded in social 

reality and exclusive of the fuislzu, led Yoshimoto on to the impossible task of theorizing 

the everyday life of the masses as a way of avoiding its objectification. In this attempt, 

however, Yoshimoto ended up aestheticizing modernism and creating his own version of 

Marxist social theory and mass politics, a formulation that came to contradict modern 

institutional progressivism. Moreover, Yoshimoto's aestheticized Marxism had a close 

affinity with the Kokoro goup's cultural particularism in which the "human" was 

conceived as the antithesis of objectifying reason. In effect, then, Yoshimoto's work 

provided a powerful ideological platform whereupon cultural particularism and 



conservative intolerance to modem rationalism could intersect with radical activism, and 

from which modem progressivism could be chalIenged. 

This ambiguity in Yoshimoto's work curiously parallels the popular political 

movement, the zenkyoto student rebellion, which marked another turning point in 

postwar Japanese political history. While the 1960 Ampo movement was led by a 

coalition of intellectuals from various positions, the late- 1960s student movement 

targeted the modernists as elitists and despised enemies. During the course of the 1960s, 

progressive modernism based on the rational subject as political agent and the objective 

Enlightenment ideal of democratic institutions was replaced by the popularized notion of 

democracy characterized by direct action, an appreciation for concrete experience and 

emotion, and a sense of collective identity. This "popularization" and "aestheticization" 

of politics coincides with a new form of mass society that emerged from the rapid 

economic growth period that began in the mid-1950s and carried on throughout the 

1960s. With disappointment at the failure to produce concrete political results and the 

socio-economic structural changes society had undergone in the 1960s, the Japanese 

democratic movement opened itself to the embrace of anti-rational, anti-institutional and 

anti-modern inclinations, decisively turning its back on eariy postwar modem progressive 

ideals. While intellectuals of this later period attempted to repair the rift between theory 

and political practice, in effect they destroyed Maruyama's modernist Enlightenment 

project: passion, action (violence) and a sense that the collective took priority over 

rational, political institutions and the individual, all became the buzz words of the day. 



The euphoria of romantic mass politics that destroyed modern rationalism would itself 

come to be wiped out in the 1970s by the intensification of commercial and technological 

forces, opening the way for an ever greater penetration, and with little resistance, of 

commercial forces into the social vacuum. In other words, Maruyama and the other 

modernists' strong criticisms of pathos had returned renewed and reinvigorated to 

challenge Yoshimoto and his followers. It should be emphasized that this returning ghost 

did not emerge as a simple recovery of the conservatism of old liberals, but was of 

necessity mediated by a form of radicalism which opposed modern rationalism and 

which found the weakest spot of the postwar Japanese democratic movement on which to 

place its pressure. 

Takeuchi Yoshimi and the Question of National Self-Determination 

Like Yoshimoto, Takeuchi Yoshimi was a consistent contributor to the postwar 

Japanese intellectual scene, and did much to make popular the notion that a bottom-up 

democratic movement was possible. Like Yoshimoto, Takeuchi refused to alter the basic 

position he took before and during WWII, and continued his efforts to delineate the 

problems of modem Japanese history by reexamining arguments advanced in the prewar 

era that had been by 1945 abandoned altogether. In his view, the consequences of the 

prewar intellectual and political regime resulted from Japan's reckless attempts to fit into 

the Euro-centric world; the contradictions of these attempts accumulated over time, and 

led to a schizophrenic world-view juxtaposed between the modern and the traditional - a 



schizophrenia that exploded politically in the late 1930s. For Takeuchi, the prewar 

intellectual debate of "overcoming modernity" was an attempt to face up to the principal 

problem facing Japan - how to delineate the historical aporia that is modem Japan - and 

that attempt, he felt, continued to be relevant in the postwar era.98 According to 

Takeuchi, WWII has to be disaggregated into two distinct components, the resistance 

against Western hegemony and the imperialist aggression against Asia; Takeuchi insists 

that the former aspect cannot simply be dismissed altogether as part and parcel of the 

latter, since the struggle for self-determination is an inescapable process for every 

modem nation. In Takeuchi's thinking Japan had still to come to terms with the long 

difficult task of self-determination in the modem Euro-centric world, a challenge he saw 

as being faced by nonJapanese Asian nations, most notably by China. 

For Takeuchi, to reduce the problem of prewar Japan to the characteristics of the 

Japanese cultural tradition, as Maruyarna and other modernists had done, was highly 

unsatisfactory and was bound to fail because it had not taken into account the entire 

context of Japan's encounter with the modern world. In his interpretation, condemning 

the "ultra" aspect of nationalism apart fiom popular national sentiment was both 

meaningless and impossible. In his words, 

It is necessary to condemn the system of power under Japanese fascism which 
awakened this ethnic consciousness from its sleep and utilized it by transforming it 
into ultra-nationalism; but it is incorrect to suppress it as simple nationalist 
sentiment for that reason. The latter has a legitimate voice to be heard. It is a voice 
that is rooted in an unceasing desire to recover fiom deformed human images an 
original shape.99 



Similar to Yoshimoto, Takeuchi understands that the prewar manipulations of kokutai 

fundamentalism were made possible by a prior alienation in which "the initially simple 

sentiments of the people," finding no other means of expression,-"were taken up and 

twisted by the authorities who absorbed them into their militarist and imperialist 

sYstem."lw On the other hand, Takeuchi radically differs from Yoshimoto in that he 

locates the root cause of the problematic in the historical context of the expansion of the 

modem hegemonic world, a conte'xt in which the question of ethnic self-determination 

cannot be reduced to the internal tension between the modem elites and the communal 

masses. According to Takeuchi, Japanese nationalism was bound to take an ultra-national 

form because the energy of the masses that ought to have been channeled into resistance 

against the domination of the modern and the Western was instead utilized in the 

campaign of imperialist expansion against Asia. lo' 

For Takeuchi, the encroachment of modem universalist logic into Asia was 

nothing but a tragedy because with its advent Asian peoples were left the unappetizing 

choice of either accepting the Euro-centric definition of themselves as less than European 

or embarking on a desperate campaign of resistance against an enemy whose military 

superiority was overwhelming. Takeuchi views the modern age as a dual developmental 

process: the simultaneous self-determination of the "European self' and the resistance of 

the "Eastern other" who advances only by being objectified and subordinated to the 

former. In his analysis, the expansion of the modem world is an amplification of a 



particular perspective born and developed in Europe that could only establish and 

internalize by defining and subsuming non-Western others into the modem Western 

perspective. Viewing this historical development from the perspective of the Eastern 

others' resistance, Takeuchi argues that; 

Through resistance, the East has modernized itself. The history of resistance is that 
of modernization; there was no modernization which has not been mediated by 
resistance. Europe has recognized its victory in the resistance of the East, in its 
process of including the East in world history. That was recognized and 
rationalized as the cultural, ethnic, and productive superiority of Europe. The East 
has recognized its defeat in the same process. The defeat was a result of the 
resistance. There is no defeat without resistance. Thus, the continuation of 
resistance is that of defeat. Europe has advanced forward step by step, and the East 
withdrew backward step by step. The withdrawal was carried out by resistance. 
When this advancement and withdrawal was understood as the progression of 
world history and the triumph of reason, and when that effect was internalized in 
the East in the continuing sense of defeat in their resistance, their defeat became 
decisive. '02 

Takeuchi's point is that through resistance to the modem, "the East" came to be involved 

in the discourse of the modern, and was thereby modernized; in this process is manifest 

the gradual acceptance of both defeat and of Western cultural superiority. This view has 

a close affinity with the standard line of post-colonial theories in which the development 

of the modem world is seen as a process of spatiat synchronization and temporal 

homogenization co-extensive with the establishment of universal "truth," "history" and 

"culture." 

This notion of modem expansionism as a process in which Japan was transformed 

into an objectified other finds resonance with the whole "modem" tradition of Japanese 



encounter narratives in which modernity, loosely speaking, is recounted as the sudden 

intrusion of the outside world into the conventional ways of Japanese life. Natsume 

Soseki ( 1 867- 19 16), an immensely popular Meiji era writer and intellectual wrote of 

these feelings: 

Japan was running a race with Western history; only by reaching the Western 
nations' advanced stage of development could it regain cultural autonomy and 
control of its own destiny. And yet Japan could be truly independent and self- 
respecting only if it were no longer impelled fiom without (gaihatsuteki kaika), no 
longer compelled to borrow from the West, no longer forced to follow an already 
broken path rather than a self-determined course (nailmtsuteki kuik~). '~'  

Between Soseki in the early Meiji era and Takeuchi in postwar era a common vision and 

a shared problematic is described: the project of modernization came to Japan not merely 

as a humiliation, but as a voluntary submission in that if the Japanese were to be 

successful borrowers of Western institutions and ideas, i.e., submission to the Western 

hegemonic project of universalizing the world, then that would require that the Japanese 

internalize modernization as their own national project. In other words, Japan was caught 

in a no-win situation: either modernize in order to free itself fiom Western influence, or 

modernize by voluntarily internalizing a form of Westernization. To pursue this "logic of 

civilization" was to elide the cultural and ethnic specificity of the Japanese, to deny their 

own self-images and self-determination, and embrace a revolutionary transformation of 

the entire nation according to a modem constitution of time and space. 



Takeuchi sharply criticized the early postwar modernist paradigm's uncritical 

acceptance of the benefits of universalism. This paradigm, he argued, is marked by the 

absence of any place for ethnicity; in exchange for the promise of creating a self- 

determining resistance pursued by politically aware agents, -the modem paradigm avoids 

the blood-filled issue of rninroku-shugi ("ethos-ism," ethnic particularism)."'0' Although 

he saw good reasons for the strong grip modern Enlightenment ideas were able to gain on 

the immediate postwar intellectual scene, he remained doubtful about whether they could 

indeed serve the heuristic function of guiding Japan towards the creation of a new social 

history and tended to see their employment in Japanese discourse as mere externals that 

would eventually be discarded at will. lo' Although he did not reject the modernist goal 

of progress, Takeuchi believed that any social movement, if it were to be inclusive and 

effective, must be socially grounded in a substantial and material historical reality. '" 
Moreover, since the concept of kokutui (people = nation, Gerneinschufi) itself had 

emerged as an antithesis to the modem rationalist pragmatism pursued by the Meiji 

oligarchy, in order to create a new progressivism in ideas and history Takeuchi believed 

that only a synthesis of the modernist rationalist thesis and the popular antithesis would 

be workable. '07 

In Takeuchi, then, ethodethnicity (minzoku) is conceived as a concrete social 

basis on which resistance against the abstract imposition of moderdWestern universal 

values and institutions is redefined and reformulated in terms that are native to the 

Japanese. Regarding the importance of this groundedness, Talceuchi called for the 



establishment of a new literary genre - what he called, in opposition to modem (including 

proletarian) literature, "national literature" (kokumin bunguku) - as a means of nurturing 

the politicaIly reliable subject. His rationale for this project was as follows: 

To define human beings as free individuals or as bound to their class is itself a 
necessary task at some point, and Japanese proletarian literature, just like any other 
modern literary movement, could not fiee itself fiom a hasty assertion that such an 
abstract portrait of the human being delinked fiom the concrete is as if grasping the 
whole of human existence. Instead of pursuing the original task of literature, to 
save the whole [of human existence], modernist proletarian literature attempted to 
capture the whole with a part. It was only natural that neglected voices demanding 
the recovery of a total humanity emerged from a dark, forgotten comer. It is 
ethnicity that is rooted in this dark comer.'08 

This statement does not mean that Takeuchi was either a simple advocate of the "logic of 

place" nor an exclusive ethnic nationalist; on the contrary, he was fully aware of the 

impossibility of positive expressions of ethnic identity as such. In fact, he argues that 

ethnicity is fundamentally reactionary and empty: 

The question of ethnicity is a question that emerges when it is neglected: the 
consciousness of ethnicity arises when it is oppressed. Even if it joins forces with 
other elements in order to advance itself into an ethnic movement, it is driven by 
the hope of recovering an originary humanity. While ethnicity does not surface 
unless it is oppressed, its potential for emergence is always immanent. [However] it 
is impossible to keep ethnic consciousness forever dormant by the imposition of a 
one-dimensional ideological force, and such impositions do not obviate our efforts 
to recover the lost humanity. lo' 

This "romantic" conception of rninzoku, combined with Takeuchi's vision of the 

resistance of "the other" - what he often calls "the East" - as an eternal struggle for self- 



determination, means that for Takeuchi "home" can only be found in a deep despair that 

he identifies as his own. This sense of despair can never be grasped by the optimism 

inherent in modem progressivism and rationalism, for it appears to modernity as an 

obstacle. ' lo Takeuchi seems to be the sole postwar intellectual who, figuratively 

speaking, attempted to bear the full weight of the sense of loss of the Japanese self, and 

the cultural dislocation and alienation fiom the familiar time and place that was violently 

decontextualized by the penetration of the alien discourse of the modem West. 

Seen in this optic, the problem of prewar and postwar Japan for Takeuchi 

becomes not one of the insufficient degree of internalization of modern subjectivity and 

history but rather the lack of resistance against them, and the slavish acceptance of an 

identity given by the West as "other." Takeuchi attributes this lack of resistance and easy 

acquiescence to the lack of a positively defined identity in the Japanese cultural and 

intellectual tradition. Due to this lack of a "freestanding" subjectivity, the internally 

motivated progress to create history, resistance against the external imposition of power 

and alien ideas is not a salient feature of Japanese history. Takeuchi compares these 

"lacks" to a form of "slave consciousness" in which independence is unIinown because 

dependency is so deeply ingrained in consciousness that the subject does not even notice 

his slavery. Takeuchi argues that this attribute is uniquely Japanese and sets them apart 

tiom both -'the East" and "the West." 

Japanese culture has no experience of independence in its tradition; and I think for 
that reason there has been no real feeIing for the state of independence. The 
Japanese have never resisted and endured with suffering what comes fiom outside. 



Those who do not know the taste of freedom satisfjl themselves with illusory 
Freedoms. A slave is a slave because she thinks that s h e  is not a slave. Is the pain 
of being awakened an unknown experience in Japanese culture?'' ' 

...[ in Japan] there is no consciousness of resistance [against Europe] and thus no 
desire to maintain its identity (a lack of self). The lack of resistance demonstrates 
that Japan is unlike the East Fast  or Asia for Takeuchi is a symbol of resistance], 
and the lack of a desire to maintain the self demonstrates that Japan is unlike 
Europe. Indeed, Japan is nothing. ' l2 

While this lack of subjectivity did discourage the Japanese from engendering movements 

to create a Japanese "history" within their own terms and trajectory, Takeuchi points out 

that it aIso contributed to the breath-taking rapidity of the modem Japanese economic 

transformation. Having willingly adopted the place of the non-European other, then, 

modern Japan has taken a full advantage of its "flexibility" to adapt alien technology and 

institutions on a superficial and instrumental level without accepting the principles 

underlying that technology and those institutions. As Takeuchi maintains, this is a 

paradox in that "what appears to be the most progressive is simultaneously the most 

regressive."' l 3  

Critical of the modem universalist world view and its progressive conception of 

history, Takeuchi attempts to forge an alternative path to the blind pursuit of the "logic of 

civilization." For Takeuchi, Japan's path to modernization has been a mistake which has 

deprived the Japanese of the potential realization of their ethno-culturally specificity. 

This suppression of the cultural ethos, Takeuchi believes, eventually led to kokutai 

hndarnentalism as an expression of revolt against the modem West that Japan had in 



some fundamental way embraced. This need not have been the case, however, for 

Takeuchi sees in the revolutionary struggle for self-determination of other Asian nations 

an alternative path to modernization. This is particularly so for the Chinese whose pursuit 

of their own ethnically rooted identity and history found a means of overcoming the 

problem of modernity in a historically grounded way. In Takeuchi's conception, "Asia" is 

not a historical place, but an ideal, or what he calls a "method" which transcends the 

contradiction of the universal modem world and the ethnically and culturally specific 

modem nation-state.ll%iven this theoretical scheme, the ideology of overcoming 

modernity is transformed into an universal principle with Asia as  its ideal. Coining such a 

category of "Asia," however, returns us directly back to the prewar overcoming 

modernity debates, where Pan-Asianist internationalism collaborated with kokutai 

fundamentalism in order that Japanese cultural tradition be grounded in a geographic 

space and an ethnic identity."' Given his consciousness that ethnic particularity can have 

no positively formulable expressions, Takeuchi's romantic call for national self- 

determination maintains only a slight, though important, difference from anarchist revolt. 

Moreover, his theory of the "self-determining struggle of Asia" is limited by the fact that 

struggle is thought to take place by and large internally, and thus lacks a historical and 

material grounding, is only possible in a moment of resistance, and cannot find its 

rightful physical place in the modem universal world. 



Concluding Remarks 

Postwar Japanese history began with the reinstallation of the social modernization 

program that was halted by the prewar regime without the Japanese intelligentsia, 

however, coming to terms with the prewar questioning of the modem. The postwar 

regime, the general intellectual climate, and the socio-political discourse all experienced 

a 180 degree about face, fiom the previous order based on k o k ~ i  to a democratic and 

liberal internationalism guided by the US occupation forces. A series of sweeping 

democratic reforms were implemented by the SCAP that tossed the ball, so to speak, into 

the Japanese court; the pressing issue then became: how to root democracy in Japanese 

society at the deepest level, and how to foster the democratic mindshubjects who, 

thinking and acting as socially and politically responsible agents, would translate the 

democratic principles into living actuality. The intellectual cleavage that surfaced in the 

early postwar period between the progressive modernists, the Marxists, and the 

conservatives was a direct reflection of the different interpretations of WWII, the 

different evaluations of the prewar "overcoming modernity" debate, and their differing 

ideas on the applicability of the notion of the modem, rational: autonomous subject to the 

Japanese context. Much of the debate on this complex of questions centered on the 

question of where one was to locate, and what was the historical path, of a democratic 

Japan in the modem world. Among the most important figures in these discussions were 

modem progressive intellectuals like Maruyama Masao and Otsuka Hisao who assumed 



the leadership of the postwar democracy movement and won wide-spread popular 

support. The ultimate premise of this movement was the belief that modern autonomous 

subjects could be created in Japan, subjects who think and act as the agents of the 

democratic transformation of society. Throughout the period of political turmoil, fiom 

the end of 1950s to early 1960s, postwar Japan witnessed a high tide of mass pditical 

participation - unprecedented in Japanese history - that peaked in the Arnpo movement of 

1960. However, with the onset of the cold war and the resultant change in US occupation 

policy and the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty, the so-called "reverse course" 

emerged in which the Japanese populace became aware of the workings and force of 

brute international power politics. 

The defeat of the anti-US-Japan Security treaty movement led to a sense of 

political fatige, frustration, and intellectual confusion, and marked a turning point in the 

postwar social and intellectual developmental path. What emerged out of the collapse of 

the postwar democracy movement was an opening up of the discursive space to anti- 

modem, anti-rational and anti-international voices. It was at this point that criticisms of 

modernism that had been heard before in the prewar "overcoming the modern" debates 

began to revisit the Japanese intellectual scene. The most penetrating of these critiques 

came fiom Yoshimoto Takaaki and Takeuchi Yoshimi. The former reconceived the 

democracy movement along bottom-up lines rooted in the everyday life of the masses, 

while the latter recontextualized the difficulties of national democracy in the broader 

problematic of the modern universal international world. While the first decade and a 



half of postwar Japanese history was an attempt to reinstall the fragile notion of the 

modem that had never successfidly taken root in the Japanese social fabric, the decade of 

the 1960s symbolically characterized the contradictions of this process, in that during 

those years the modem both flowered and faded. With the failure of the Ampo movement 

and the end of the age of mass politics, the nature of postwar democratic discourse 

shifted its orientation from a rational progressive inclination to a romantic one. As we 

will see in the following chapter, criticism of the modern, rational subject came into its 

own once again, and indeed began to flourish, as if winding the clock back to the prewar 

intellectual scene in a renewed historical context. 

It was in this context of the failed premises of the democratic movement that 

Yoshimoto's and Takeuchi7s critiques of the modern came to have far reaching 

influences. Hoping to overcome the impasse of post-Ampo, Yoshimoto's attempts to 

theorize the inclusion of "concrete place" and "empirical life" as the basis for a renewed 

socio-political struggle won popularity. Similarly, Takeuchi's advancing min=oku (ethos) 

as a "site" for the counter-hegemonic struggle for self-determination opened up the 

political spectrum of anti-modem nationalisms throughout 1960s. Regardless of 

Takeuchi's explicit purpose in formulating an antithesis to the overly optimistic social 

theorizing of the 1950s, his work garnered the attention of many who were to use his 

theories as the basis for their attempts to reinterpret the historical significance of WWII 

in order to characterize Japan as a victim of modern universalism. What distinguished 

their efforts from the early postwar Marxists and old liberals was the fact that their 



criticisms of the modem were not based on pseudo-objective personal preferences and 

abstract theories but on an anaiysis of concrete historical experience, and backed-up by 

alternative visions of social struggle that included what was formerly excluded - everyday 

culture, ethnicity, and the international hierarchy. By attempting to overcome the 

modernist impasse in this way, however, these critics brought about modifications in the 

national developmental trajectory at a very high cost: for, in justifjmg their critiques with 

references to Yoshimoto's "taishu no jiritsu" and Takeuchi's "minzoku," this new breed 

of thinkers opened the door to an aestheticization of politics formulated in terms of either 

popular revolutionary struggle or a movement for national self-determination. The result 

was a significant romanticization of the intellectual discursive climate, and a serious 

undermining of the spirit of progressive modernism. 

One important change that surfaced in this romantic turn was a re-evaluation of 

the role theory was thought to play in (the analysis of) history, a re-evaluation that can be 

seen as evidence of an epistemological shift in the way the subject (particularly for the 

intellectuals) was to relate to the objectivekistorical world. For both Yoshimoto and 

Takeuchi, the principal import of theory lay in its guiding function, its role as navigator 

to the helmsman in the collective transformation of the objective world and existing 

social relations. Given this vision of priorities, they tended to view modernist theory as 

somewhat scientific, uninvolved, and more suifed to analyze the given than transform 

it.'16 Maruyama, on the other hand, believed that given the imperfections of human 

knowledge and the consequent partial understanding of the world, the best theory could 



do was to play a heuristic role by providing a vision of Utopia towards which 

transformative struggle would be directed These different conceptions of the relations 

between theory and practice, or more precisely between the discursive and the historical, 

partly correspond to the thinkers' different experiences of the war. While Yoshimoto and 

Takeuchi were fully involved in the debates leading up to, and surrounding the historical 

meaning of, the war, Maruyama throughout those years was totally critical of such 

activities, and maintained a cool distance. One can say that, in some sense, Maruyarna's 

position was already characteristic of the modern subjectivity he sought to integrate into 

the Japanese polity in the postwar years. It is also worth asking in this context whether 

the various response to the question of modem subjectivity in Japan were ultimately 

informed by the personal attributes or style of the various participants to these debates, as 

well as by their susceptibility to the allurement of transcendental reason. Although this 

question of what determines the inclination for or against modem subjectivity is beyond 

the scope of this chapter, the obvious conclusion to be drawn here is that in the wake of 

the Ampo failures, Maruyama and the modernists' leadership of the intellectuals in the 

democracy movement was clearly and substantially weakened and a greater sympathy 

was given to the work of Yoshimoto and Takeuchi. 
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Chapter 4: The Age of Rapid Economic Growth and the Eruption of Excluded 
Pathos - Identity, Beauty and Meaning 

Introduction 

In July 1956, a Japanese economic white paper (keirai hakusho) declared the end 

of the postwar era after several consecutive years of steady economic growth following 

the Korean war had brought back the satisfaction of basic needs and a sense of security to 

society. Indeed, rapid socio-economic development and the resultant politico-cultural 

changes had blunted memories of the war. By the end of 1950, the rationing of food and 

price controls were largely eliminated, and in 1954, the balance of payments turned to a 

surplus for the first time in the postwar period. Wide-spread electrification of household 

tasks became the norm in the mid-1950s, and the possession of consumer electric goods 

became for many an identifLing mark of the boons promised by middle-class life. By the 

end of the 1 %Os, with a renewed period of economic growth, Japanese exports began to 

exceed prewar levels, and it can be said with confidence that the economy as a whole had 

fully recovered from the devastation of the war. Such rapid material changes were 

naturally accompanied by changes in life-styie and the general mood of society. The 

arrival of television in 1953 was perhaps the most symbolic, foretelling the coming age 

of mass communications. In 1955, Ishihara Shintaro's novel Tui-vo no Kisetsu (The 

Seuson of'rhe Sun) won the Akutagawa prize, Japan's most prestigioils literary award; this 

novel is noted for its depiction of a new postwar mass-media generation and their 



principal concerns: the celebration of youth, the body, and leisure, and their rejection of 

parental and paternal authority. 

Therefore, quite apart fiom the realm of politics and ideology, the decline of the 

progressive leftism that had peaked in the 1960 Ampo struggle was prepared for by the 

material and cultural changes society had undergone in the second-half of the 1950s. In 

the years following the dedaration of the end of the postwar era, previous political 

debates quickly faded away and the mass-media was full of speculations about the 

coming age of prosperity. The few years surrounding 1960, as many have noted, was a 

period in Japanese history of rampant optimism, optimism that the economy would 

continue growing unabated, and that the life of the populace would become happier as 

the economy grew.' With little hesitation, politicians and intellectuals portrayed the 

coming age in rosy tones, and they gained wide-spread appeal among the populace weary 

of politics after the disappointment of the Ampo struggle, a populace eager to embrace 

visions of a brightening economic future. During the same years, many leftist 

intellectuals felt an increasing powerlessness failing to rearticulate their ideas in the 

rapidly changing socio-economic and discursive context, instead they typically expressed 

them in reactionary and aesthetic terms, as a kind of internal reflection of the resentment 

that followed the foundering of the progressive political movement. 

The 1960s, then, marked in Japan a radical turning point away fiom the modem 

progressive ideals and political ideologies characteristic of the early postwar era. Politics 

since then has come to be polarized into two opposed trends: a depoliticized bureaucratic 



rationalism, grouping together the elite conglomerates of the political, business and 

financial sectors, and a radical leftism standing squarely against the establishment, 

prioritizing political action over negotiation. By the end of the 1960s, the former group 

had consolidated a mechanism for perpetuating LDP conservatism by linking the socio- 

economic establishment with political power, while the latter was increasingly confined 

to marginal segments - i.e., the student rebellion - whose dissociation from the majority 

of society led down the path of  a bitter and rampant anarchism. With this consolidation 

of the two camps, the conventional political opposition between right and left was 

replaced by that between logos and pathos, by neo-conservative economic rationalism 

versus a depoliticized protest movement yearning for the recovery of things lost. 

I. The Age of Optimism: Economic Growth and Mass Consumer Society 

Emergence of the New Conservatives 

In the wake of the Arnpo rallies the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was 

faced with the challenge of restoring a popular trust badly shaken by the largest 

democratic protests in modem Japanese history. Attempting to recapture popular support, 

Prime Mister Ikeda Hayato, who replaced Kishi Shunsuke after his fall in 1960, 

announced a new and highly populist strategic policy centerins on economic growth, 

promising to double incomes within 2 0 years. This new economic policy emphasized a 



return of the gains of economic growth to society. Article 3, the most important of the 

Ikeda cabinet's 9 policies, reads: 

We will take full advantage of the current state of our economy which has reached 
levels of growth unprecedented in history. We wilI maintain growth without 
inflation, and increase the GNP by more than twice the current level within ten 
years. In this way, we will encourage everyone who has the will and ability to work 
to fully realize their full potential, so that we as a nation can reach the same level 
of income and standard of living in the future as Western societies. For those less 
fortunate or unable to work, we will attempt to realize full employment and 
promise a welfare state.' 

Behind this neutral econornistic language lay an emotiona1 appeal that called for the 

people to support the government in the achievement of national goals, which, the 

government emphasized, would ~Itimately be of most benefit to the people themselves. 

In his electoral speech, Ikeda pitched his message of economic optimism and of the 

mutual benefits of self-interest in easily accessible language: 

Ladies and gentlemen, I am sorry to disturb your work, but please listen to me for a 
moment. I am going to tell you a story about how your pay will be doubled. Recall 
the hard situation we faced with the defeat in the war, out of whose ashes we have 
managed to reestablish ourselves. We no longer stand in queues for rationed food. 
Our lives have seen tremendous improvements compared to those days. Some say 
our economy is not yet good enough; but it will get better with your own effort.. . It 
is you who will carry out this challenging task, not me. We will work hard together 
with you.3 

It is to be noted that while Ikeda depicts his government as the servants of the people's 

will to acheive their own goals, and as such responsive to popular sentiment, he was in 

fact advancing the neo-liberal economic agenda most favoured by big business, 



The shift in focus from politics to economics, initiated by the Ikeda cabinet, 

signals the beginning of an optimistic functionalist trend in Japanese pohtics. For Ikeda, 

politics is primarily a matter of meeting targeted economic forecasts, and secondarily a 

question of ideology, the distribution of wealth and the utopian ideal of a better future for 

all. In the press interview he gave upon becoming prime minister, Ikeda remarked, 

Politics is the art of improving the living standards of people, and of creating 
satisfactory social welfare. To double incomes within 10 years means an economic 
growth of 7.2 percent per year. Our record of growth over the past 5-years is over 9 
percent, and there is nothing wrong with estimating that we will have the same 
growth rate in the near fbture ... The task of a politician is to do that with 
confidence.' 

Needless to say, this new politics-as-economy is a far cry from the early postwar years' 

hopes of democracy and the creation of politically responsible subjects. Ikeda's policy of 

doubling incomes, however, did manage to catch an ideologically tired public's attention 

with its optimism and appeal to self-interest. By capturing the changes that society was 

undergoing and tacitly articulating the demands of the populace in appealing ways, the 

new conservative policy successfully restored the LDP to legitimacy as the nation's ruling 

party.' To be sure, however, despite the promises of a welfare state in the LDP's policy 

article 3, the LDP had no intention of redistributing wealth. This can be seen in, for 

example, the following interview on social welfare policy that prime minister Ikeda gave 

soon after being elected. 

On the matter of low-income welfare (seikurszr hogo), medical security ( i y -  
lzos/zo), unemployment insurance (shifsugpo hoken), old age pensions Virkushi 



nenkin) and so on, it is more important to encourage people to stand on their own 
two feet than to give them money with thoughts of salvation for the poor ... We are 
not going to make large increases in the budget for social welfare right away. 
However, this year we have decided to forcibly hospitalize tuberculosis patients 
and the mentally ill with government money.6 

Despite its pre-election rhetoric the Ikeda government assumed that structural reform in 

the existing domestic politico-economic order was unnecessary and felt no moral 

responsibility to support the disadvantaged. 

In addition to a lacklustre welfare policy, this new political trajectory explicitly 

favoured large business corporations as the engines of material growth, at the expense of 

smaller enterprises. Many have pointed out that Ikeda was able to rise to the leadership of 

the LDP only by strong support from the financial giants, the so-called shi tenno, the four 

kings of the financial world who had grown to supremacy under the leadership of 

Yoshida Shigeru. The Ikeda cabinet was located at the centre of a network of major 

financial-business groups who also enjoyed substantial links with the mass media.' This 

is to say that with the emergence of the Ikeda cabinet and its new political trajectory 

centering on economic growth, Japanese financial conglomerates undermined the 

democratization policies of the GHQ in the immediate postwar years and began to 

reestablish an exclusively financial hierarchy closely connected to the government. 8 

From this time on, mainstream Japanese conservatism came to ground itself upon the 

centrality of the principle of economic growth in which large business conglomerates 

took priority over smaller businesses and the rural agrarian sector. 



In addition to the policies of economic growth and the anti-ideolo@cal 

bureaucracy, a further policy backbone of the Ikeda cabinet was the maintenance of the 

previous direction in foreign policy centering on the US.-Japan Security Treaty. In this, 

the international power hierarchy centering on U.S. hegemony was assumed as given, and 

an indispensable condition to successful economic performance now portrayed as the 

national goal.g In the sensitive days following the wave of popular civil disobedience in 

1960, the U.S. sent Edwin Reischauer, a well respected historian of Japan and C.I.A. 

informant, as ambassador to Tokyo in 196 1 .I0 W. W. Rostow's now infamous The Stages 

of Economic Development (1960) was introduced to a circle of Japanese social scientists 

prominent at the time, affirming Reischauer's antiMarxist modernization theory, and 

according to which Japan's ability to modernize was sigaled as acceptable and desirable 

to U.S. interests. In the same vein, ethical questions surrounding the U.S.-Japan Security 

Treaty were tacitly undermined, and Japanese political economy was successfully routed 

along the realist lines affirmative of U.S. hegemony in Asia. Kosaka Masataka, one of 

these new realists, condemned the pacifist arguments of Kato Shuichi and Sakamoto 

Yoshikazu as failing to see the degree to which the U. S. military presence in Japan and 

the balance of power politics effectively contributed to the deterrence of nuclear war. 

Moreover, Japanese economic prosperity, he claimed, benefited from these 

arrangements. ' I  Such realist advocacy and U.S. hegemony came to be a norm under the 

new conservative regime, and over time Japanese political (and thus economic) 

dependency to the U.S. was accepted as a matter of course. 



In short, the new conservative trend was pacifist, individualist and pragmatic, and 

their theoreticaI orientation and tools of choice - i.e., technical rationalism, rational 

choice theory, andro-centric exploitation of nature, and laissez-faire economic 

internationalism - repiaced the oId ideals of the modem progressive paradigm without 

much resistance. Also, this new form of conservatism was distinct fiom conventional 

conservatism held by the "old liberals," in that the romantic moralism protective of the 

communal unity of the rural villages - one of the contradictory features of conventional 

Japanese conservatism - was quickly subsumed under the prerogatives of the economic 

rationalism that would, practically speaking, destroy them." The new conservatism took 

full advantage of the structural changes in society and the then wide-spread feeling of 

optimism, envisaging its future base of support in a growing 'middle-class' (defined solely 

in economic terms) rather than in a rural voting block that was rapidly disappearing. By 

doing so, the new conservatism tacitly harnessed its political fortunes to the nascent 

middle class. Moreover, by virtue of this new ideology, the LDP consolidated the grip of 

its economically oriented political trajectory on society; large business corporations 

would in the future play a leading role in expressing Japanese national pride to the world 

outside. 

Although it largely abandoned the old conservative strategy of articulating 

nationalism in cultural particularist terms, the conservative trajectory attempted to 

reassert the old nationalist rhetoric in the renewed context of economic success. In 1963, 



tkeda came up with another policy, "creating people," supposedly complementary to the 

economic engine of big business: 

Creating people is the foundation of the creation of a nation. Creating people 
means fostering those who create themselves by moral self-e.xamination. The role 
of the government is to enhance the climate of human creation in each sphere of 
life, such as the household, schools, and work places, and to improve the 
environment and conditions for that purpose. l 3  

This ambiguously defined policy was aimed at a revitalization of the links between 

personal identity and that of the nation at a time when the rapid economic growth 

promoted by Ikeda's policies was also accompanied by a growing sense of frustration and 

despair with the politicians refusal to follow the people's wishes and cancel the Security 

Treaty with the U.S. 

In June of the same year, Ikeda ordered the Ministry of Education to formulate a 

series of moral guidelines for the nation. "The images expected of the Japanese" (kitui 

sureru ningen zo) took two years for the first draft and more than three years for the final 

version to appear; and its purpose was just as ambiguous as Ikeda's policy of "creating 

people." Note that the wording of the title in Japanese is written in the passive voice and 

lacks a subject: who expects this moral accomplishment to be carried out is never stated. 

The guidelines begin with a description of the technological orientation of the current 

historical age and emphasize the need for the Japanese to be international without losing 

their sense of national identity. In order to establish this international-national identity, 

the guidelines depict the typical Japanese in a multiplicity of roles: as an individual, as a 



member of a family, as a member of society and as a member of the nation. This 

emphasis on the family and the nation raised the suspicions of many leftists that the 

paternalistic state power of the prewar era was again on the rise. The overall effect of the 

guidelines and the policy of creating people, however, seems not to have been as far 

reaching as the conservatives had hoped and the leftists had feared. 

With the successful articulation of the new conservative ideology and the solid 

backing of the increasingly powerful financial and business groups in the mid- 1960s, the 

material ground of new conservatism was solidified. In 1963, 92 percent of all goods sold 

in Japan were not subject to trade restrictions or tariffs and in the foIIowing year, Japan 

joined the OECD as an internationally recognized developed nation. In the same year, a 

bullet train service with a speed of over 200 km/h was initiated, and the Japanese were 

fascinated with it as a symbol of national economic success. When the Tokyo Olympic 

Games opened the following October, Japan occupied the centre of the world stage for 

two weeks, and was able to project an image as one the world's leading industrial nations. 

On average, Japan recorded a 10 percent annual growth in GNP throughout the 1960s, 

with average nominal incomes increasing by 12.2 percent (real incomes increasing by 5.9 

percent), breaking the myth that full employment was irnpossible. '~n fact, Japan was 

happily plagued by a shortage of labour, and that motivated many of the younger 

generation of the rural poor to migrate to the cities. In 1968, the Japanese GNP passed 

that of West Germany, putting Japan in the position of second most productive nation 

behind the U.S. By the end of the decade the identiming symbols of Japanese middle- 



class life were upgraded from the TV, refrigerator and washing machine of the early 

1960s to the air-conditioner, automobile and colour TV of the late 1960s. In addition, 

university enrollment dramatically increased throughout this period and continued to rise 

into the 1970s: from 10.3 percent in 1960, to 17.0 percent in 1965,23.6 percent in 1970 

and 34.2 percent in 1975. '' 
With the widespread feeling of defeat in leftist circles in the period following the 

Ampo struggle, there was an opportunity for the left to articulate a new set of concerns 

and policy alternatives, to refashion a cogent answer to fill the ideological vacuum. 

However, the political left was in some sense demoralized, in disarray, and non-assertive. 

The JSP and leftist intellectuals in general largely failed to note or analyze the radical 

social changes taking place in the late-1950s and early 1960s, and thus failed to see the 

necessity for any articulation of new politicaVeconomic strategies, or the need for any 

internal re-organization in order to counteract the LDP's new conservatism. In short, they 

by and large stuck to the conventional progessive ideals of peace, democracy and 

freedom. However, due to the rapid socio-economic changes, these symbols soon became 

little more than empty slogans, and could be turned to the conservatives' advantage if 

inflected to mean peace and prosperity in private life, equality in economic competition 

and freedom to pursue self-intere~t.'~ 1n the face of the new conservative policies, the 

JSP was hard pressed to counter the LDP. Katsurnata Seiichi, a JSP member recalling the 

strategic failure of the JSP at the time (and throughout the l96Os), remarked: 



After the resignation of Kis hi... Ikeda appeared and said nothing on Ampo nor on 
Constitutional reform. He only talked about tolerance and patience as his 
principles, and doubling incomes as his key policy. This directly contributed to the 
collapse of the left. The LDP has fashioned this change of pace very well ... That 
was what I regret now. " 

In the stable period of economic growth in the 1960s ... the LDP achieved great 
success in battling the problems of the double-structured economy [the 
combination of agrarian and industrial economies], in achieving full employment, 
in increasing real incomes, etc. The reason for the stagnation of the JSP lies in its 
weak strategy under such conditions. l8  

While some of the fault for the collapse of the left may be placed at the doorstep of the 

JSP, the failure to articulate a new leftist ideology was partly due to the LDPYs successful 

co-optation of social welfare policies into to its growth agenda - i.e., growth with income 

distribution rather than the gains being concentrated in one class. 

This failure of the conventional left was also closely related to their reluctance to 

address issues of nationalism and identity, which in their analysis were identified with 

the causes of the prewar disaster. Their weakness on these issues hindered them fiom 

creating a progressive alternative to the conservatives, one able to re-establish the 

weakening linkage between the individual and the nation-state.Ig It  was conservatives 

who tacitly articulated the notion of an uprooted identity into a moral corporate 

nationalism capable of conjoining the pursuit of personal interests and home-centered 

values.'0 As a result of these failures, the JSP ended up accepting in principle the LDP 

policy trajectory; the strange situation then arose in which lefiist intellectuals largely 

spoke about social and economic policy in the same terms of reference as the new 

conservatives. With this shift, the notional postwar Japanese democracy was reduced to a 



formalized process of negotiation, universal peace watered down to a more quotidian 

version, and the labour struggle to a ritualized and co-operative corporate unionism." 

Emergence of the New Left 

It was during this same mid-1960s period, however, that a new form of 

unorganized leftist activism arose, tiggered by protests against the Vietnam war. The 

spontaneous gathering of individuals calling for "Peace in Vietnam!," "Vietnam for 

Vietnamese!" and "Stop the collaboration with U.S. aggression in Vietnam!" are 

commonly called beheiren, the Peace in Vietnam Committee. Beheiren did not have a 

clearly defined membership or organizing principles, and neither did it have a central 

office or hierarchically organized command structure. In fact, what seems to gave 

cemented the beheiren together was a vapely shared feeling, expressed in the following 

remarks of Oda Makoto, a leading and charismatic figure of the group: ;'I do not clearly 

know what belteiren is. But I know it at its core."" In many ways belzciren was the 

antithesis to the conventional leftist political organization which tended to subsume the 

individual will and diverse abilities and needs of its members to the ideological goals of 

the organization. 

From the beginning, beheiren claimed to be a new kind of civil movement and 

unlike Ampo in which the majority of the supporters passively foilowed its leaders. What 

was new about beheiren was its reliance on self-educated individuals who actively sought 



greater understanding, and to locate their everyday lives in the contexts of international 

and domestic political life as responsible participants in history. In Odats words, 

The movements of the early 1960s were based on a passive beneficiary mentality, 
which attempted to protect the small happinesses that the participants as citizens 
enjoyed in daily life; those movements rose when people felt their everyday peace 
was under threat ... The civil movement today, however, has come to understand the 
fact that peacefbl everyday life itself, what we had attempted to protect in the early 
1960s, was used in justification for Japanese contributions to the Vietnamese war, 
for cutting Okinawa off from Japanese jurisdiction, and for supporting the U. S.- 
Japan Security Treaty and the system of which it is a part, The citizens of 1960 
shouted 'Follow the Constitution,' 'Protect the democratic parliamentary system.' 
Beheiren and other civil movements today, however, acknowledge regretfully that 
the very Constitution does not apply to Okinawa, and the postwar peace has only 
been established by excerpting Okinawa from its jurisdict i~n.~~ 

Oda, who was born in 1932, saw Japan's indirect participation in the Vietnamese war as a 

challenge to the belief and values he had acquired in his postwar education. In a difficult 

age where actions quickly became routine, Oda attempted to take responsibility for 

criticizing the hypocrisy that the "everyday peace" was enforced by the politics of brute 

power; he made it the condition of his own politics to walk the tightrope between being a 

writer and a knowing subject and being an activist. Many young people came to admire 

Oda's combination of activism backed up by a broad, critical and international 

knowledge, and seeing him as a representative of the younger generation raised him to 

the stature of a charismatic leader. 

It should be noted, however, that the broad knowledge-base connecting the 

domestic everyday life of individuals to international politics of which heheiren was 

proud, was combined with another crucial aspect, namely the incorporation of festivity in 



political action. Beheiren's main activity, political demonstrations, were not only the 

expression of political discontent, but also seen as a form of participation in the place 

and occasion of expressing the self, communicating with others, and social interaction. 

Oda describes this pleasurable dimension as follows: 

I encourage people to form a movement to tour Japan with demonstrations. This is 
halfjoke and half serious. Beheiren in Urawa goes to Kyoto for a demonstration in 
support of beheiren in Kyoto. Of course, they can see temples in Kyoto on the way. 
Or conversely, beheiren in Kyoto can learn about the urban conditions at the edge 
of Tokyo by joining the Urawa beheiren's dernon~tration.~' 

Beheiren's demonstrations have the hnction of mutually confirming the existence 
and the will of the people themselves, above and beyond the value of their political 
acts of demonstration. And I can add another function: to provide a place for 
people to exchange information and e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . ' ~  

According to Oda, demonstrations are a means for individuals to achieve their own ends, 

whether they be the need for touring clubs or meeting places. The idea behind this new 

civilian, spontaneous and activist leftist movement has some parallels with the 

characteristics of the rising mass consumer society. This emphasis on the spontaneity of 

unorganized individuals and demonstrations as self-expression was in a curious affinity 

with the socio-economic changes and thus appealed to people's desire for emotional 

fulfillment and a sense of identity.'6 

Reheiren was also proud of its active form of political participation distinct from 

mere vocalizations of objection; they gave sanctuary, for example, to U.S. deserters, and 

helped them seek asylum in Sweden. As Oda claimed: "It is important to think that I 



object to the Vietnam war. But members must realize that to express one's objection in 

concrete action is more important."27 This shift of emphasis fiom theory to practice, or 

tiom intellectual discussion to direct action, reflects another criticism of conventional 

leftist politics. Distinct as it might be fiom the old style, beheiren's politics of action as 

self-expression not only contributed to undermining the existing formai political parties 

and unions but was also inappropriate to the achievement of concrete political gains. 

Since beheiren's radicalism championed the liberation of desire and the senses as 

challenges to petty bourgeois moralism, it skirted the danger of overstating the social 

aspects of political demonstration as a political action and purpose in itself" in 

retrospect, belzeiren's acceptance of the pursuit of self-interest in political movements 

appears to fall within the scope of new conservatism and mass consumer society rather 

than counter-acting them, and the popular civil movements of the 1960s typified by 

heheiren did not in the end really challenge the status-quo. In short, Japanese society of 

the early- to mid-1960s was overwhelmingly governed by optimism, regardless of the 

political positions being held, and that optimism affirmed the acceptance of a lifestyle 

centering on personal consumption and leisure on the one hand and the depoliticization 

and de-ideologization of politics on the other.'" 

A more radical movement arose among university students after the Ministry of 

Education intervened in university education and made the system of education in 

general more bureaucratic. By the mid- l96Os, many isolated student groups, each 

struggling at a particular university for diverse causes (i.e., against the separation of the 



teachers' program fiom the other faculties, tuition increases and the introduction of 

university-wide examinations), coalesced into a nation-wide student union called 

Zengaku Kyoto Kaigi, "the council for national student struggle," or more commonIy 

Zenkyoto undo for shottfO The movement took off during a phase of large increases in 

the levels of university enrollment (particularly among young women) and during which 

opposition to the prolonged preparatory period for university entrance was mounting. The 

movement was often referred to as a new left movement because of its progressive stance 

against elitist technocratic/bureaucratic control. Similar to beheiren, zenljoro was a non- 

sectarian group with a distrust of formally established political organizations. However, 

unlike beheiren, Zenkyoto was unafraid of radical recklessness and violence in their fight 

against the establishment; moreover, whereas beheiren took a position of self- 

affirmation, zenkyoro was characterized by a strict self-negation, in which the principle 

enemy was one's own inner tendency to seek at'firmation in and from the establishment. 

Developing in the historical context of the Chinese cultural revolution of the mid-1960s 

and Japanese intellectuals' generally uncritical appreciation of it, the =en/&oto movement 

was Japan's weaker version of cultural revolution specifically focused on revolutionizing 

the consciousness of the intellectuals, and forcing them to choose between self- 

confinement in the ivory tower or descending into the streets to join the movement. The 

similarity and contemporaneity of zenboto to radical student movements in the West is 

also noteworthy. 



Particularly significant among these struggles are two incidents which both took 

place in 1968: one at Tokyo University, Japan's top ranked university, and the other at 

Nihon University, a university long known for being a bastion of conservative elite 

power. The zenkyoio uprising at Tokyo University initially began as a protest by medical 

students demanding the abolition of the intern system, but as a result of the 

administration's poor response to the students (e.g., calling in the police force) it quickly 

escalated to an occupation of pzuts of the university including the Yasuda lecture hall, the 

symboIic centre of the campus. The grounds occupied were called the "liberated areas" 

(kuihu-ku), a space supposedly beyond bureaucratic control, with a temporality distinct 

from that of the outside world. After a six month strike and occupation, the police put an 

end to the rebellion by force. The zenkyoro struggle at Nihon University was triggered by 

a financial scandal in which 3 billion yen went missing from the administrative budget; 

outrage ran high when it was alleged that the money was used for campaign donations to 

LDP politicians and slush funds for right-wing circles. Fighting against right-wing 

students in the employ of the administration, the zenkyoro students closed the university 

behind barricades, and demanded the resignation of the rector. When the police arrested 

the leading figures, the rebellion was effectively broken. In comparison with the Tokyo 

University revolt against bureaucratic control, the Nihon University zen@oto rebellion 

was more of a conventional bottom-up democratic struggle against the elite power- 

establishment, enjoying the benefit of a clearer adversary, in the form of a corrupt 

administration, and thus clearer goals. 



Despite its progressive stance of resisting unjust authoritative power, the zenkyoto 

movement was characterized by some features that were out of the ordinary in the 

conventional progressive democratic struggle of previous decades. One notable feature 

was zenkyofo's emphasis on radical and direct action, and its acceptance of violence as a 

legitimate means of fighting oppression. This, perhaps, reflects the failure of peacet'ul 

democratic protest in the earlier Ampo struggle and the ensuing distrust of knowledge 

and rationalism among the radical younger generation for whom the intellectual and the 

theoretical came to be associated with the elites and authority. Yamamoto Yoshitaka, the 

chairman of the Tokyo University zenkyoro and the author of T k  Rebellion of'rhe 

Intellect (Cltisei no Human, l969), argues that the cause of the =enbolo uprising was 

"not because discussion was lacking, but because discussion was not to generate any 

solutions.'"' Thus zenkyoto radicals armed themselves with helmets, wrapped their faces 

with towels, and wielded wooden batons or iron pipes as a means of expressing solidarity 

and their will to fight. According to Yamamoto, the barricades were an active political 

statement demonstrating the movement's outright rejection of "the universiry as a 

factory" for the production of the servants of capital, mere cogs in the wheel of 

authorirc.." 

These anti-rational and progressive traits were combined with an intense self- 

interrogation and self-negation, as can be seen in zenkyofo's slogan of "criticize the 

imperial university within."33 Each student was to question the meaning of their own 

existence in a bureaucratized, mass-consumer society, and each had the responsibility of 



understanding their hypocrisy as a university student (an intellectual-to-be); it was the 

task of each to find a way to enguge (a la Sartre) with history as a member of society. 

Clearly, these ideas reflect Sartre's understanding of the role of the intellectual combined 

with Yoshimoto's notions of pathos (iyonen) and the independence of the masses (iaishu 

no jiriisu)." In a sense, the zenkyoio movement and its goal of creating an anarchic 

commune as an establishment-free zone, as a rebellion against knowledge abstracted 

from daily life, was a manifestation of a reactionary rejection of the systematization and 

intensification of technical rationalism in society. Further, the zen&ofu movement 

reflected an age of troubled subjectivity in which, for a large group of the younger 

generation, one's sense of self could only be confirmed by violence and radical action, in 

which resistance (not negotiation) was the sole means of affirming one's identity. With 

the rise of the zedyoto movement the ideal-typical content of the modem rational 

subject who struggled for democratic reform in the postwar era was clearly undermined 

by a romantic agonistic notion of the subject. The result of this change was to collectivize 

and aestheticize the previously enlightenment-modernist democratic movement, albeit in 

a critical manner. 

Indeed, many ex-zenkyoto members recall that the true motivation for action and 

violence was a sense of physical satisfaction and pleasure quite apart from their 

theoretical  rationalization^.^^ The movement offered its participants a place in which to 

test their ideas, to express and display unique political practice, and to share with their 

peen a similar political identity and idea~s. '~ In some ways. members of zen@oto 



wiIlingly confined themselves in an imaginary container and masochistically put 

themselves under oppressive pressure as a means of affirming their identity." In this 

sense, zenboto radicalized several steps further the beheiren type of civilian leftism: 

while members of belzeiren affirmed themselves simply by liberating their senses, the 

members of zenkyoto had to deny themselves in order to affirm their identity. Clearly, 

this radicalization was the flip side of a deepening alienation that the ruling structure had 

imposed upon the masses.38 Zenkyoto radicalization was a sign that liberating the senses 

was no longer sufficient for the affirmation of identity, rather, one needed an imagined 

oppressor in order to construct a political self-conscious identity. In other words, the loss 

of the visible enemy and the internalization of the enemy within oneself in the 1960s 

increasingly linked political struggle to the personal struggle to negate the self. Given 

that zenkyoto radicalism lacked an effective organization for achieving its goals (not that 

clearly defined), the movement naturally and rapidly deteriorated once the moment of 

resistance had reached its peak; this came in the early 1970s with a wave of sectarian 

violence that often targeted its own members (e.g., the 1972 Asama villa incident). 

Overall, mass political movements in the 1960s - from the Arnpo struggle to belzeiren, 

and then on to the renkyoto movement - reflected the general breakdown of popular 

politics. Although initially very broad and popularized, popular politics became 

increasingly confined to smaller and smaller segments of the population, a process of 

marginalization that was symbolic of the nature of the coming decade in which Japanese 



society would come to be almost completely lacking in any popular means of 

participatory political expression. 

11. Romantic Resurgence: Desire for Identity, Beauty and Meaning 

Not only did the material development of prosperity mark a departure fiom the 

postwar era, but the inner landscape of individuals seems to have experienced a similar 

sense of discontinuity in the 1960s. In the immediate postwar period, literature made a 

fiesh start by pursuing various forms of literary realism based on the recognition of the 

active role that literature could play in enhancing political awareness. In the late 1950s, 

however, this literature was faced with the serious challenge of a resurgent counter trend. 

Frustrated with the realist method that he felt had hampered him to depict an invisible 

and seriously oppressive reality, Shimao Toshio, a novelist born before the war, lamented 

in 1958: "how the fruits of postwar literature [realism] have helped express this 

disgusting place we are in!"'9 Shimao's irritation was shared by others. Echoing the 

declaration of the end of postwar era, Sasaki Kiichi, a literary critic, declared the end of 

postwar literary realism in his 1962 article "Postwar Literature was an Illusion." ("Sengo 

Bungaku wa Genei datta") Sasaki argued that the intellectuals' commonly shared image 

of the postwar era, that is, the utopian dream and the imag-e of a future just society 

achieved through democratic revolution, had completely flo~ndered.'~ According to 

Sasaki, this was not because of a lack of will and energy on the part of the people, but 



because of the emergence of a bureaucraticaily controlled mass society in which an 

inhuman mechanism operated beyond the will of the individual, and thus, in which the 

potential for human subjectivity was reduced to nil, a powerless diminished existence 

caught up in the system." Although he did not uncritically accept this theory of mass 

society and the Iiterary trends based on it, Sasaki could not (and in this he was not alone) 

come up with any alternative literary method by which the subjectivity of writers could 

be enhanced.'* 

Going a step krther than Sasaki, Okuno Takeo accepted the fundamental changes 

in material and intellectual conditions and actively strove to create new literary methods 

suited to the new environment and needs. Okuno claimed that once the myth of Marxism 

had lost its power we were thrown into a state of uncertainty in which the future was no 

longer predictable.J3 In modem society, he claimed, the world operates by accident, not 

by the subjective perception of the individual, and given that the previous correlation 

between the inner world of the subject and the outside historical world was lost, a deep 

cleavage between the two developed." Like Sasaki, Okuno concluded that the 

foundation on which literary realism had been built was now completely dysfunctional, 

and the only way open was to abandon all established concepts and instead strive to 

create one's own vision of the future, ideas and judgment." With this notion of the 

indeterminacy of the contemporary age and the bankruptcy of established concepts, 

Okuno insisted that in order to understand current social conditions one had to go beyond 

the realist method. He was a great champion of Abe Kobo's Kafkaesque novel The 



Woman in the Dunes (Suna no Onna, 1962) as a work capturing the new situation of 

contemporary, subjugated humanity; Okuno felt Abe's metaphorical use of the sand motif 

allowed him to express the sense of a formless enemy surrounding one on all sides and 

the Sisyphean condition that the more one attempts to escape, the worse one is caught in 

the trap. Indeed, the hardships faced by many in the 1960s were already far beyond what 

the conventional political dialectic of a conflict between the right and the left could 

represent; the sense of powerlessness that seemed to be growing in these years was only 

expressible in oblique expressions such as the formless and boundless intrusion of the 

sand as an invisible and confining wall. Recognizing the limitations of literary realism, 

and seeking an alternative outside of it, the postwar Japanese intellectual scene turned its 

attention to the similar probiematics that had befallen Marxism in the 1930s. 

The breakdown of meaning and the alienation of the self developed together with 

the rapid socio-economic changes of the late 1950s. Given that the left had failed to 

articulate a new ideology for the sense of speechlessness and the sense of loss that was 

gaining ground, the emptiness of the inner landscape was most often recorded in the field 

of the novel employing metaphors, attacking in a reactionary way what was identified as 

the causes of the misery: reason, the modem life-style and the cultural hegemony of the 

U.S. Once again this reactionary trend demonstrated a confusion over its enemies, 

tbrmulating an anti-modem and anti-U.S. inclined revisionist stance challenging early 

postwar rational progressive discourse. In the following, I attempt to gasp the effects of 

the rapid socio-economic changes of the 1950s and 60s, the dark side generated by the 



new conservative discourse, the sheer penetration of technical rationalism and the 

bureaucratic control of individuals and society. I will look at three levels of human life as 

sites in which this counter-trend was formulated in reaction to the new conservative 

discourse: the individual, the family, and society. 

The Individual Struggle: Sex, Politics and Desire for the Absolute 

Marking a stark contrast with the rosy images of the age of economic wealth and 

democracy depicted by the new conservatives, two celebrated young writers of the late- 

1950s thematized a darker side of Japanese modern life. Ishihara Shintaro and Oe 

Kenzaburo respectively expressed their frustration as stagnation and their feelings of 

political powerlessness as though they were being put up against a wail. 

We ... cannot participate in politics in real terms in any ways ... Real politics is so far 
away from where we expect the concept of politics to be, or perhaps it can be said 
that politics already exists in a different realm altogether. Ishihara, "~ashikorose!'"~ 

We are stagnant. The conceptual map of the Japanese of 1950s is marked by 
stagnation. This stagnation is not only for the intellectuals alone; it seems to be 
spreading to industrial sites, fishing villages and agrarian villages as a bad disease, 
a fatal one. 

Oe, "Genjitsu no teitai to b ~ n ~ a k u ' " ~  

The two authors are often seen as polar opposites in terms of their writing style, 

sensitivities, political positions and concerns. While Ishihara's main characters are 

typically active, reckless, masculine-type youths, searching out sexuaI pleasure and 

attracted to violence, Oe's feminized youths look inward, untiringly self-interrogating 



their unhappy sexuality and political powerlessness. Nevertheless, the two authors' works 

in the late-1950s share a striking similarity in the persisting underlying tone, namely, a 

sense of confinement, of being enclosed inside walk from which they desperately try to 

escape. 

Ishihara burst onto the literary scene Iike a bomb shaking the foundations of the 

literary establishment. His debut novel The Season of the Sun (1955) departed abruptly 

from the familiar postwar themes and sensitivities, and split the selection board of 

Akutagawa literary prize into passionate supporters or outright rejecters. Ishihara was 

taken to be a representative writer of the new generation, and as a result received 

constant and intense media attention. Indeed, not only did The Season o fhe  Sun become 

a unprecedented best-seller, but the mass media staged him as a star and created a new 

sub-culture based the young protagonists in his novel - called the "sun tibe" - who hung 

around the fashionable yacht harbours of Shonan coastal area sporting a "Shintaro cut" 

(hairstyle). Although many critics described his novels as a sensationalist celebration of 

the masculine body and egotistical sex, their lasting impressions are much more of the 

futility of action and a sense of powerlessness. Borrowing the voice of one of his main 

characters, Ishihara conveys this sense of powerlessness: 

... the world is suffocating just as if it were confined in a small room. We are 
gradually worm-eaten in this enclosed room. I do something to jump out of here, do 
what I want until I am completely exhausted. I do not have time to think whether 
that is the best way to do it, and even if you think, nobody knows what is. There is 
something I want to break down by hitting my entire body against it; but I do not 
know what and where that something is.'" 



Ishihara repeatedly gives his male main characters the task of breaking down the wall; 

they desperately and recklessly hurl their fir11 bodies against the invisible enemy 

surrounding them, as if impatient expIosion and self-destruction is their sole weapon, 

with little success. 

There might be a more meaningfid death compared to this, yes! there certainly is! 
What is it?; it does not matter what it is, but it suddenly came much closer to me 
than before. But this alone cannot yet be an answer. Until I grab it in my hands, I 
will never ever be satisfied with such a shabby death. ! [Italic added]"g 

What this character is desperately seeking to seize is meaning (or language), a moment in 

which a meaningless life is made into a meaningful one; perhaps he hopes to recover a 

meaning for his own death, a meaning that would convert an apolitical being into a 

political one.50 

Ishihara's acute desire for meaning also takes f-brrn as a near religious quest for 

something much greater than his trivial existence, something absolute. Sometimes this 

absolute appears in the guise of an attraction to the opposite sex, as a path towards the 

outside From the confinement of a trivially routine life, what Ishihara has expressed 

elsewhere as "the wall." This can be seen, for example, in the following passage: 

The reason Tatsuya was attracted to Eiko was similar to what he was attracted to 
boxing. In that, there certainly was a sense of pleasure mixed with a kind of 
surprise, the feeling of a boxer who is at the moment of being knocked down on the 
ring, file onf-v one felt b-v u ,nun who lluc. resisted. [Italics added] j 



The object of the last sentence is missing; who or what it is that resists the boxer/Tatsuya 

is left up to speculation. This confession of Tatsuya, a character who cannot genuinely 

love his partner, is charged by the use of passive voice with a seemingly deep desire for 

an encounter with the absolute of death which would authorize his being. Contrary to the 

first appearance of masculinity in Ishiharats work, what seems to lie beneath the surface 

of events is Tatsuya's passive quest to affirm his identity through denial; his is not a self- 

defining quest but yearning for self-abandonment in an encounter with an absolute 

other.j2 Ishihara received much harsh criticism, as well as passionate support, for his 

explicit disregard of the concerns of the older generations preoccupied with the war, as 

well as for a seeming lack of moral sensitivity that for many implied a justification for 

ignorance, egotism and violence. Ishihara'a seatest contribution to literature, however, 

lay in his representation of a problematic subjectivity. 

Contrary to Ishiharats rupture with the past, Oe saw his task as that of continuing 

to struggle with themes inherited from the past and portrayed himself as "one who came 

late" (the title of one of his noveis), born too late for the war and for early postwar 

modernism. Similar to Ishihara, Oe describes a situation of being caught in a state of 

confinement, of living behind closed walls." Oe expresses a sense of powerlessness by 

depicting the tragic and comic existence of a sexual man (seireki ningen) who seeks to 

attain a sense of totality and satisfaction by becoming a passive object and by negating 

his identity in an indulgence of sexual ecstasy. Oe juxtaposes this sexual man to a 

political man (seijiieki ningen) defined as: 



A political man firmly and coldly opposes and fights against the other; he either 
destroys the other or erases the other fiom his own system and makes the other 
abandon being his other ... A sexual man, on the contrary, neither opposes nor 
confronts his other. He not only does not have a firm and cold relation with the 
other, but to him the other does not hdamentally exist. Also, he himself cannot be 
an other to any other being.j4 

Many of Oe's characters are sexual men who voluntarily confine themselves behind the 

walls imposed by the superior other. Focusing their attention on the achievement of 

ecstasy by enslaving themselves in the imaginary world of sex, they never bother to break 

through the imaginary wall and confront others. Sexual men are comfortable being 

protected from the intrusion of the senseless outside of the politicaI/historical world. 

Oe sees pOShVar Japan as a nation filled with sexual men, particularly after the 

U.S.-Japan Security Treaty affirmed Japanese peace and prosperity under U.S. 

hegemonic protection. When the pursuits of political men begin to appear meaningless or 

impossible, the loss of tension with the outside world transformed Japanese space into a 

secure and confined place without choice. 

I think that beneath the atmosphere filling contemporary Japan with a sense of 
peace and comfort lies the shadow of sexual men like pre-barn babies, men whose 
self-complacency leaves them lacking in fighting spirit and fretfulness. I view 
contemporary Japan as a nation of sexual men, indulging in peace and comfort by 
being dominated and subordinated to a mighty America. I see difficulties and 
anxieties burdening the progressive political activists in this nation; an 
overpowering wall stands against them. In the country of sexual men, political men 
can be nothing but outsiders. not only powerless but also funny and tragic.55 



These works of Oe and lshihara share a number of factors that some critics have related 

to the legacy of Japan's wartime defeat: the perception of a threat to identity, of a self- 

consciousness endangered by some fundamental politico-cultural structure which has 

annulled 'politics' and the (masculine) identity of the Japanese. Ishihara's novels focus on 

blind acts that the protagonists hope will afTirm their own existence and concrete 

feelings, while Oe's focus on the internalized reflections of the historical world 

constructing a total sphere of feelings. 

In his Seventeen (1961), a story based on the assassination of the JDP leader 

Asanuma Inajiro in 1960, Oe attempts to show an intimate link between masculine 

sexuality and the contradictory desire for identity of the typical sexual man (i-e., his 

passivity, and his indulgence in ecstatic sex). In Seventeen, Oe depicts how a right wing 

teenager's tormenting lack of confidence becomes transformed and transcended into a 

manly act of political sacrifice mediated by eroticism. The main character is depicted as 

feeling guilty for his habitual masturbation, and yearns for morally strong guiding 

principle to provide a solid architecture to his ambiguous sense of self. By finding this 

principle in right-wing beliefs, he liberates himself from his stifling anxieties. 

Stones and trees do not have anxiety, cannot fall into the state of anxiety. By 
discarding my own desire, I became a stone and a tree of the emperor. There is no 
longer any anxiety in myself, into which I could fall. I feel I can go on living 
lightly, feel that a once so complicated and incomprehensible world has become so 
nice and simple.56 



By acquiring a goal and a purpose, the young man feels he has exchanged his troubled 

identity for a new strength as a manly right-wing terrorist. In this transformation, one can 

see an entire generation of post-1960 Japanese "sexual men" who have placed the pursuit 

of the absolute Other in terms of politics off limits. They have abandoned the 

confrontation with their overpowering other, the U.S. and Japan's political power elites, 

and in its place they have substituted a radical impulse for the absolute in a passive form 

of identity, that is, in a self-denying unification with the higher moral being, i.e., the 

emperor. In Seventeen the discovery of this accessible moral/political absolute is directly 

linked to a young man's sense of sexual potency. 

Yes, I am right-wing. I shivered as extreme joy suddenly struck me. I have touched 
my truth; I am right-~lng!. . . I  felt a new self, one who does not become nervous or 
blush when stared at by others ... I felt I had just shut out others' eyes from the sight 
of a weak and timid myself which is now covered by strong armor. The armor of 
the right-wing! ... I felt a spiritual delight similar to sexual arousal in the fear I saw 
in the heart of those girls where warn blood is rushing fast." 

Eroticism operates in the domain where the self is displaced by the illusion constructed 

upon its images of the absolute Other, and is realized in the act of attempting to identify 

oneself with them. The object of eroticism, thus, cannot be limited to another sexual 

being, but must appear in the form of a sacrifice of the self for one's ideal, in the sense 

that a unification with the ideal realized is ecstasy. This, then, becomes a sexualized form 

of political expression, in which there is a loss of hope in politics but a powerful, if 

momentarily satisfaction in the feeling of having recovered a lost politics. The passion of 



unlimited sacrifice for the ultimate ideal of the nation thus has the same mechanism as 

the abandonment of the self in sexual pleasure. 

I will discard my personal soul filled with fear and jump into the great smelter of 
the pure emperor. After that arrives a never ending heaven only permitted to a few 
selected men, an eternal orgasm arrives and lasts forever, as if that is the state of 
normality. The moment is eternal, death will be absorbed into it, transforming 
nothing, a zero change. At the moment I stabbed the Chairman, I jumped into the 
four-dimensional world of heavenly 

For Oe, the sexual man is a problematic figure of his generation, a figure who desperately 

tries to construct an identity of his own in a society where moral absolutes and political 

goals are absent by reestablishing the broken link between himself and the world, and 

between the past and the present, in a short-circuited way. 

Both Ishihara and Oe have been subject to the criticism that they demonstrate 

little sense of history, perhaps because they thematize the problematic of the war and 

nationalism as the internal reflections, or psychological and emotional effects of their 

characters, rather than the historical facts of their particular environments. One critic has 

suggested that both authors have willingly confined themselves behind the wall of self- 

consciousness, and have passively given over to the current of the time.s9 In my view, 

however, these two authors have actually captured the darker side of the late 1950s and 

the 1960s, and, consciously or not, have thematized the "inarticulable-ness" of political 

protest, and are criticizing the loss of political direction, moral principles and ideology. 

The acute quest for a concrete sense of self thematized in these works, albeit in a passive 



form, represents the underside of the coin of the optimism of what I have cailed the 

nascent conservative discourse. The yawning gap that developed between the self and 

discourse, or the failure of discourse to articulate politics and ideology, became a crucial 

subtext in the works of both Ishihara and Oe in the 1950s and 1960s. Despite these 

similarities, however, the two authors envisaged two different paths to overcoming 

powerlessness. Ishihara, already action-oriented, turned to a political career and ran as an 

Liberal Democratic Party candidate for the Upper-House in 1968, winning by a huge 

margin of 320,000 votes. He was subsequently made the Minister of Environment in 

2976 at the age of 44. Oe, on the other hand, continued writing novels, and reached 

maturity as a writer with his novel The Footbull in /he Year One of Munei (bfun 'ei 

Gunnen no Futtoboru), in which he eventually broke out of his psycho-sexual, 

subjectivist and pessimistic orientation towards a new openness vis-a-vis society at large. 

The Breakdown of the Family: Changing Gender Roles and Reactionary Responses 

One of the most pressing thematics for writers of the 1960s was the disintegration 

of the traditional family, as exemplified in the works of Kojima Nobuo (Hqvo Kuzoku, 

1965), Shono Junzo (Seibzrtsu, 1960; Yube no Kumo, 1965) Yasuoka Shotaro (Umibe no 

Kokei, 1959; Hurzamutsuri, 1962) and Shimao Toshio (Shi no Toge, 1 960). These "family 

novels" no longer concern theinselves with oppression in the stable and traditionally 

sacred sanctuary of the family, but move on to explore the territory of conflict, distrust, 

confusion and despair. With the emergence in the postwar period of new values that 



often exacerbated conflicts between the sexes, and with the disaggregation of the 

extended family into the nuclear family, the traditional Japanese family system suffered a 

serious erosion. The popularity of the family as a novelistic theme was closely related to 

this breakdown of the traditional family system; and typically these family novels are 

concerned with the value conflict between the sexes and the resultant difficulties of 

maturation for (implicitly male) children in such an unstable environment. They are 

almost entirely psychologically-oriented, and represent the change in locus of personal 

struggle from that of the individual against the world outside to the internalized struggles 

of individuals with ever ambiguous role models.60 

In his 1967 Seijuku to Soshitsu: Huizu no Hokui (~tfuturuf ion un J Loss: The 

Destruction of the 'Mother?, Eto Jun interpreted the process of modernization as a 

destruction of the relation between the mother and the child. Eto, one of the most 

celebrated postwar literary critics, became known for his harsh criticisms of the 

romantic-subjective literary trends of a group of authors who, he felt, had abdicated their 

socio-political responsibilities as intellectuals by advancing what Eto called "slave 

thought." In Mururation und Loss, however, Eto himself takes a romantic turn fiom a 

protagonist of modernization to a defender of traditional cultural values, by dia~gnosing as 

the root cause of the then current Japanese socio-political problems - the hndamental 

change in family structures. lLIcrturution und Loss is a work of literary criticism, largely 

focused on two contemporary family novels: Umihe no Kokei (The View ofthe Seu) by 

Yasuoka Shotaro and Hoyo Kuzoku (The Embrucing Fumdv) by Kojima Nobuo. As he 



admits in his afterword, Eto was inspired to write Matura~ion when, upon returning fiom 

the United States, he was annoyed by the degree to which American cultural images had 

penetrated the Japanese psyche. He saw this penetration particularly in changes in the 

representation of the Japanese mother, the figure for Eto who lies at the core of 

traditional family relations and the sexual relations between men and women. 

Contrasting mother-child relations in America (here he uses Erik Erikson's 

Childhood and Society) with those of Japan (using Kojima's and Yasuoka's novels as 

source material), and seeing them as very distinct, Eto attributes the fundamental 

difference between the two visions of the mother to the Japanese lack of a sense of the 

self as a singular, independent being. That is to say, at its core, for Eto Japanese family 

relations are based on nikukan-teki nu sekai, the realm of physical sensuality, initially 

between mother and child but later extended to the relation between spouses. Eto writes, 

... the relation between Shunsuke and Tokiko [the husband and wife of Kojima's 
The Embrucing Family] has been maintained by the desire to recover a natural 
relation between the mother and the child, rather than by the ethical relation 
between the husband and the wife. This is because there is no other value standard 
outside the existence or non-existence of the intensely intimate emotional bonds 
between mother and child. Needless to say, to desire the sensual bond of the 
mother-child relation in the husband-wife relation is incestuous [in English]. 
Through sex, one attempts to discover the mother; in sexual pleasure, one tries to 
be enfolded within the safe haven of the mother's breast. This might be understood 
as the impulse to assimilate an extra-familial relationship into the world of blood 
ties. In other words, Miwa Shunsuke's freedom has no other criteria but pleasure- 
displeasure: it is a freedom in which others never appear.6' 

According to Eto, the traditional family relation has been radically altered by the acute 

penetration of Western (read, American) influences resulting fiom Japan's defeat in the 



war. The tragic destruction of the mother in Kojima's novel is told from the perspective 

of the male protagonist - Miwa Shunsuke - who desperately attempts to defend the 

erosion of his traditional image of the mother by projecting his idealization upon his 

wife, Tokiko. Tokiko, on the other hand, wants none of this, and treats Shunsuke 

contemptuously for his failure to satisfy her modern, Westernized images of happiness. 

Eto comments on this gender gap as follows: 

The powerful presence of the mother, forever alive in the hearts of Japanese men, 
is surprising. It continues to persist and has even been strenghened by the 
introduction of the modem school system into agrarian society, when modernity 
began to threaten the relationship between mother and child. The increasingly 
influential power of the mother in modem Japan is perhaps negatively correlated 
with the weakening of images of the father. Simultaneous with the establishment of 
the school system, the father became something to be ashamed of for many a 
mother and child ... Since mother and child share the same value system which sees 
the father as embarrassing, the figure of the mother is usually behind the success of 
the son. Although he will probably not encounter the enfeebled father until he  
himself is old, at marriage the image of his wife will be superimposed upon the 
image of his mother.62 

Eto goes on to connect these notions of the role that masculine and feminine figures play 

in the narrative of the self to the process of Japanese modernization. Modernization, for 

Eto, is a process of maturation (sei/'uku) attained only by trading off the natural realm of 

sensuality (nikukun-reki nu sekai) that lies at the core of traditional family relations and 

the sexual identity of the Japanese male, in favour of abstract democratic values - i-e., 

freedom, justice, and a sense of citizenship. This conception of a trade-off between 

modernization and the mother-as-tradition is not uncommon in modem Japanese 

literature; it can also be seen in the popular novelist Takahashi Kazumi's novel, where the 



main character Kiyoshi survives by literally sacrificing his mother. She pleads to him: 

"Please eat me, eat my flesh ... If I die, my soul with my flesh will enter your body, and 

,763 will protect you ... After all, you and I are one from the beginning .... The mother's 

sacrifice is seen to symbolize the son's kture success as a mature adult in modem 

society. As one critic has pointed out, this image of the mother and son is strikingly 

different from the Oedipal story of patricide and incest6' With this story of the son who 

ate his mother, Takahashi attempted to thematize life as a form of redemption of his 

notion of the eternal image of the mother. 

The love of the mother - the mother is not giving love because the child is good, 
nor because she expects future returns. But simply because she cherishes all living 
beings as they are, and this is perhaps the original form of all religious feeling. 
Moreover, at the same time, this is the root cause of all desire and s u f f e r ~ n ~ s . ~ ~  

Although this ideal, mythological mother should not be equated with mothers as 

historical beings, such images naturally construct an allegory equating the symbolic 

meaning of the fiction with the social role of the family members referred to. Contrary to 

this sacrificing mother, the wife and mother in Kojima's novel, Tokiko, demands that her 

husband facilitate the realization of her dreams of a Westernized life and ultimately 

betrays her husband by having an affair with an Arnerican man. In a sense Tokiko 

symbolizes the modern Japanese woman who no longer accepts the traditional role and 

images of the mother and wife, and in whose modern view (which she passes on to her 

children) the father is a relic of the past of whom one can only feel ashamed. 



Eto sees the essential problem of modem Japanese society as the intrusion of the 

other - "American influences" - that have caused the breakdown of the traditional family 

system (symbolized by the sacrificing mother and the authoritative father), and the loss of 

the culturaVfamiIial environment in which children grow into mature adults. Eto extends 

his allegorical thinking to seeing the traditional family as a microcosm of society as a 

whole. In his thought, the traditional authoritative father is invested with additional 

significance as the center of symbolic meaning, a meaning indispensable for the proper 

functioning of social relations. 

Society can only be constructed under God as the father. In other words, the system 
built upon the principles of responsibility, ethics, and contract can only exist under 
the gaze of God as the father. That is an order in which each individual is given a 
role, a system structured by prohibition and limitation. The reason that this kind of 
God does not manifest itself to Shunsuke is, as I mentioned earlier, largely because 
he is ashamed of his father after having been brought up in a modem Japanese 
culture that strove to erase the images of the shameful father. For Shunsuke, God, 
or divinity if you like, is from the beginning located in the mother and not the 
father. This divine mother is something animistic and sensuous compared to the 
fatherly god who represents the ethical. The divine mother is that which imparts a 
sense of ultimate happiness by limitlessly accepting the child, whereas the father 
can only save the child within the realm of the finite.66 

Eto goes on to argue that when the Conhcianist world system that sustained the socio- 

political order of Japan fell apart. Japan ironically reached "a new self-complacent 

disorder.'"' What he means is that in the past one typically reached a state of maturity by 

sacrificing the mother and, backed by the firm consciousness of the paternal ethical 

system, willfully fighting against oppression; in the "fatherless" society of the 1960s, the 



typical individual is in Eto's terms immature, because he lacks moral system and is 

passively carried away by the emptiness of the times. 

Eto's solution to the destruction of the mother and the disintegration of the family 

was to reinstall the Conhcian moral order and the paternal state in which the divine 

father authorizes all meaning. Eto's later nationalistic texts blaming U.S. hegemonic 

control over Japan for most if not all of its ills, and his advocacy of a Japanese national 

culture was already filly laid out in the late 1960s when he identified the root cause of 

Japanese social problems in the castration of the Japanese father by the intrusion of the 

modem West. Eto's contrast between the traditional setting of the individuaI beneath the 

divine father and the contemporary setting with the divine mother certainly has an 

affinity with Oe's notion of the political and the sexual man. Although the site of the 

problematic for Oe is the identity of individuals and their sexuality, both authors see the 

root cause of Japanese social problems in the inordinate influence of the U.S. and its 

legacy of reshaping postwar Japan from within. Eto and his contemporaries saw this site 

in the family, particularly in the alteration of the husband-wife relationship and its 

serious repercussions for the identity of the child and society as a whole. 

The Revival of Anti- modern Ideas: Culturalism and Romantic Aestheticism 

Rapid economic growth in the 1960s and consequent changes in the socio-cultural 

sphere brought the troubled state of the Japanese inner landscape out into the open, and 

opened the door to a gradual revival of the romantic anti-rationaIist current of ideas that 



had prevailed in prewar Japan. As Japanese society became increasingly subject to a 

rapid change in values and life-styles and abstract bureaucratic and technological control, 

widespread feelings of a loss of identity gave rise to an insistence upon the concreteness 

of one's bodily sensations and nature. Replaying prewar developments, this new anti- 

rationalist current criticized the Western philosophical bias for universal progressive 

notions of history, rationalism, and an atomized self-governing subject, and called for a 

return to and a recovery of all that was (being) lost. Once again, these reactionary ideas 

were inseparably confused with criticisms of the West - this time more specifically with 

the U.S. - in a new historical context. This development was closely related to the 

accelerating breakdown in the fbnctional linkage between the individual and the society - 

i x . ,  the super-structure binding the spheres of subjectivity, particularly masculine 

identity, to the family system, long seen as a "natural sanctuary," or an intermediary 

between the realms of nature and culture. Two streams of ideas deserve particular 

attention here. First, the anti-materialist knowledge that attempted to create a culturally 

accountable philosophy of society by incorporating an understanding of aesthetics and 

spirituality; and second, the out and out negation, very similar to the arguments of the 

prewar Japan Romantic School, of postwar Japanese modernism as a failed idea. 

The first stream of anti-rationalist ideas was a direct response to the growing 

perception of an intellectual vacuum and the perceived bankruptcy of modernism and 

Western philosophy. Umehara Takeshi, then a student of philosophy at Kyoto university, 

made a gradual shift away from Western philosophy in a search for philosophical 



alternatives better suited to the Japanese cultural and historical heritage. h his " A n y  

Koro ni okeru Warai ni tsuite - Nihonjin no Warai7' ("On Laughter in Anya Koro - 
Laughter for the Japanese," 1960), Umehara developed a theory of emotions (Kanjo run) 

hoping to understand the significance and function of Japanese laughter as a way of 

overcoming the logo-centric biases in philosophy. As his later works make clear, 

Umehara was highly critical of the Western philosophy of subjective will (represented for 

him by the trajectory of Descartes to Sartre), and he strove to modify the notions of 

ethical and responsible action and of the transcendence of the self. Umehara found this 

notion too strictly Christian, particularly in its denial of pleasure, the body and nature, 

which Umehara saw as ultimately a denial of life itself In order to surpass this ego-/logo- 

centric tradition Umehara proposed a philosophy of laughter, and from the 1960s on he 

sought to encounter the logic of emotions beyond the gasp  of philosophical reason. In 

doing so, he took up the question of Buddhism's role in Japanese culture. 

Identifying and defending Buddhism as the core of the Japanese tradition, 

Umehara then launched a more open critique of Western ideas. In Heiwu no Tetsupku 

Josersu (An lnrroducrion to the Pizilosophy of Peace), he characterized Europe as a 

civilization of rage, and, referring to Marx and Nietzsche as the modem avatars of the 

Judaic Jehovah and the Greek Zeus, claimed that such a culture ultimately promotes 

conflict. Japanese culture, on the other hand, was characterized by Umehara as animated 

by the Buddhist notion of forgiveness, making it, he believed, ideal for the promotion of 

global peace. In making this move, however, Umehara embraced precisely what he 



himself had challenged in his earlier critiques - the ideological confbsion of culture and 

reason that was potentially a powerful political tool. Underlying this change of 

orientation lay Umehara's increasing concern with the socio-cultural and economic state 

of the Japan of the 1960s which, as it appeared to him, was rapidly divorcing itself from 

its own past and forgetting its cultural traditions - and, perhaps, radically alienating him. 

The introduction of his 1967 Bi to Shkyo no Hakken (The Discovery of Beauty and 

Religion), a collection in which the above texts can be found) explains the motivation for 

his change of course: 

What is particularly forgotten in the postwar era are the values of beauty and 
religion. In a society which has been under the overwhelming influence of a 
modern European civilization esteeming only what is rational and practical, it is 
quite natural that these values lose their glow day by day relative to the values of 
science, morality, and above all, profit. However, our ancestors valued beauty 
above all and various religions shaped their souls. If we are to know our own 
culture, then we must know our ancestors' sense of beauty and religion. In order to 
rediscover the true features of beauty and religion that has animated our culture, 
and to challenge the overpowering materialism of contemporary Japanese society, I 
have engaged in a Quixotic quest to recover those values necessary for the revival 
of our souls.68 

Umehara's ambitious battle cry extended to a call for the creation of a new Japanese 

cultural theory suited to contemporary Japan. He saw that theory as one of a broad vision 

locating Japan in a political, international, and civilizationai context. In the conclusion of 

The Discovery of'Beuuty he argued that, 

The creation of Japanese culture and religion is the spiritual task of all future 
Japanese. Only those peoples who have succeeded in developing a suitable national 
pride within the context of the modern historical realities can hope to leave some 



kind of legacy for the rest of the world. The time has come for us to face up to the 
task of seriously reconsidering our mission on the world historical stage. How to 
understand our tradition is not a trivial question. How deeply and creatively we can 
interpret our tradition will ultimately determine the future cultural fate of o w  
nation.(j9 

Umehara continued this task in his subsequent work, where he argued that it was 

a Euro-centric misconception to claim that the Japanese had no philosophy before the 

corning of the West and the  wholesale importation of "philosophy," He identified ancient 

Shintoism and mystic Buddhism (rnikkyo; Tendai-shu and Shingon-shu) of the Nara and 

Heian eras as archetypes of Japanese philosophy which, he believed, have continued to 

animate Japanese ways of thinking and living. According to Umehara Japanese culture 

and religion were constructed upon three key foundations: a naturalistic ontology of life; 

the centrality of the notion of purityhmpurity; and an emotional epistemology andlor 

logic of feelings.'' These three foundations were initially derived from and inseparably 

interwoven with three important Buddhist, universal, principles: kokoro (heart), seimei 

(life) and jigoku (hell)." By understanding these three foundations and three principles 

and contrasting them with the cultural and spiritual bases of European thought, we can, 

Umehara argued, seriously ask for the first time what kind of philosophy was native to 

Japan. Indeed, Umehara's pursuit of native Japanese ideas was later systematized in the 

1980s into the influential discipline of what is called Urnehara Japan Studies. 

Ikeda Daisaku, the leader of Sokagctkkai , a sub-sect of the Buddhist rziciziren sect, 

took some of Umehara's ideas a step further by forming a new political party in 1955 

based on religious principles, thereby uniting for the first time in postwar Japan political 



and religious institutions. Ikeda challenged the LDP's elitist and materialist new 

conservatism by insisting on the inclusion of the spiritual in politics, and was able to 

gamer strong support for his innovation amongst the lower social strata of society. The 

typical Sokagakkai supporter arose from the ranks of those alienated from the ma1 

agricultural sectors as a result of the social restructuring of the late 1950s and 1960s. In 

these years a serious North-South problem developed within Japan with the increase of 

an isolated pool of migrant labourers, the depopulation of rural villages and the growing 

hostility of the urban and intensively industrialized environment; many of the displaced 

found no quarter within existing labour, student, or other organizations." In 1964, taking 

advantage of Sokugakkai's popularity, Ikeda founded the Komei-to (The Clean 

Government Party) whose principal function was to harshly criticize the current state of 

the Japanese political scene: 

... the contemporary situation of Japanese politics, its poverty, corruption and decay 
is unbearable to watch, and nothing but a source of lament. People and politics are 
completely delinked from each other in today's Japan, despite its rhetoric of 
democracy. Political parties are influenced more by their own gains than by the 
welfare of the people, This is symptom common to parties of the right and the left; 
in fact these parties are really a collection of various sects, and calling them 
sectarian politics rather than party politics is much more adequate.73 

One particular target of Ikeda's attacks was the lack of any philosophic principle to the 

LDP's bureaucratic politics, the structure in which politics was he felt reduced to little 

more than a series of policy initiatives without a set of guiding goals and ideals built 

upon coherent and consistent philosophic, moral, or spiritual principles. Armed with this 



diagnosis of the cause of the problem in hand, Uceda went on to suggest that the only 

effective remedy was to incorporate religion in politics. Ikeda's principle of the unity and 

complementary nature of politics and religion, or ollfursu-myogo, was, he explained, 

directly conducive to the welfare of the masses. 

... olzfutsu-rnyogo is a philosophical principle and at its core a spirit of mercy with 
[the foremost purpose ofJ conducting politics in a manner benefiting the masses ... 
[It] is a politics based on mercy practiced by those who have transformed 
themselves by purifying their lives according to correct beliefs and a life of 
philosophy. ..In concrete terms, our party aims to initiate a politics in which the 
prosperity of society and the happiness of individuals coincides ... Since our party is 
based on a life philosophy, we are able to resolve what policies cannot: the inner 
problems of the people, through the practice of re~igion.'~ 

While many remained skeptical of this seemingly natural link between religion and 

politics in the amelioration of social well being, Ikeda's criticisms of the current state of 

the Japanese polity appealed to a substantial number of the population. Moreover, the 

steps he took down this road had far reaching implications for the Japanese polity of the 

following decades, in that the question of spirituality, or more precisely emotional 

resonance, would become a central issue for the other established parties as well. 

If Umehara and Ikeda had conceived of and pursued a reformist path in 

knowledge and politics respectively, the quest for meaning struck Mishima Yukio as far 

too radical and too absolute to make him a reformist. As a precocious young writer (he 

was 20 at the end of the war), Mishima rose to maturity under the influence of the Japan 

Romantic School and his literary position on the centrality of beauty remained basically 



unchanged in the postwar era At the end of the war, Mishima described the future of his 

generation as that afflicted by the "incurable disease of health"; and some commentators 

have said that for Mishima the postwar era represented only the loss of the beauty of 

death, the death that gives meaning to life. Although Mishima's quest for a continuity of 

meaning can be said to have begun at this point, it was not until the mid-1960s that his 

despair of absolute meaning became charged with fanatically nationalistic overtones; it 

was only at that later date that his earlier desire for meaning advanced a step hrther and 

became a form of nostalgia (nosros : returning home, and algos: pain) for the past in light 

of the unbearable emptiness of the present.75 

Once again, as was the case with Eto, one encounters a confusion between the 

loss of meaning and a loss of the national spirit, the remedy for the former being sought 

in the revitalization of the latter. Mishima's awakening nostalgia was in a sense 

simultaneously a discovery of the root causes of cultural and spiritual decay in postwar 

Japan, which for Mishirna meant the death of god.76 Similar to Eto, Mishima saw a 

postwar trade-off in operation between spirituality and material wealth, although, unlike 

Eto, his increasing bitterness led him to negate postwar Japan in its entirety. In his 1966 

discussion with Hayashi Fusao, an exJapan Romantic School literary critic, Mishima 

remarked, 

... I have learned that the modernists have been entirely useless for the past 20 years. 
The only thing they predicted that became true was the industrialization of society 
[without a concurrent modernization of the mentality of the people], and this is the 
extreme irony of history ... Despite the fact that modem progressivism is entirely 
foreigp to our mentality, industrialization nevertheless advanced, and as a result a 



spiritual decay, an emptiness, and a nihilism, became deeply rooted in our 
society." 

According to Mishima, the prosperous Japanese who survived the turmoil of the postwar 

years were beings devoid of souls, whose condition was symbolicaIly represented by the 

emperor's demotion from a living god to a constitutional and mortal monarch. Because, 

for Mishima, the emperor had traditionally served Japan not onIy as the ultimate symbol 

of Japanese culture but also as the centre of its symbolic system, authorizing the meaning 

of life and death, Mishima insisted that the emperor should have remained as he was, for 

that was the only way in which he  could have fulfilled his responsibility for the war- 

dead." The significance of the emperor as the absolute authority for trutwmeaning is 

advanced in Mis hima's 1 968 Theory of Defending Culture (Bunka Boer Ron). There he 

argued that, 

... in order for cultural totality, continuity and the subject to find a value-in- 
itself ..one must expect that all particular events taking place on the edges of 
Japanese culture derive their meaning from this value-in-itself. However, the 
central function of the emperor system was lost under the Meiji Constitution by 
being increasingly confined in a Western style constitutional monarchy which, as it 
matured, abandoned its cultural function. We must return to the true character of 
the emperor as a cultura1 concept, as the only value-in-itself that can assure the 
totality of a varied, wide-ranging and inclusive cu~ture.~' 

Underlying Mishima's idea here is the notion that politics is in essence inseparably linked 

with that which modem secularization has irrevocably undermined: the spiritual. 



Mishima argues that the political motivations of nations and the communaUsocial 

identity of individuals are both derived from a sense of culturai unity. 

The rational and technical political system will inescapably encounter pathos as the 
source of politics ... The current political system is doomed to the fate of always 
being tom between the two wheels of the universal reason of mankind and the deep 
psychological impulse of the people.80 

Mishima despised the hypocrisy of postwar Japan and its ungroundedness: he asked 

"Will this nation that appears to have succeeded in Westernizing itself in terms of 

importing the vulgar culture, someday succeed in importing the sacred?"" For Mis hima, 

the emperor represented the tragic will and Iast bulwark against Westernization, the 

lonely symbol of the shipwreck of a "pure-Japan" and of the will that strove to salvage 

something fiom it.s2 He was equally contemptuous of himself as a survivor and 

"collaborator" with the postwar hypocrisy; his ultimate yearning was, perhaps, for a 

revival of the awesome and communal happiness he had experienced under the threat of 

death during the war, the emotional satisfaction of being protected by the ancient deities. 

Clearly, Mishima's emperor was an abstract symbol embodying an idealized 

Japanese spirit, a far cry from the existins emperor. In the postwar era, the Japanese 

imperial court had undergone a radical transformation in which the previously 

authoritative semi-divine patriarch was made over in the image best suited to the notion 

of the democratic sovereignty of the people under the Constitution - a sort of benip  

uncle of the populace whose ever move they watched intently. In 1958, a nation-wide 



sensation and mass media fever (the Michie boom) arose when prince Akihito became 

engaged to the daughter of a commoner, Shoda Michiko. Mishima, however, was 

outraged at this betrayal of the imperial court's traditional role, although his outrage must 

be seen in relation to his own intensifying sense of personal emptiness. His 1966 novel 

The Voices of /he Honorary Dead (Eirei no Koe), taking up the 2.26 incident (February 

26, 1936), ends with a cursing chorus of war-dead voices unable to rest in peace accusing 

the emperor of betraying his loyal followers who sacrificed their lives in the war; their 

refiain is repeated over and over: "Why has your excellency become a human being?" If 

one interprets The Voices as a justification of the 2.26 incident, Mishima's sensational 

suicide could be seen as an attempt to revitalize the emperor symbol for the Japanese 

cultural ethos of the future. 

As is widely known, Mishima committed seppuku (disemboweiment) in a manner 

disturbingly similar to that of one of his own creations. The main character in his novel, 

Yukoku, is a young military officer who joins in the 1936 (2.26) rebellion of young 

oEcers against their superiors demanding national submission to the divinity of the 

emperor. Mishima's testament, entitled Geki (Oulrage), written shortly before his suicide 

in 1970, expresses his outrage and disgust with the postwar peace and routine life of the 

'living dead'; it is a desperate plea for the sublime beauty of the life he experienced in the 

war. It reads: 

We have seen that the postwar Japanese have opportunistically welcomed 
economic prosperity, forgetting the principles of the nation, losing their native 
spirit, pursuing the trivial without correcting the essential, indulging in momentary 



convenience and hypocrisy, and leading themselves into spiritual emptiness. 
Politics has been solely devoted to the covering up of contradictions, the protecting 
of the self, the desire for power and hypocritica1 ideals, while we have stood by like 
helpless bystanders, biting our teeth hard, passiveIy witnessing the sell-off of our 
national politics over the last 100 years, deceiving ourselves about the humiliation 
of defeat in the war rather then confronting it - the Japanese themselves have 
assaulted their own history and traditi~n.~) 

Beneath Mishima's gestures towards the sublime beauty of sacrifice, however, lay his 

conviction that modern life had become a mechanical, prolonged continuity of drudgery 

and routine; perhaps suicide was the only response possible to the accumulation of 

nihilism that had developed within him." 

m. Bankruptcy of the Old Narrative: Collapse of Identity and the Sea of Nihilism 

The rapid material changes that began in the late 1950s came to be nourished 

under the new conservative discourse of the early 1960s and Japanese society was 

exposed to a profound structural transformation throughout the decade. The once dual 

Japanese system of co-existence between a capitalist socio-economic structure and an 

agrarian-village structure came to be increasingly transformed into a singular structure 

characterized by a greater concentration of capital.w5 This gave rise to the internal North- 

South problem that I have already touched upon. In addition, as the penetration of capital 

proceeded, the relation between the human species and nature was transformed, resulting 

in a radical rearrangement in the domains of the senses and cognition. Not only was there 

a shift away from physical to mental labour and an increasing gap between the realms of 



labour and empirical life experience, but the difficulty that arose in systematizing the 

new, more abstract humadnature relation also affected other relations, particularly those 

between the sexes. Further, the previous co-existence of the imperial court system and 

the party representative system, within the general frame of liberal democratic values, 

also became increasingly singularized as the political role of the emperor was reduced to 

that of a symbolic figurehead. With the technical-rational discourse of new conservatism 

achieving overall dominance, the religious feelings that were previously contained and 

symbolized by the emperor were now found to be free-floating, dispersed and/or chased 

away. 

Naturally, these materially and ideologically driven structural changes had their 

own effects on the realms of knowledge and intellectual climate. On a visible level, many 

fields of knowledge came to be divided into specialized fields focused on practical 

utility, and researchers, no longer able to keep the greater picture in sight tended to 

become uncritical of the social implications of their Beyond that, however, the 

intellectuaIs of the 1960s were faced with a hndamental crisis often described as the loss 

of language. Recalling that decade, Eto Jun and Karatani Kojin have described this 

experience as follows: 

Ten years ago. I used the words, such as individual, society, nature and art without 
much hesitation, and felt that they were alive. These words are still alive in the 
sentences I wrote at that time. However, today after 10 years, I ask myself why the 
same words are no longer alive at all when I try to use them in the same way? 

Eto, quoted in Kawamoto, "Seijuku no soshitsu'"' 



Indeed, in the last ten years there has been an unprecedented experience. Strangely, 
we do not really notice the fact that this is an unprecedented event. This is because 
we do not have the words to describe this experience, and, to say the same in 
reverse, there has been no other time in our history that words, which once used to 
function for long periods of time, now fade and become outdated so rapidly. 

Karatani, quoted in Kawamoto, "Seijuku no ~ o s h i t s u " ~ ~  

What concerns me in this chapter is how a feeling arose during the 1960s that the means 

(language) of objectifiing probIematic phenomena was lost. As a result of this sense of 

failure it became increasingly difficult to challenge the invisible, diflksed and 

systematized hierarchization of the new historical reality because categories of analysis 

and description became so quickly outdated. This problem has perhaps the same roots as 

the crisis of identity experienced and expressed in the literary works of Ishihara and Oe 

of the late 1950s, what they described by the metaphors of the wall and the feeling of 

enclosure, and perhaps also reflects upon our understanding of zenkyoto student 

radicalism acted out on a historical stage a decade later. The gap that developed between 

Ianguage and subjective experience in the 1960s made the most intimate and essential 

realms of human life, such as the body, and the family, suddenly perplexing, and 

ultimately constituted an obstacle to the construction of personal (and thus sexual) 

identity. In other words, once the basic and time-tested categories of understanding lost 

their efficacy in articulating experience, or when a proper functioning of the super- 

structure is impaired, individuals found it difficult to define the self and the world and to 

draw boundaries between the self and the other. Naturatly, the loss of language was also 

accompanied by the decline of Marxist thought in Japan, and a concurrent loss of moral 



principles and meaning in life, or more precisely the authorizing center that Eto 

identified as the Conhcian system and Mishima as the emperor. 

In this historical context, then, the foremost danger for the Japanese society of the 

1960s was no longer a revival of fascism, nor the encroachment of oppressive state 

authority per se, as the conventional progressive modernists had thought. Instead, the 

more immediate crisis was a breakdown in the collectively shared social imaginary and a 

resultant loss of identity on the one hand, and the penetration of systemic power 

centering on corporate capital, on the other; or more precisely, the widening gap between 

the two. Throughout the 1960s, the systems of control shifted from hardltangible 

institutions to sowintangible networks in which one's enemies were to be found both 

inside and outside the boundaries of the self the enemy which formerly was 

'objectifiable' and thus capable of being crushed by the lived body was transformed into a 

more abstract systemic authority." This type of ambiguity applied also to hegemonic 

knowledge. Journalism often criticized the government and its neoconservative policies, 

while it more or less continued to formulate problematics within the mode of the 

government/conservative discourse. The encroachment and spread of this rational, 

material, pacifist and individualist discourse, foreclosed the traditional political and 

ideological means of counter-attack: all that seemed to remain were the reactionary and 

depoliticized expressions of resistance in the forms of anti-rationalism, anti- 

technologicism and anti-establishmentism. This eruption of excluded pathos took the 

various forms of a radical activism combined with a Marxist/populist theory of alienation 



in zenkyoto, the creation of an alternative philosophy in Umehara, the recovery of 

patriarchal authority in the family and the state in Eto, and the pursuit of the absolute 

spirit both in theory and practice in Mishima. These romantic ideas attempted to repair 

the broken linkages between the individual and the social whole and/or fill the gap 

between rationality and mind and emotion and body, and thus firther counteracted 

against already weakened postwar progressive modernist path. 

Both the zenkyoto movement and Mishima, although located at the opposite ends 

of the political spectrum, actually shared more similarities than differences, particularly 

in terms of their motivations to pursue a collective identity, albeit in quite different 

terms. The new left student movement relied on anti-technological, anti-elitist theory and 

practice, as the Tokyo University zenboto leader, Yamamoto, articulated in his 

Marxist/popul ist language. 

The rising bourgeoisie thought that the liberation from religion would make 
mankind happy, and it was modern science which made them convinced that that 
was so. Although modem science has released an enormous amount of productive 
energy from nature, it made mankind subordinate to the commodity. Modem 
science and bourgeois society have developed hand-in-hand. And now, the 
emergence of national monopoly capital has even made science a national policy.w 

As I have argued, the zerzkyotv movement was the child of progressive leftism and as 

such retained an essential link between the hypothesized meaning of life and political 

action: to realize the former one had to undertake the latter. Zen@oto shared with 

Umehara and Ikeda a (broadly speaking) religious dimension in their "depoliticized 



political conceptions and practice" symbolized by the creation of kaiho-ku, the so-called 

liberated space of the campus occupations, a space in which the self could be extended 

beyond given rea~ity.~'  

in addition to its general reactionary, anti-modem orientation, zenkyoto's 

conceptions of time and space were clearly distinct from those generally accepted by the 

postwar modernist paradigm. In a discussion with Mishima Yukio over the meaning of 

the liberated areas (kaihu-ku), one representative of zenbuto advanced the following 

arguments: 

Mishirna: 

Zerzkyoto: 
Mishima: 

Zenkyoto: 

Mishirna: 

Zenljola: 
Mishirna: 
Zenkyoto: 

... would it be correct to interpret the liberated areas as a space 
which emerges when one encounters the Thing [-in-itself]? 
Yes. 
That space, whether deformed or constructed, I do not know, 
maintains itself for certain length of time ... 
Since [the space] does not have time, the conception of 
maintaining it is wrong-headed. 
Then, what caused the destruction of liberated areas was not the 
Japanese defense forces (kidotaz) but the Thing. 
Most likely.. . 
History is continuity. Time ... 
History is not continuity. But rather a space equivalent to an open 
possibility itself'. Perhaps fieedom itself. Nevertheless, mankind 
has acquired the habit of pulling back when they encounter 
freedom or the other.. .92 

In the =en@oto paradigm, space is understood as the moment of encountering the Other 

and history as a discrete moment irreducible to, or what escapes from, the linearly 

conceived time of modern progressivism. History outside of material and discursive 

relations, that is, only experienced by the subject in the moment, refuses to be subjusated 



to the synchronicity and homogeneity of any hegernonic system/discourse. This 

dematerialized conception of space and aestheticized history outside temporal 

progression bears some relation to French post-structuralist conceptions that became 

better known in Japan in the following decades. These utopian and meta-physical 

conceptions of time, space, and history, however, were (perhaps) necessarily confused 

with material and historical space and reified in the liberated parts of Tokyo University. 

Thus, just as was the case in the spring and summer of 1968 in the European 

context, the zenkyoto movement and its ideas contained aspects of both the modem and 

the anti-modem, progressive and regressive; its historical significance Iay perhaps in its 

status as a turning point fiom the former to the latter. Indeed, liberal progressive 

intellectuals, including Maruyama Masao, came to be seen as siding with the 

establishment, against whose oppressive power and elitist, abstract logo-centrism the 

students' violence was targeted. More significantly, however, Mishima and the zenboto 

movement were not as different fiom each other as their opposed political positions 

suggest. In the discussion with the zen@oto representative Mishima claimed, 

... This, I say this seriously. I f  you had only uttered the single word the emperor in 
confining yourself in the Yasuda lecture hall, I would have willingly joined with 
you and fought the same fight ... Because prewar imperial rule in the year 1 of the 
Showa era [I9261 and what is called today direct democracy today are hardly 
different as political concepts.93 

What links the two positions goes much deeper than a shared romantic anti-modem 

orientation as such: it includes a shared impulse for transcendence, and a radical desire 



for eliminating the impediments of institutional representation, thereby making the 

unattainable in the existing hegemonic discourse and material relations (supposedly) 

attainable. This inclination for an existential leap was put into practicer'realized" by 

Mishima's suicide performance and by the intra-membership murders within the 

zenkyoto that resulted when, having become increasingly politically marginalized, the 

group turned on a several of its own members, executing them as scapegoats. In these 

two cases the conventional political categories of left and right became outdated and 

meaningless; they were replaced by the newly emerged opposition between logos and 

pathos, often equated with the opposition between pro-establishment and anti- 

establishment. 

In short, the 1960s were characterized by the "double movement" of mainstream 

rationalist conservatism (including economic functionalism, realist internationalism etc.) 

and a counter-hegemonic radical leftism envisaging a collective and aesthetic subject. 

However, the "double movement" here is not quite the Hegelian and/or Polanyian 

historical dialectic between thesis and anti-thesis, but rather something much closer to a 

single movement which gave rise to a strong emotional and reactionary response lacking 

a viable political means for achieving its goals. In the early 1960s, Japanese society had 

undergone a rapid depoliticization, and a weakening of the progressive ideolog, with the 

result that politics came to mean effective management of economic policies. In the mid- 

to late-I %Os, an anti-modem current of ideas envisaging an aestheticized subject arose in 



reaction and as if in a mirror image to  the modern hyper-rational subject. The two 

operated in a complementary relation to each other within the same narrative quest for 

identity.94 In the ambiguous double-faceted subject which combined modem 

progressivism and anti-modern romanticism, an aspect of leftist modem progressivism 

lingered on. The difference from the pre-1960 thougWpolitics relation, then, was that 

social ideas no longer had any politically influential power; instead, the function of 

thought became increasingly subordinate to, and the accessory of, political and economic 

forces. Ultimately, however, even this new left narrative based on a collective/aesthetic 

subject broke down by the end of the 1960s, signaling the end of the old modernist 

narrative centering on identity. Similarly, identity based anti-modernist ideas, such as 

those advanced by Eto and Umehara, were unable to win any sigificant degree of 

popularity or influence capable of affecting the historical trajectory of the nation. In order 

to gain popularity, they had to wait for the renewed historical context that came a decade 

later. Mishirna's suicide in 1970 symbolized the close of the era based on the narrative of 

identity. 

Meanwhile, the Japanese economy that had experienced uninterrupted growth 

throughout the 1960s began to stumble in the 1970s, seriously shaking the legitimacy of 

LDP new conservatism. Although the rational economist path was subject to serious 

questioning in the second-half of the 1960s (i.e., alienation and pollution), what 

ultimately undermined its premises was a series of external shocks in the early 1970s. 

The conversion of the fixed U.S. dollar to gold exchange rate into a floating rate in 



August 1971, the so-called "Nixon shock," threw the Japanese economy into 

unprecedented confirsion. Tanaka Kakuei, who had been elected Prime Minister in 1972 

and was oblivious to the new realities, continued the expansionary economic policies of 

the past and further damaged the economy. In the face of the oil shock of October 1973, 

the Japanese economy quickly fell into a state of stagnation and high inflation 

(stagflation) causing a consumer panic. Tanaka took full advantage of this conh ion  to 

promote the financial interests of his political backers by first artificially escalating the 

oil shortage and then later abetting the price fixing policies of some favoured trading 

companies (Marubeni was the most notable), establishing a kickback machine that 

benefited him to the tune of billions of yen.'" In 1975 the reaction to the oil shock bore 

its full effect and the Japanese economy recorded zero growth in GNP for the first time in 

the postwar period.96 Even before the shock of economic damage had settled, a massive 

corruption scandal involving Tanaka and his followers and the U.S. aircraft giant 

Lockheed was disclosed. During the period of turmoil between 1968 and the mid-1970s7 

the optimism based on solid economic growth that had characterized Japanese politics 

suffered a crisis of confidence, and the system of political elites that had developed over 

the course of the 1960s was shaken to the core . 

In this context of crisis, Japanese societyldiscourse continued to be subject to 

powerful if increasingly opaque decentering forces. The following passages from Kosaka 

Shuhei describes the general picture of Japanese society of the 1970s. 



Reality exists only in the network of a systematized relation; the fact that an 
individual is a product of this relation became obvious. Or, our era is in the midst 
of a series of changes and intensification of relations in which individuals are no 
longer capable of sustaining themselves. Was the individual a mere dream dreamt 
by modernity after all? The atomization of the individual within the intensifiing 
system of the network, that is the contradiction which cannot be resolved by civil 
society in itself. When reality is increasingly defined as nothing but a relation, 
becoming oneself means nothing but being left behind. The consciousness of 
people, then, wanders around, aimless." 

What happened after 1970 was to replace all the ideas that had been pursued in the 
1960s with a desire to increase the speed of circulation. Only socially systematized 
desire tells us of the presence of our desire. We hardly know what our true desire 
is. The contemporary era is thus one of consumption and of fiction. Moreover, this 
society dissolves ideals, historicity and even death. Following Mishima's metaphor 
of death, in the 1970s we entered upon the age lacking exteriority, the age in which 
the image of language became inescapably vague.98 

As has been generally argued, the effect of the penetration of society of mass 

consumption, i.e., a senera1 depoliticization, a loss of a sense of identity, and a 

disintegration of the communal fabric, has perhaps been more serious in Japan than in 

many Western societies because it has not historically developed counter-acting 

protective measures, such as democratic institutions, grass roots movements, and citizens 

or civil rights groups.99 in the context of modem Japan, this depoliticization lei? society 

in a state of confusion in which it became increasingly dificult to establish individual 

identity, particularly among the young whose experience did not extend to the early 

postwar modern progressive period. 

What possible ways were open to the individuals who struggled in this sea of 

nihilism? Given the nearly disintegrated state of the links connecting individuals with the 

socio-cultural whole - i.e., discourse and meaning - how were those links to be 



reconstituted? There seems to have been only two logically conceivable outcomes to this 

progression: either recovering meaning under the symbol of a collective cultural spirit - 

i.e., Eto's patriarchal state and Mishima's emperor -, or abandoning identityheaning and 

allowing the sea of nihilism to continue to flood the inner landscape of the individual - 
the option "chosen" by society at large. 
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Chapter 5: Back to Identity: "Postmodernity," Nihonjinrun, and the Desire of the 
Other 

Introduction 

As we saw in the last chapter, the 1960s marked the "end of politics and 

ideology" in the aftermath of the breakdown of progressive political movements and 

triumphant economic success. What followed was a rapid uprooting of individual and 

collective identity. In this process, the effective links between individuals and society, 

formal politics and popular ethos, intellectual productions and social movements, and 

between the material structure and the superstructure were practically lost by the early 

1970s. This stagnant and insular state of discourse soon came to be faced with a radical 

intervention from the outside. That is, the Japanese political and business scene was 

challenged by a series of "external shocks" in the mid 1970s, to the extent that many felt 

that the country's economic survival was seriously jeopardized. However, the subsequent 

economic recovery from this crisis surprised many Japanese, and catalyzed the rise of a 

renewed sense of pride and optimism grounded in the successes of Japanese-style 

production methods that began to lead international production trends. Two related 

socio-cultural events, particularly significant tbr my purpose, followed closely thereafter. 

First, the loss of identity much lamented in the 1960s and early 1970s was no longer the 

case in the late 1970s, the loss coming to be seen as a state of freedom. Actively 

abandoning concerns over identity, this new cultural mind-set harnessed a nascent 



material snobbism and commodified fetishism, in which the subject's inner void was 

filled with commercialized signs signifjring their personality itself. Secondly, the 

economic successes of the late 1970s gave rise to the emergence of a new current of 

scholarship which initially attempted to explain Japan's economic strengths in terms of 

its cultural attributes, but soon came to be endlessly engaged in a discussion of the 

unique characteristics of the Japanese culture and people - the discourse of nihonjinron. 

As I argue below, what held the discourse together was not a common theoretical 

concern nor a commitment to the attainment of knowledge conducted by means of 

reasoned debate, but rather a moral and emotional sentiment seeking the restitution of 

lost identity. As US-Japan economic re la ths  deteriorated in the second half of the 

1980s, the discourse began to nurture a cultural particularism and historical revisionism 

that made stringent demands for Japan's cultural autonomy in the world. 

In this socio-cultural context, the LDP government issued a series of 

developmental guidelines for the new century that symbolically represented yet another 

engineering of the new age of prosperity. In this ideological intervention, the government 

called, under the slogan of the "age of culture" and the "information society," for a 

concentration of Japanese collective efforts to achieve the task of "going beyond" the 

modem age. What is to be emphasized here is that this ideologicization of Japanese 

identity - a contemporary version of "overcoming modernity" - emerged when the 

empirically grounded sense of identity was worn out and the cultural bond uniting society 

substantially weakened; this overtly identity-based national project had to appeal to an 



ideally conceived Japanese identity as a source for inspiration to "overcome" historical 

hardships. In the first section of this chapter I analyze this contemporary ideological 

formulation of "overcoming modernity" and its various problematic features. The second 

section deals with the effects of the penetration of technological and commercial forces 

into the realms of the subject, society and the collective imaginary, manifestations of the 

"postmodern cultural conditions'' that dramatically transformed various aspects of 

Japanese life in the late 1970s and the 1980s. During that period, the intensive erosion of 

an empirically based sense of self transformed the nature and identity of Japanese 

subjectivity into another mode, one more and more defined by commodified signs and 

and mimetic desire. Mimetic desire refers to the dynamic whereby desire is inculcated 

not by the other or the object other to me (the second), but rather by the third, that is, the 

desire of the other for another (person or object). In commodity terms I intend this term 

to refer to the valuation gap between use values and market determined exchange values, 

a gap that in extreme circumstances transposes the commodity into an abstract, 

disembodied thing - the object of fetishism. The third section examines the other side of 

the coin: the desire for identity expressed in niltonjinron discourse. The emergence of 

this emotionally charged discourse contributed to a radical transformation in the modality 

of knowledge, and Japanese intellectual discourse as a whole became beset by various 

problematic features, such as the blurring of conventional boundaries among different 

spheres of knowledge, the inclination for ahistorical quasi-scientific ideas that seriously 

eroded the objective grounds of the social sciences and dialectical thinking, and an 



increasing loss of intellectual autonomy from political and commercial influences. In the 

final section, I attempt to assess some aspects of the overall state of Japanese society in 

the 1980s as one characterized by two seemingly contradictory events - the rise of 

"postmodern conditions" and the desire for identity expressed in nilzonjinron. 

I. The "Age of Culturen and the "Information Society* - ''Overcoming Modernity* 
Revisited 

Faced with what he perceived as fundamental structural changes in the world and 

in the life-style of the individual, Prime Minister Ohira Masayoshi presented in April 

1979 his government's spiding principles for the national trajectory in the 1980s and 

beyond. In two volumes entitled Beyond rhe Modern Age (Kinhi o Koete) published in 

1983 (three years after Ohira's death, and dedicated to him) a thematic and philosophical 

orientation is laid out in the fonn of an extensive display of scholarship by government- 

appointed research groups assigned to investigate a wide range of subjects including 

modernization, Japanese culture and psychology, the environment, and technology and 

the social environment. The central emphasis that runs throughout the volumes is the 

possibility of culture as the remedy for the negative effects of postwar Japanese 

modernization and material development. The basic rationale for this claim is laid out in 

the opening of the book: 

In the past thirty years since the end of W. W.11, our nation has been solely devoted 
to the goal of achieving economic afluence, and this was a h i t  of over a hundred 
years of modernization since the Meiji era, an effort of learning from Western 



nations. What we enjoy today, for example, freedom and equality, progress and 
prosperity is nothing but the result of unceasing efforts made by the Japanese 
people towards that goal. However, one cannot deny the claim that we have paid 
insufficient attention to the harmonious relations between man and nature, the 
balance between freedom and responsibility, a sense of satisfaction in life which is 
deeply rooted in our inner spirit. Today, these issues have become increasing 
concerns of our people. I understand this as a manifestation of the limitations of 
material civilization itself, which is based on urbanization caused by a rapid 
economic growth and rationalism. That is to say, we have come to the age in which 
one must go beyond the modem, and we must shlftfi.om an  economic-centered to a 
culture-centered age. ' (Italics added) 

According to this declaration, the problems of the modem age - i.e., exploitation of 

nature, excess of freedom, and the lack of spirituality - are essentially caused by the 

rationalism and materialism inherent in Western civilization. Ohira appears convinced 

that the time to re-evaluate Japanese cultural values, undervalued in the period of 

postwar modernization, has arrived: he seems to boast that the limitations of modem 

civilization will be overcome in the coming "age of culture." 

According to the authors, the central principle for overcoming the challenges of 

the age was to be the adoption of a "hoIonic7' path capable of harmonizing differences, a 

path, they believed, in which the unity of the whole (hol) would be allied to that of the 

parts (on) without reducing one to the other.2 The authors contrasted the binary thought 

structure of the modem West (i.e., GoodEvil, humanitylnature, subjedobject, 

rnindhody), conducive, they believed, to conflict and control, with that of Japan which, 

they maintained, was partially characterized by what they called the affinity for three- 

legged structures, or the logic of circles, a logic that avoids determination of absolute 

winners or losers, maintains a greater openness to contextual factors, and has a greater 



potential for co-operation3 Basing their prescriptions on this logic, the authors argued 

that Japan should pursue neither a continuation of the modem hard path nor a return to a 

premodern soft path. Instead, it should seek the mediation of the former by the latter; 

this middle way was thought to mimic the Japanese cultural concepts of ningen-shugi 

(humanism) and aidagara-slzugi (relationalism), and would, they believed, successfully 

avoid the crude effects of both individualism and totalitarianism. The authors argue that, 

unlike the Western atomistic conception of humanity confronting nature and itself, the 

Japanese understanding of humankind is characterized by a consciousness of relatedness 

- as the Japanese word ningen literally signifies "between men" and thus gives rise to the 

full conception of their relation (aidugaru). This understanding locates itself in a 

harmonious balance among humans, and with nature. 

The national developmental path of the Ohira government was premised upon the 

assumption of an idealized notion of Japanese culture based on contextualist communal 

social values that were thought to embody a "holonism" superior to Western modem 

rationality. The holonic principle of integration was applied to a wide array of policy 

issues including, for example, the environment, rural and community planning (including 

the household), international politics and security issues, Asia-Paci fic developmental 

plans, and socio-economic planning. Throughout the volumes, a humanism or moral 

idealism based on Japanese cultural preconceptions predominated, particularly so in the 

discussions of those policy areas - international security and economy, technology, and 

rural planning - in which pragmatic rationalism had previously prevailed (and perhaps 



would have to prevail if the government's commitment to the general improvement of 

Japanese life was to be believed). What the text claims to achieve, or claims will be 

achieved - a "humanization of technology" and a mollification of the brute consequences 

of economic development, what the authors call "soft-nomics" - curiously underplays its 

highly strategic nature; indeed, the "holonic path" for an information society in the 

coming "age of culture" would logically result in an increasingly harsh 

commercialization of the private spheres of life and a fiuther penetration of technological 

and bureaucratic control over society. In other words, the coming "age of culture" was a 

political blueprint for the construction of a new national goal based on the socio- 

economics of high-technology, and as such strongly implied that the Japanese ought 

to/would have to remodel themselves once again to the new demands of the coming 

"information society." Yet obscured behind the bright vision of a brave new era were 

silent and undiscussed social costs. 

The efficacy of this political blueprint owed a great deal to the intellectual legacy 

of the prewar Japanese social sciences. As Harry Harootunian argues, the influence of the 

ideas contained in Re-vund the hludern Age was ultimately derived from the authority of 

the prewar social sciences; the key ideas of the text each echoed popular prewar 

concepts, deliberately confusing two discourses from two distinct historical contexts.' 

The mid-1930s work of Watsuji Tetsuro is of critical import here. In each of the key 

concepts of his hermeneutic social theory -Jido (the embodiment of social relations of 

particular locality), rinri (ethics conceived as the human interaction of the Japanese), and 



ningen (the relational character of mankind) - Watsuji created extensive linkages 

between meanings by simultaneously evoking both aesthetic images and moral 

imperatives in minds of the people. In so doing, Watsuji substantiajIy contributed to a 

development of a powefil network of meanings that was to transform the mode of social 

scientific discourse of the time into a morally and aesthetically oriented one. By 

borrowing some of these key concepts, the authors of Beyond the Modern Age tacitly 

evoked a similar nehvork of images, a network of significations towards which 

contemporary Japanese intellectual discourse is especially disposed. Harootunian called 

this echoing of significant networks a "paIimpsest": 

[Tlhe palimpsest, bringing together different times and texts, risked duplicity ... [in 
combining] views discordant and ceaselessly contradictory. Palimpsest gave way to 
the construction of a pastiche, which had no need for articulating a reasoned 
defense or synthesizing seeming opposites, since the operation was founded on the 
composition of random charades of life and history, which obeyed no other logic 
than the fiame that contained it.' 

Equally important to the content of Beyond the Modern Age were the material conditions 

in which it was produced; that is, the government political initiative and the institutional 

and financial supports to the project. The government was (and is) capable of mobilizing 

a b e v  of intelIectuals to work under its umbrella, to influence the scope and orientation 

of academic institutions, and to inform and potentially coordinate the private sector 

within its general guidelines. Just as prewar social science was situated within a socio- 

historical and material frame of conditions which contributed to its establishment, 

Japanese social science of the 1980s has likewise been exposed to powerful influences of 



two important materiaVpotitica1 preconditions: active government "participation" (read 

intervention) in the production of knowledge and the rapid growth of the information 

industry targeting a rapidly growing educated middle class (the vast majority in Japan). 

Kindai o Koeie was a coordinated effort of nearly 200 figures prominent in various fields 

and professions: university professors and researchers in the socia1 sciences, politicians 

and bureaucrats, private businesses, foreign diplomats, writers and artists. Upon 

completion of the project, the government launched various follow-up studies, including 

the publication of 37 booklets devoted to the study of "soft-nomics.'" These heavily 

government subsidized productions have been disseminated extensively, through 

educationa1 institutions and the mass-media. 

Moreover, a determinate set of historical conditions prepared the ground for the 

government's bold re-assertion of "overcoming modernity"; and indeed, we may say that 

this grand ideological blueprint was both a manifestation of and a remedy for the 

particular socio-economic, political and discursive conditions of the mid to late 1970s. 

First to consider is the timing of the project. The declaration of the "age of culture" and 

the call for the formulation of a new Japanese identity followed on the heels of the loss of 

a workable LDP political ideolo~y once the period of high economic gowth had begun to 

subside. It was during this period that the progressive conservative ideology of the 1960s 

- i.e., material wealth for a "good middle-class life" - ceased to be as attractive as it once 

was, partly because this goal had been achieved by the growth of a large middle-income 

strata, and partly because Japanese GDP growth slowed from a previous rate of more 



than 10 percent to around 5 percent. These changes, combined with the increasingly 

manifest lack of, and desire for, identity made an appeal to culture a preferred medium 

for the new ideology. Moreover, in the same period, Japanese politics had experienced a 

severe legitimacy crisis when the Japanese public found out that Tanaka Kakuei, then 

Prime Minister, had been involved in comption on a historically unprecedented scale. 

The Lockheed Scandal which broke in I976 revealed that over US $10 million had been 

finmeled from Lockheed Co. to LDP politicians and the Marubeni Trading Company in 

order to secure the sale of Lockheed Tristar jets to Japan ~irlines.' The revelations of 

this scandal, following soon after other revelations concerning the artificially high 

inflation subsequent to the Oil Shock and electoral pork-barreling, made the Japanese 

electorate resentful and distrustful of not only the LDP but of politics itself The clear 

formulation of national goals as laid out in Beyond the Modern Age was the Ohira 

cabinet's attempt to reestablish public trust by demonstrating their commitment to 

politics. 

Secondly, the ideological blueprint of Beyond [he Modern Age was strongly 

backed by neo-conservative inteHectuals who had become dominant by that time. The 

basic argument of the document nicely fits into a set of assumptions dear to the interests 

of large corporate capital. It assumed that the radical socio-economic changes and the 

rapid expansion of the middle-class necessarily marked a fundamental historical rift 

between postwar politics and "post-postwar politics." An example of these neo- 

conservative assumptions is the 1977 publication by Sato Seizaburo, Kumon Shumpei, 



and Murakami Yasusuke entitled The Arrival of the Post-Conservative-vs.-Progressive 

Age (Datsu HokakuJidai no Torui). In this work the authors argue that the burgeoning 

middle-income strata throughout the 1960s and 1970s made the conventional pattern of 

politics, based on the opposition benveen a conservatism grounded upon economic 

growth and a progressivism grounded upon the early postwar modernist ideals, obso~ete.~ 

In the new age of material enrichment, the authors emphasize, both conservative and 

progressive camps ought to reorient themselves towards common goals by cooperatively 

and productively relating to each other.g Instead of identifying and setting to work 

tackling the very real challenges that resulted from the socio-economic changes of the 

past two decades, the authors quickly dismiss the question of structurally embedded 

hegemonic power relations altogether by reducing politics to a battle between political 

parties. In eliminating politics from their agenda, they implicitly and tacitly lobby for the 

opening up of society to the flow of private capital and the logic of the market and to 

joint leadership between the government and corporate capital. All three authors came 

out of Tokyo University (something of an academic factory for national elites) and soon 

after the publication, Sato and Kurnon became powerful LDP ideologues. 

Beyond this ideological readiness for the much needed political blueprint, 

however, more indirect but penetrating causes also prepared the way for Beyond the 

n/iodern Age. For one, its grandly optimistic vision was a reflection of a growing national 

pride stemming from Japan's quick economic recovery. The swelling self-consciousness 

generated by Western attention to the "Japanese miracle" meant that the question of 



Japanese identity would be framed in a comparative and largely reactionary manner vis- 

a-vis Western problematics and thematics on Japan. Simultaneously, structural changes 

in the spheres of culture and knowledge, driven by advanced information technolow and 

the greater concentration of capital, hndamentally altered the nature of knowledge in 

Japan and its role in society. Not only was its mediating knction between the subjective 

and the material worlds changed: this change also altered the material and institutional 

conditions under which knowledge was produced. Furthermore, Beyond the Modern Age 

was, to a degree, a response to a spiritual need: to fill a nihilistic void both inside the 

subject and in society at large. Beyond the Modern Age's revisitation of the "overcoming 

modernity" thesis can be seen as an attempt to rearticulate the cultural/spiritual desire 

that arose as a result of the intrusion of commercial and bureaucratic structuring forces 

into the subject and society - that is, the "excess" resulting from a dislocation of the 

empirical self and nature - and to rearticulate them in terms of a nationally conceived and 

idealized form of identity. 

In short, the emergence and maturity of nihonjjinron discourse, to which Beyond 

Modern Age belongs as part, cannot be fully understood apart from the broader socio- 

economic, socio-cultural and discursive contexts of Japan in the latter 1970s and the 

1980s, and this in at least several important senses. The most important among these 

factors are: 11 the political climate in which a loss of confidence in national goals and 

trust in politicians was high; 21 the rise of a new political narrative, neo-conservatism, as 

an elite discourse suited to the socio-economic conte'xt of the time; 31 the 



internationalization of Japan in the context of an intensive globalized economy and a 

resultant awakening of identity vis-a-vis an American other; 41 the changing nature of 

knowledge in the nascent postmodern cultural-information society and the increasing 

commercial and political intervention in the process of knowledge production; and 51 the 

reactionary response of the subject to the tyranny ofthe rational which was felt to be 

displacing the sense of the self, and a resultant desire for identity. The following 

discussion will consider the last three factors and their far reaching, but not self-evident, 

politico-cultural implications. 

II. Triumph of bbPostmodern Surface" and the Displaced Self: Hyperreal Society, 
Commodified Self and Joyful Wisdom 

Replacing the Real with Simulacra - The Corporate Design of Hyperreal Society 

There is a peculiar gap between the neo-conservative rhetoric of the information 

society, with its rosy picture of "middle class life," and the actual experience of ordinary 

Japanese. On the one hand, the myth of the " 100-million-strong-middle-class" seems to 

be corroborated by a recognized high standard of living in Japan, which has the second 

highest GDP per capita in the world. On the other hand, however, for the majority of the 

Japanese middle class, life is hard compared to many Western societies' standard of 

living. One social critic, Yarnamoto Hiraku, anecdotally describes typical Japanese 

middle class life: the father is constantly working overtime, either voluntarily or partly 



coerced, to repay life-long housing loans while the mother is earning extra income in the 

low wage part-time job sector in order to pay for their children's education. lo According 

to Yamamoto, the people in this scenario are painfully aware that they cannot really 

attain in their life time what they have been told (or have learned - from foreign films 

etc.) to expect from the good middle class life. He points out that it is for this reason that 

the myth of the "100-million-strong-middle-class" has become so real: many of those 

caught in this treadmill of supposed success wish upon their children a better chance in 

life." Which is to say that a dream is needed to inspire the middle class to keep facing 

the harshness of their real lives, since the opporhmity for upward mobility is nominal. l 2  

While the myth of "middle class life" keeps many fixed on the dream of l~~ux-y,-  

says Yamamoto, more realizable, segmented dreams are made attainable in the form of 

various consumer goods. For example, most Tokyoites cannot realistically hope to own a 

house given the prohibitively high cost of real estate. Thus, the actual dream of middle 

class life sold to the populace is a two bedroom apartment that comes with a complete set 

of well selected furniture, a unit kitchen and a small space devoted for one's hobby. In 

this way, the 'individuality' of the consumer can be manifest in their choice of 

knickknacks, decorations, or aesthetic styles, without sacrificing the sense of belonging 

to the middle class which comes from residing in a homogeneous high-rise apartment. " 

Within this marketing scheme, not only is the segmented dream made readily affordable, 

but a sense of consumer choice makes possible the assertion of different -'personalities" 

in commodified terns. By means such as this, the collective illusion of society is 



maintained as a 100-million-strong like-minded majority slightly differentiated from one 

another. Choosing from a broad range of slightly differentiated commodities allows 

individuals to "define" themselves, and by displaying the artifacts of their choice in the 

showroom of their home they confirm a sense of self. Given the dynamic of this 

economy, commodities - clothes, cars, art products, etc. - are not sold and purchased for 

their specific utility (i-e., use value) but for the style and connotations associated with 

them, that is, largely for the purpose of afiming and displaying one's identity in and 

with the middle class and its dreams. However, the satisfaction realized by 

consuming/possessing these commodities - i.e., "fulfillment of identity" - does not 

provide much filfillment for it does not satis@ an internaIly originating desire. It is, 

rather, only a pseudo-satisfaction of an externally given desire of the others - i.e., the 

collective myth - and as such a substitution for the real.'' 

If the myth of a 100-million-strongmiddle-class has any relevance at all, then, it 

is in the sense of socio-cultural homogeneity, a triumphant success in terms of image 

creation and subjugation of millions to the image of the middle class. In actuality, this 

homogeneity, however, is neither political nor economic, but solely cultural; in political 

and economic terms the Japanese people are divided, differentiated from one another, 

and deprived of the means of collective negotiations and a sense of solidarity. It can be 

suggested that Japanese society is constituted by "fragnented masses" who are politicailv 

reduced to replaceable parts of the whole, while culturally burdened with the obligation 

of organizing their lives in ways that enable them to qualify as members of the middle 



c ~ a s s . ' ~  in other words, this culturally homogenized notion of the masses is a highly 

bureaucratized and commercialized system of control in which each individual is first 

reduced to a nameless anonymity, thereby deprived of hidher specific identity, and then 

subjugated to externally imposed demands the fulfillment of which allows them to have a 

sense of belonging to the ambiguous notion of the middle class. l6 in this new system of 

control, a nationally homogenized culture disseminated by mass media - taishu bunka 

(mass culture) - has superseded a culture grounded in peoples' locally specific lives - 

minrhu bunka (folk culture). l7 The myth of the middle class, in which an externally 

defined identity is created for the populace by giant corporations and advertising 

campaigns, has begun to transform Japanese empirical selfhood into an identity depicted 

in the myth. 

In this economy, the urban landscape becomes the theatrical site for a 

performance of commercial display in which people themselves are artistic objects, or 

s ips .  Nameless anonymities wrapped in fashionable goods and decked out with trendy 

hair-styles, individuals are 'different' from others but similar enough to communicate the 

subtleties of their sameness-difference. l8 The urban landscape itself is packed with 

artifacts that represent the images of prosperous and glamorous urban life, messages 

disseminated by various entertainment venues, cafes and restaurants, fashion boutiques, 

cinemas, museums, etc. Many Tokyoites punctuate their lives by participating in this 

unreal theatrical space on the weekends, only as a preparation for their return to the daily 

routine of real life come ~ o n d a ~ .  '"ust like the life of the middle-class, this urban space 



has also been specifically designed and constructed by large business conglomerates.20 

The Shibuya-Harajuku-Aoyama district, for example, was largely built by the Seibu 

group, one of the largest Japanese business conglomerates, becoming a center for youth 

fashion/culture from the 1 970s onward by virtue of Seibu's successfbl strategy of 

focusing on the installation and presentation. Koen-dori (Park Avenue), running from 

Shibuya subway station to Yoyogi park (known until recentIy for the Takenoko-zoku, 

teen-age dancing groups with near identical clothes fiom the Takenoko boutique), has 

became a strollers paradise, with the highly successful Parco department store owned by 

Seibu as its pillar)." Parco, a "value-added company," merely rents, unlike previously 

popular large department stores, space to boutiques filled with fashionable (but not 

necessarily expensive) goods. This strategy attracted hordes of fashion conscious young 

people eager to take part inlconstitute the scene, and created what came to be known as 

71 

the "ParcoISeibu culture" characterized by urban, avant-garde, cosmopolitan images." 

The conelomerate owns a variety of other cultural and entertainment businesses 

including cinemas, restaurants, art galleries, sports centres, and so on. in the 

neighbourhood area and elsewhere throughout Tokyo. Together they form the nucleus of 

a "Parco culture" that has transformed the Shibuya district into stylistically coordinated 

space. 

The commercial construction of urban space decorated with culturai/commercial 

artifacts, including the people themselves, comes, then, to "realize" the myths of the 

middle class society in a brutally commercialized form. Yamamoto explains this curious 



inversion in Japanese urban life of the late 1970s, of the "illusion made into the real," by 

drawing on Jean Baudrillard's concept of the "hyperreal": 

Today abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the 
concept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a 
substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a 
hyperreal. The temtory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. It is 
nevertheless the map that precedes the territory -precession ofsimulacra - that 
engenders the territory, and if one must return to the fable, today it is the temtory 
whose shreds slowly rot across the extent of the mapz3 (italics in the original) 

Yamamoto sees the Tokyo of the 1980s as an example of Baudriilard's hypothesis: a 

"hyperreal" metropolis produced and preceded by "simulacra," a city in which form (i.e., 

city plans) precedes its contents (i.e., people, society). Following on Seibu's lead in the 

creation of "hyperreal" fashion districts, competitors like the Tokyu conglomerate, in 

urban sites, and smaller retail business groups like Daiei and Seiyu, in suburban sites, 

have attempted to duplicate miniaturized versions of Seibufs succe~ses.'~ As the urban 

environment of Tokyoites has been subordinated to mass media generated images of 

middle class fife, so has the frontier of the hyperreal expanded outward displacing the 

preexisting forms of rural life by hyper-mediated portrayals. It often seems that Seibu and 

other conglomerates do not expect an immediate return on their investments and that the 

more indirect benefit lies with the control of the diffusion of fashion information. That is, 

if Seibu successfully generates on a nationwide scale an image of trendy culture that 

many young people identify themselves with, it can expect a life-long return from the 



generation of a perpetually renewed youth culture dispensing its disposable income in its 

outlets.15 

This drive for realizing the "hyperreal" and displacing "the real," advanced by the 

power of information, advertising and high-tech communication systems, was one of the 

chief forces behind the booming domestic consumption rates in the Japanese society of 

the 1980. In this highly abstract, technocratic form of control, those who wield the levers 

of the development of communications technology and mass media exercise the most 

effective forms of power over society and reap the most profits. And in fact the largest 

investment projects in new media technologies have been monopolized by the 

government and giant business conglomerates. Examples here would be the Ministry of 

Post and Telecommunication's "hturistic model city plan'' nicknamed teretopta, the 

"new media communication plan" developed by the Ministry of Transportation, and the 

"INS - high hforrnation system" designed by NTT." Despite their human-friendly 

sounding names, the degree of intervention in human life by these new media goes far 

beyond the level partially realized by CATV; their aim is to overcome physical distances 

and "wasteful time" spent actually visiting the locations where services are 

conventionally offered - banks, shopping malls and offices - by developing a 

computerized home banking and shopping system." Drawing attention to the traditional 

links between advanced information systems and the military, Kogawa Testuo, a critic of 

communication and technology, points out some of the down-sides of this type of high- 

tech media and its control over society: 



Military rationalization is a typical example of a synchronic rationalism which has 
elevated itself to an instrumental rationality. Military electronic systems thoroughly 
standardize the naturally diachronic and unique event of communication, and new 
media attempt to extend this military rationalism to the sphere of civil society. For 
military media, the speed and accuracy of information is the chief value, and its 
techno~ogical innovation is solely dedicated to that purpose. Therefore in these 
systems, communication between people is as fast and as accurate as possible 
through standardization, eliminating all excessive, impeding e~ernents.'~ 

In this form of communication, the individual sender and receiver of information 

becomes something of an anomaly, a hct ional  object who can be controlled by the 

creators of the system, or by the operative mode of the system its el^'^ Moreover, in 

order to obtain information in the fastest and simplest possible mode, the information 

itself has been detached tiom its original socio-human context which then becomes 

considered excessive and irrelevant. Commercially constructed "hyperreal" space, then, 

exploits profit by displacing diachronic, indeterminate and communally ordered socio- 

cultural space by a synchronic technical rationalist mode of communication designed, 

owned, and regulated by a few who then seek to extend its temtory outward from the 

centre to the periphery. 

According to Kogawa, Japanese corporations began to target the cultural sphere - 

acquiring media outlets, organizing international conferences and entertainment events, 

and promoting artistic and academic activities - not only for the purpose of investment; 

rather, he notes, they did this because, looking to the future, they began to be concerned 

for their own survival.30 Kogawa describes this newly emerging state of capital as 

"information capitalism," a stage in which the information software industry is no longer 



central because information itself has become a form of capitaL3' In this new paradigm 

the healthy competition among business firms assumed by classical-liberal analyses of 

capital is no longer the case because the economy has become dominated by large 

business conglomerates, or keiretsu, whose integrated structure necessarily encompasses 

financial institutions, communication systems, mass media, research institutions, and 

various cultural industries, such as fashion and entertainment businesses. This means that 

keiretsu control the entire process of this new mode of "production" - planning, 

financing, marketing, advertising, and the dissemination of information - constituting a 

feedback loop. Moreover, Japanese government ministries are equal partners with the 

keiretsu in advancing the project of transforming "the real" into "hyperreal" within the 

near monopolization of information channels, thereby subjugating the population to their 

version of reality and controlling the dissemination of alternate views.32 Coinciding with 

this "private-public partnership" is the increasingly influential power of the keiretsu in 

political decision making, most notably since the 1970s and 1980s, to the extent that the 

conventional understanding of the segregation between public and private sectors has 

became merely nominal - a state of affairs that is often described by outsiders as a core 

constituent of the "Japanese style e ~ o n o r n ~ . ' ' ~ ~  

The Self as Commodified Sign in the Economy of Difference 

Although consumers are subject to the commercial interests of big business, this 

does not mean that these mega-corporations can freely direct the public or public opinion 



at will through the manipulation of images. Rather, the production of commercial 

information is subject to the immanent demands of society which takes part in 

determining what is to become fashionable. This reciprocal relation between the "top 

down" forces of capital and technology and the "bottom-up" input of popular culture can 

be seen, for example, in the rise of a new, highly materialistic, snobbism or elitism 

among the young, particularly college and university students, especially since 1980. One 

of the landmarks that signaled the emergence of this new snobbisrn was Tanaka Yasuo's 

novel Nanronaku, kurisutaru (Somehow, Crystal, 1980), a description of two weeks in 

the life of a female college student. The "noveI" does not have much of a story to tell and 

is not very interested in developing the central character; instead, it is a kind of social 

'how to' book, filled with the names of fashionable boutiques, shoe and bag stores, trendy 

cafes, bars and restaurants, perfect BGMs (Back-Ground-Musics) in which to spend one's 

idle time and so on, with some practical guidance in the elaborate end notes about where 

to get these commodities and how to use them correctly in various situa?ions/occasions. 

(In what follows notes 34 and 35 are my own; the others are proper to Tanaka's text.) 

I glanced at Emiko's partner thinking that as she had a good two hours time to 
spare, she would be able to do so many things [with him]. Holding what looked like 
a ~arracuda's* swing top* in one hand, the boy was wearing a shirt and a pair of 
pants with a ~a r lboro*  logo on them and a ~anvins* belt. 3" 

To buy cake, I would try on Le ~ o n t e *  in Roppongi or El   ole* in Ginza. When I 
am with my &I friends from school, it would be most adequate to eat a large 
American-type cake* in ~ s t o *  of Roppongi or ~apuccio* recently opened in 
~ogizaka*. When with Junichi [her boy friend], I would sample a pie in a slightly 
more decent cake shop, Le pose* at ~ a k a g i - ~ h o * . ) ~  



The "novel" was written when the author was a student at Hitotsubashi, one of more 

traditionally established universities in Tokyo. The vacuousness of the narrative captures 

something of the nature of the spiritual void, material affluence, and snobbism among 

Tokyo's educated young people, whose personality and life came to be filled by the 

consumption and display of commercial goods. However, this is not to say that this void 

or snobbism weighs heavily on these characters; the work is rather free of any 

sentimental lament, and the material life of the heroine is described very matter-of-factly 

in a tone of neutral lightness. In fact the novel reads like a curious celebration of 

affluence, of sophistication in taste, and of a sense of freedom from an identity that might 

anchor one to moral obligation or political responsibility. It has been suggested that this 

material snobbism has contributed to the liberation of the young educated Japanese from 

the old academic snobbism of the 1950s and 60s that demanded a familiarity (or at least 

pretension of familiarity) with the works of Marx, Sartre and Dostoevsky for membership 

amongst the fashionable set. In the new type of snobbism, what counts is not intellect but 

the possession of commodities and a demonstration of good aesthetic taste.36 Following 

the book's publication, a group calIed the "crystal tribes" (kurisuturu-zoku) - i.e., young 

fashionable devotees of the novel and its ethos - emerged who subsequently began to fill 

university and college campuses with the cool display of commodities, creating a nation- 

wide trend. 

This material snobbism, or consumerism, has been carried in the Japanese society 

of the 1980s to a degree unthinkable elsewhere in the developed world. This is partly 



because the "crystal tribes" phenomenon "coincided" with a new production and 

domestic consumption boom in Japan, partially induced by the government's attempts to 

reduce the export surplus that had been blamed for the US balance of trade deficit. 

Beyond that, however, this boom had a close affinity with a the particular culturat and 

psychological orientations of what Lise Skov described as the "boom-based society."37 

Skov observed "a rapid turnover of trends" in the Japanese consumer culture of the 1980s 

and early 1990s, according to which "[aldvertising designs, fashion colours, [and] styles 

of consumer goods have been replaced regularly with new designs, colours and styles that 

are also quickly and intensively displayed in all possible sites for their She 

argues that this rapid succession of trends was fully exploited by the business world by 

constantly making whatever happens to be in style at the particular moment available in 

all thinkable forms of consumable artifacts, fashion, arts, ideas and even political 

debates. Borrowing from Yoshimoto Mitsuhiro, Skov argues that: 

... the boom artificially creates a new difference, which is expected through the 
process of massive commodification, and which ends when mass commodification 
makes it impossibIe for that particular difference to function as difference any 
longer. It is followed by another boom then, but this new boom based on a different 
kind of difference has to be over soon, too." 

We might well ask whether such commercial exploitation of difference and the 

successive replacement of one trend by another is closely associated with a particular 

type of subjectivity wilting and eager to accept the styte of the moment, that is, a 

subjectivity characterized by the penetration of externally defined values and saturated by 



the "desire of the other." This notion of a subject "accepting" the externally defined, 

however, is somewhat imprecise in that it suggests that there is, "in reality" as it were, a 

self-defined subject free of the intrusion of outside forces. The subject, at least in this 

sense, might be more accurately conceived as constituted by the process of 

differentiation. Woven in its very texture into differing chains of signifies, such a subject 

is analogous with Demda's philosophic "categories" of the "trace" and/or "d@?rance," 

in which Derrida "attempts to think the unthinkable by thinking difference as difference 

and other as other" and in which "difference ... [is] irreducible to identi ty... [the] other, 

irreducible to same ... an alterity that 'exceeds the alternative of presence and absence.'"" 

One of the distinctive features of Japanese consumerism in the 1980s is its 

peculiar bent for what might be called "infantilism." This trait is particularly evident in 

the celebration, largely by Japanese women, of childlike-ness - the culture of cute - that 

came to dominate Japanese popular culture of the 1980s. The Japanese word for cute, 

kuwaii, connotes by and large the positive attributes associated with children: "sweet, 

adorable, innocent, pure, simple, genuine, vulnerable, weak and inexperienced social 

behaviour and physical appearance."" Not only are a wide range of cute commodities - 

e.g., "romantic" clothes, accessories, underwear, stationary and cute-character gift items 

( e g ,  HeHo Kitty and Tuxedo Sam by Sanrio) - marked sales hits, but "cute culture" has 

been extended to include the deliberate modifkation of one's behaviour, for example, the 

adoption of a "cute writing style," that is, the use of a round childish script, or even a 

"cute speech" mimicking baby talk? Beyond possessing cute objects, the trend has also 



entailed the fashioning of oneself into a cute object by deliberately childlike behaviour as 

an attractive way of being. As Sharon Kinsella writes, 

Being cute meant behaving childlike - which involved an act of self-mutation, 
posing with pigeon toes, pulling wide-eyed imocent expressions, dieting, acting 
stupid, and essentially denying the existence of the wealth of insights, feelings, and 
humour that maturity brings with it. In cute culture, young people become popular 
according to their apparent weakness, dependence and inability, rather than 
because of their strengths and capabilities. J3 

While "becoming cute" was largely confined to teenage and young adult women, and 

most notably adapted by female pop singers, cute culture has atso involved adult men 

who consume both cute objects (e.g., telephone cards with cute characters) and behold 

cute women as both simultaneously sexual and non-sexual objects. In the late 1 9 8 0 ~ ~  

however, "cute style became more androgynous and more asexually infantile," and young 

men began to be involved in "bbecoming cute.'y4J 

Once again, the linkage between the high degree of penetration of consumer 

culture and a relative lack of subjectivity, this time in the mature subject, is at stake. 

What we see here is a resistanceless displacement of the "previous," empirical self - 

assuming one existed before exposure to "cute culture" - in the form of a voluntary self- 

mutation, and the repIacement of the previous self with an idealized cute person. Kinsella 

argues that cuties prefer to stay immature and be free of the social responsibilities that 

come with adulthood: "[bly acting childish, Japanese youth try to avoid the conservatives' 

moral demand that they exercise self-discipline and responsibility and toIerate severe 

conditions whilst working hard in order to repay their obligation to soc ie~ . ' "~  In my 



view, however, this act of rejecting maturity is not so much of a conscious political 

protest, as it is an inability to be otherwise. What is important to note in the popularity of 

this sub-culture is the commercial exploitability of cute, that the desire for immaturity 

bears an affinity with a material snobbism that is easily diversified and transformable 

into commodity forms."6 Asada Akim describes Japanese consumer society of the 1980s 

as "infantile capitalism" - borrowed from Lyotard's idea of capitalisme &nergumPne, 

"children's fienzied capitalism" - in which people rather innocently indulge in the s i p -  

economy as a childlike game."7 Figuratively speaking, Asada argues that these 

"children" are playing fieely within a protected area under the supervision and 

permission of the "adult"; that is to say, the controlling mechanism of Japanese society 

works through the seemingly spontaneous engagement (play) in the sign-economy, a 

"soft" ruling structure which constructs the playground itself The inference here is that 

the desire for cute was already immanent in Japanese society, but mediated and 

cultivated by commercial forces as a means to its profitable target, by the "adults" who 

want to keep their "children" cute. 

Arguably, an affluent commercial culture in a post-industrial society such as 

Japan is conducive to a pluralization and liberalization of society that would allow 

individuals a greater potential for expressing their uniqueness. In Japan, however, a 

strong counter-current of normalization prevails, and individual differentiation takes 

place in order to conform to what is generally accepted and appropriate.J"his 

disciplining side of Japanese consumer culture can be most clearly seen in, for example, 



the cataiogue-type of fashion magazines and entertainment and restaurant guides - e.g., 

J.J., Popeye, City Road, Pia - which offer detailed "guidance7' on the pursuit of a 

satisfying social life: what to buy, where to go, what to display, what to read, who is 

suitable as a friend, how to impress your dates and so on. These magazines are not 

necessarily read for practical use; more often, they are read to catch up with "what's 

new," that is, for the sake of socially current information itself By informing people 

about these practical matters, the catalogue magazines simultaneously function as 

instruments for the regulation and categorization of people. In his study of women's 

fashion magazines, John CIarnmer argues that the commodification of the body in Japan - 

i.e., the teaching of what is an appropriate body and how to manage it - is a relatively 

new, media induced phenomenon, and while similar to trends in North America in Japan 

it is more extreme. The magazines imparting this information are filled with tips on how- 

to "engineer the shape, size, colour, and posture of the body through fashion, decoration, 

diet, 'fitness' and even surgical alteration," all, argues Clammer, "[in order] to fit largely 

media-induced images of what the body 'should' look like" into the minds of the 

cons~mers.'~ Clearly a Foucauldian disciplinary mechanism is at work here in this drive 

to construct an ideal body, and in the internalization by female (but also male to a lesser 

extent) subjects of social imperatives regarding the body. Female bodies, these magazines 

tell us over and over, are consuming bodies, bodies which, in order to transform 

themselves, must purchase the necessary information and commodities. And, while they 



are themselves commodified signs well disciplined and decorated, these bodies are at the 

same time the objects of consumption and the specular gaze as objects? 

In this sign-economy consumption no longer mereIy concerns the utility or use 

value of the commodity but has became a function of an "excess" (i-e., inarticulate 

desire) generated by object-signs that freely permeates the subject, Moreover, the subject 

who partakes in this economy is also hirnlherself an object-sign whose subjectivity is 

constructed by the exchange of signs. The sense of imperfection experienced by the 

subject - the gap between one's empirical sense of who one is and the plethora of 

idealized images of who one should or could be - functions as the hdamenta l  driving 

force of this economy and the circulation of signs establishes a self-perpetuating system 

of exchange through a further generation of the desire for consumption. This is to say that 

the subject, driven by a haunting sense of imperfection which provides a rich source for 

commercial exploitation, desires and consumes in order to fill its "lack." The logic with 

which this system operates, then, is a kind of commodity fetishism: the subject, 

overwhelmed by the penetration of the fabric of its self by the multiplicity of  signs 

(which seem to reduce that fabric to a tissue of signs), it desires to fill the void brought 

about in it by the sense of loss of its own "materiality," its own corporeality. Given this 

dynamic, the desire and subjectivity of the self become a direct target of commercial 

marketing strategies whose effect is to ever further subject and transform the subject to 

the intensive chains of differing signs, and ultimately to subjugate the empirical body to 

the structuring forces of rationalism. In short, the subject and society as a whole became 



objects of the logic of capital and information, themselves inseparably meshed within the 

signiQing chains that cultural-commodity brokers seek to control, and thus, we may say, 

are constructed by the practice of exchange and the constant negotiation between the 

present subject of empirical report and the future and ideal subject of mass media 

representation. 

If the self and society as a whole fell increasingly subject to the pressures of 

commercialization, the sphere of knowledge was no exception. Marilyn Ivy has studied 

how this nascent commercialization - closely intertwined with the context of Japanese 

postmodernism - became manifest in the realm of knowledge. Ivy contrasts an old mode 

of "deep" person-to-person communication with a new type of communication assuming 

an anonymity that "find[s] a feeling of security in the condition of dispersal itself.'"' 

Reflecting a sense of freedom from deep meaning and a fastidiousness with styles, the 

new standard of what constitutes preferred knowledge, argues Ivy, is defined with respect 

to notions of enjoyment and appeal, in much the same way that commercial goods are." 

In other words, this new mode of knowledge has became an object of casual consumption 

("knowledge-as-play"), a mode befitting a society and a population that have grown 

comfortable with the omnipresence of commodified signs, what I w  calls the "CM-ku 

slzakai" (commercialized society). In this mood of playful knowledge some of the most 

successful advertising copywriters have become popcultural heroes (e-g., Itoi Shigesato 



and Watanabe Kazuhiro), and are thought to be "subversive artists" who challenge or 

undermine the hegemonic power of the corporate dominated, bureaucratized and 

rationalized culture.s3 Nevertheless, the fact is that such optimism may well be precisely 

what corporate capital's advertising strategies aim at. As Ivy argues, the commercial 

effect of these copywriters' efforts only serves to affirm "the same stubborn, self- 

referential impasse and the massive powers of recuperation of contemporary Japanese 

capitalism. "" 

This trend for a pleasurable knowledge, however, was not limited to the world of 

commercial media productions, but evolved in other directions, including, for example, 

the avant-garde academic journal edited by Asada Akira, Yomoda lnuhiko and Ito 

Toshiharu, GS: Tanosltii chisltiki (GS: Guy Science; the title refers to Nietzsche's "joyful 

wisdom," the trag-comedic philosophy of "complete nihilism," of living a life of total 

immanence, in love with one's own fate). This journal, together with Herume.su (Hermes) 

edited by Yamaguchi Masao, Nakamura Yujiro, Isozaki Arata, Oe Kenzaburo and others, 

has served as one of the principal media by which postmodernism has been introduced 

and popularized in japan." The manner in which postmodern thinking (and, more 

specifically, poststructuralist thought) has been introduced into Japan is quite 

problematic, largely due to the radically different historical and intellectual contexts of 

the sites of its production and the sites in Japan of its dissemination. Asada Akira, in 

particular, has played a leading role in popularizing postmodern knowledge (and its 

equation with "joyfuI wisdom") in Japan, for Asada's influence upon the young educated 



class has been akin to that of a cultural icon. In 1983, Asada, then a young unknown 

writer, had a sensational debut with Kozo to chikara (Structure and Power), selling 

80,000 copies in the first several weeks much to everyone's surprise.56 The volume, an 

academic tome introducing poststructuralism to elementary readers, was a lucid and 

accessible summary of some of the theories of Lacan, BattailIe, Deleuze and Guattari. 

Asada captured a great deal of media attention and was soon frequently seen in various 

mass media as a spokesperson for the young and educated and a hero of the popular press 

and mass culture. Asada's rise to 'prominence' came to be referred as A A gensho (the 

"Asada Akira phenomenon"), a landmark event in recent Japanese intellectual history 

signaling the arrival of a new and younger academism extensively influenced by 

postmodernism, however vaguely defined. 

Asada, a brilliant intellectual who is now considered as one of Japan's leading 

inteHectua1 figures, is a flexible thinker with a high degree of competence in a number of 

areas including Western philosophy, economics, Japanese intellectual history, art, and 

cultural theory. However, in conjunction with mass media campaigns for a "new 

academism," Asada seems to have pursued his "joyhl wisdom" in concert with the mass 

media's commercial interests. In his Tosoron ((lrz Escape, 1984), a collection of short 

articles originally published in the popular press, Asada writes with a causal lightness 

employing phrases he has made trendy such as "schizophrenic culture," and "gay 

science." The opening article of this collection, entitled "The Escaping Civilization," he 

urges his readers to shift gears and transfonn themselves from the paradi~gn of the 



"paranoiac man" to that of the "schizophrenic man," in order to catch up with the shift of 

the Zeitgeist fi-om civilization as that in which we live to civilization as that fiom which 

we escapees7 This escape is described in terms of men running away fiom their families 

and women "simply because that is much more Elsewhere in the book, Asada 

suggests to his readers that they profitably employ a method of a casual, selective reading 

to quickly skim the contents of a work (tsumamigui dokusho-jUsu), thereby eschewing 

serious engagement. According to Asada, books are not something to be digested by deep 

reading but rather something to be instantly captured and communicated in the form of 

charts, since they are really nothing more than "tool boxes" fiom which one extracts the 

necessary tool.j9 The boom of popularity for Asada's '"joyful wisdom?' has radically 

elided the boundary between casual, easily accessible knowledge and its more serious 

incarnations, and has been accompanied by a vogue for intellectuals to appear in the 

popular media as icons of the educated class. More problematically, however, the "new 

academism's" popularity in the mass media has resulted in a situation where highly 

complex academic discourses are recycled and simplified as forms of entertainment in 

commercialized society (CM-ku s h ~ k a i ) . ~ ~  

The rising trend of postmodernism in Japan has not been the monopoly of 

younger scholars; it has been dramatically influential to many older intellectuais as well. 

Yoshimoto Takaaki perhaps best exemplifies the radical change in orientation. In his 

1984 work, Theo?y of the Muss Imuge (Musu imeeji ron), Yoshimoto argued that 

"modernist" social theories were obsolete because they were incapable of grasping the 



contemporary Japanese society in which the structure of human desire was no longer 

determined by practical utility but rather by the consumption of certain images. 

According to Yoshimoto, these images are the manifestation of the collective 

unconscious (rnuislziki) that is immanent in the socio-cultural system. Yoshimoto sees the 

rise of Japanese mass consumer society as an "achievement" in the sense that the t o p  

down imposition of the modernist elitist system (and he includes here modern 

progressive theories that attempt to enlighten the masses) has completely lost its 

efficacy.61 In mass consumer, or postmodern, society Yoshimoto believes that the 

masses have for the first time obtained a means whereby they can directIy relate to the 

world, expressing themselves not by means of knowledge but by what he calls non- 

knowledge - i.e., the senses and affects mediated by the unconsc i~us .~~  In Yoshimoto's 

analysis of commerciaI advertising he maintains that the commercial focus of the 

productions gradually recedes into the background as the products and ads become more 

sophisticated. According to Yoshimoto, ads which once had the explicit purpose of 

selling a commodity have now begun to shift their focus to the depiction of images that 

the sellers wish to associate with the commodity. As this development of advertising 

modes evolves, ads begin to offer aesthetically satisfying images for their own sake, apart 

from their direct commercial purposes, and at this stage, argues Yoshimoto, ads acquire 

an autonomy from the commercial control of their sponsors: 

When commercial image production has reached this stage, the advertisement 
perhaps obtains a chance to be autonomous from its control, paradoxically by 
pursuing the symbolic properties of its producers - capital and the system - to its 
limit. If this sounds too optimistic, I should say that it is the field of advertising, 



and not any other visual-arts genres, that most cleariy and appropriately depicts the 
ways in which capital and the system will be in the future.63 

Yoshimoto's recent criticism demonstrates a curious continuity and discontinuity 

with his previous works. His life-tong theme of incorporating images of the masses 

(raislzu no genzo) in theory is consistently present, and as he sees it, consumer culture 

characterized by a free-play with signs is a kind of achievement of a "democratic" 

cultural state in which the masses themselves are the main actors of the game and in 

which the sphere of their everyday life arrives centre stage in society - a goal Yoshimoto 

himself has long pursued. The difference, however, is that Yoshimoto's previous works 

had been framed within the broad stream of Marxist social theory, and his initial 

intentions, to overcome the limitations of Marxism as a modem abstract theory, and in 

particular its historical and material determinism, were designed to defend and strengthen 

bottom-up social movements. His concept of tuisku (the masses) was originalfy created 

to designate political agency alternative to the rigid conception of class. In his T k o y  c~f 

the Mass Imuge and other works in the 1980s, however, Yoshimoto takes up a stance as 

an abstract theorist, precisely the stance he used to criticize, observing "the system" 

determined by the total sum of image creations, themselves manifestations of a collective 

unconscious, though with multiple and distinct forms, devoid of agency. In arguing that 

the sophisticated production of images (which are the self-expression of a systemic 

unconscious) can subvert the values of the hegemonic culture constructed by elite 

corporate capital, Yoshimoto seems to nullify historically and institutionally embedded 



systems of power, such as the nation-state and the keiretsu, and naively assumes that a 

change in the super-structure (cultural system) can transform the social hierarchy.6J In 

other words, Yoshimoto's "postmodern turn" can be seen as an absorption of uspects of 

the materiality of l f e  into iheory (his use of "the systemic unconscious" is key here), and 

in this sense, the romantic anti-modern, anti-rational inclination manifest in his work of 

the 1960s came to obtain in the 1980s its supreme expression: an autonomous theory 

delinked fiom the socio-political and historical. It was this "turn" that allowed him to 

unselfcritically celebrate snobbism and the surface character of commodity culture. 

LII. Constructing Identity: The Rise of Nilrclnjinron Discourse 

Constructing Homogenized Space - Cultural Explanation of Economic Success 

Japanese economic success in the mid-1970s were the original conditions from 

which the discourse of nihonjinron arose. Japanese economic strength came to be 

recognized in the wake of the Oil Crisis (1973) and in the climate of increasingly intense 

international competition. Hard hit by the oil shock Japanese GDP growth in fiscal year 

1974 saw negative gowth. But to the surprise of the entire world and the Japanese 

themselves, the nation quickly recovered and during the next few years growth in the 

Japanese GDP hovered around 5 percent. Despite the continuing hostility of the 

international market to Japanese export goods and the 197 1 Nixon Shock (i.e., the 

change to the floating exchange rate system), large Japanese corporations successfirlly 



boosted exports, achieving a record high trade surplus of 14 billion dollars (US) in 

1987." Much of the political-economic discussion in the subsequent years sought to 

account for this enigmatic rise in Japanese fortunes; it was not until later that it became 

the norm to describe this change in the context of a new production paradigm, the so- 

called Japanese style economy, that replaced the old system of energy intensive, labour 

oriented, large scale production by networks of energy-efficient, high-technology 

oriented, small-scale productions. The rapid economic ascendancy of Japan in the world 

economy received a great deal of Western attention, particularly in the United States, 

while at the same time the previoudy insular society of Japan began to be 

"internationalized." It was this encounter with a powerfbl external other that awakened 

the Japanese sense of identity, an encounter in which the Japanese saw their own images 

reflected in a foreign mirror, and it was from this period that we can date the recent 

intensification of the love-hate relation between the Japan and the United States. 

In the late 1970s, Western scholars began to take note of Japanese style economic 

management as a model for the West. One of the first scholars to pursue this theme was 

Ezra Vogel in his Jupm us Number One (1979), in which he described a Japan that could 

teach America some precious lessons. Vogel argued that Japan had succeeded in 

becoming the only fully industrialized non-Western country by "consciously and 

rationdly examining and restructuring all of its traditional institutions," and inventing in 

the process a series of unique institutional arrangements, such as ,oovernrnent-business 

partnerships and the paternalistic company system, that successful~y "renovated its 



unique cultural traits.66 Gregory Clark in his discussion with the popular opinion leader 

Takemura Kenichi offered his own account, explaining that Japan's uniqueness was 

based on the traditional lack of a systematically constructed, series of universal 

principles.67 Referring to the elaborate, contextually based unwritten laws of human 

relations in Japan that are hard to grasp, Clark metaphorically described Japanese society 

as the phylum "Mollusca," and offered some well-meant friendly advice to the Japanese 

on how to present their culture most successfidly to the West. It was books like these, 

with their "happy marriage" between Western curiosity and Japanese self pride and 

fascination with radically different cultures, that gave rise to the Japanese discourse of 

nil?on/'inron - literally, "discussions on the Japanese" - a discourse that was to endlessly 

enumerate the unique characteristics of the Japanese culture and people. To be sure, 

cultural anthropology in the late 1960s, attempted to explain Japanese cultural 

characteristics in a somewhat systemic manner. Among these early pioneering works was 

Nakane C hie's Hurnun Relutions in the Vertical Soc iev  ( Tate-shukaz no Nzngen Kunkei, 

l967), in which the author characterized the structuring principle of Japanese society as a 

vertical relation centered upon ie (the family), and Doi Takeo's The Sfructure ofAinue 

(Amae izo koto, 1 97 1 ), in which Doi analyzed amae - "affectionate dependency" - as the 

defining socio-psychological feature of the ~a~anese ."  These works were undoubtedly 

precursors to nihonjinron; however, while their influence had been steady since 

publication, in the late 1970s they received a new wave of appreciation in the context of 

nihot jinron. 



Recognition of Japanese economic success by the West was extremely flattering 

to Japanese pride and the outsiders' accounts of a "unique Japan" often fascinated the 

Japanese. It was as if in these works the Japanese "discovered" themselves; a flurry of 

publications soon followed celebrating Japan's ability to adapt and forecasting Japan's 

eventual supercession of the West. The systemic conception of an ie-type social 

organization as argued by Nakane was furthered by Murakami Yasusuke, Kumon 

Shumpei and Sato Seizaburo in their 1979 volume The le-society as Civilization (Bunmei 

to shire no Ie Slzakai), now considered one of the most prominent works of the then 

booming cultural science trend. The authors attempt "an analysis of the uniqueness of 

Japanese modernization" by drawing insights fiom various social sciences and 

humanities (i.e., sociology, economics, political studies, systems theory, and history).69 

The volume opened with the theoretical/ methodological challenge of describing a plural, 

culturally particular, developmental path which would relativize the Westedmodern 

notion of history and civilization. The main part of the book elaborated the structural 

principles of Japanese society, namely ie-society and its components, as we11 as its 

historical developmental processes. The concept of the ie-society was understood as the 

embodiment of relationalist thought and behavioral patterns, often referred to as 

uiduguru-slzzigi, a concept made popular by the prewar philosopher Watsuji Tetsuro, who 

rejected Western conceptions of a rational atomistic subject in favour of collectively 

oriented human relations. Following this line of thought, Murakami et al. describe the 

Japanese social order as being characterized by a functionai division and a hierarchical 



order designed to pursue collective goals and purposes. The book closed with a 

discussion of the symptoms and remedies for contemporary Japanese society aand a 

blueprint for a future ie-based social structure. This vision of Future based on those 

unique and virtuous Japanese cultural attributes clearly had much in common with the 

vision and analysis of Beyond the Modern Age. 

This new culturalism, differing from the old romantic/spiritualist culturalism by 

its "scientific" orientation, was one of the most significant streams leading into the 

broader current of nihonjinron. Unlike the conventional culturalism that had yearned for 

a return to the cultural/spiritual traditions of the Japanese past, culture in Muakami et al. 

was dealt with in a structural finctionalist manner and Japanese uniqueness was visible 

only in implicit or explicit comparison and contrast with Western socio-cultural 

features." However, this "scientific" culturalism imposed a curious distortion upon 

historical thinking by assuming that history was a continuous evolutionary process from 

the pre-historic age to the present. That is to say, the ie-society of contemporary Japan 

was seen, in the thought of the rzihonjinron theorists, as a structure directly descending 

from uji (clan) society, as if the essential category characterizing Japanese socio-cultural 

structure had existed more or less uninterrupted throughout history." This ahistorical 

and apolitical vision of culture was the product of a present-centered imposition of linear 

progressive time upon the past, an inverted teleology, so-to-speak. What this quasi- 

scientific, quasi-structuralist notion attempts to do is to reconstruct the past as if it were 

always like the present and thereby make possible the establishment of an unchanged 



Japanese identity. However, the cost of this intellectual obfuscation is that it reduces and 

distorts a heterogeneous and diachronic past into a caricature of its complexity.7' What 

really is at stake in the externally inspired, inward-looking scientific inquiry of the 

uniqueness of Japanese culture is the creation of a "Japan" that is the legatee of a series 

of presently conceived images of Japanese tradition in the comparative culturalist frame 

that objectifies differences vis-a-vis an assumed other, the West. 

A similar dehistoricization and synchronization was also evident in a more 

conventional stream of culturalism produced in the 1980s. Umehara Takeshi, whose 

1960s spiritually inclined culturalism was discussed in the last chapter, reoriented his 

theories in the 1980s towards the construction of a model able to explain the structure of 

Japanese identity, thereby extending the life of the Umehara Japan Studies group 

( Umehara Nihonguku) established in the early 1970s. In his 1 984 edited volume, 

Thinking Contetnporury Jupan (Gendai nihon o kungueru; a series of discussions with 

other prominent intelIectuals), Umehara presented his model of Japanese society and 

culture as an "oval structure" (nilzon bunka no &en-teki kozo). In this model, Umehara 

appropriated Nietzsche's allegorical explanation of Greek (and implicitly European) 

culture as a combination of the opposing attributes of the Apollonian (roughly speaking: 

discipline, unity, light, intelligibi 1 ity, being) and the Dionysian (grace, diversity, 

darkness, the ecstatic, becoming). Japanese culture, claimed Umehara, was constituted by 

the tension between the opposed categories of Jurnon and Yu,voi, anthropological 

categories referring to two different pre-historical time periods. Umehara, however, 



extended their meaning to include life-styles (hunter-gatherers vs. rice farmers), artistic 

styles (dynamic vs. finctional), spiritual and cultural orientations (pragmatic importers of 

foreign culture vs. highIy spiritual and moral), hierarchies of power (the former 

oppressed by the latter's establishment of the ancient Japanese state), raciaVbiologica1 

types (long-limbed, strong featured and hairy vs. the contrary), and so on." With this 

elaborate typology, Umehara founded an enclosed Japanese cultural space centered on 

two structuring poles. 

It is curious that Umehara's systemic model was initially motivated by a Western 

fascination with and curiosity about Japan - Japan as enigmatic other to the West. In the 

conclusion to Thinking Contemporary Jupan Umehara claimed that; 

For the West, Japan is still an enigma. It appears as a combination of mystery and 
rationality ... The things they want to know are: how have the Japanese succeeded in 
modernizing in such a short time, and in what direction will Japan head in the 
future. They think that Japan must have a deep spiritual tradition, in the same way 
that the Western nations have Christianity and Greek philosophy for a backbone, 
and this tradition is what must have made modernization successfil ... However, 
they do not understand the relation between Japanese traditional culture and 
modernization ... Can we not create a theory that explains both Japanese 
modernization and the mysteries of the Japanese arts?'" 

This passage clearly indicates Umehara's unselfcritical attitude to the methodology of a 

theory tailor-made for presenting Japan to foreign audiences and framed in the context of 

their needs. The result is nothing but a taxonomic characterization of Japanese culture 

mediated by a Western perspective and defined by categories of comparison vis-a-vis 

Western cultural traits. What such homogeneous and synchronic images of Japanese 



cultural space do is facilitate the erasure of the presence of ethnic minorities like the 

Ainu and the Okinawans. Eliding vast reaches of time and space, Umehara "discovers" in 

present-day ethnic minorities the remnants of archetypal Japanese cultural lifestyles: he 

remarks, "if one turns to look at the religious beliefs of the Ainu and Okinawans, peoples 

whose Iives were left untouched by Buddhist influence, the outlines of Japanese Shinto 

become clearly vi~ible."'~ Assuming that the imagined characteristics of prehistoric 

Japan's Jomon era (10,000-300 B.C.), lost in mainstream Japanese culture, "have 

powefilly survived in Ainu religion ... unchanged since the age ofJornon," Umehara fills 

a lacuna in his historical narrative with a free interpretation of the contemporary cultural 

life of the Ainu and the okinawans." In short, the origin and essence of Japanese 

ethnicity, religion, and language as presented by the Umehara Japan Studies group are 

the result of a series of 'syrnbofic violences7 and methodological violations in which the 

cuItural dtflerences of ethnic minorities are interpreted as forming the past of a present- 

day Japanese singuIurz~. 

A qualitative change in Umehara's modus operandi from his earlier works to his 

later efforts deserves some attention. While Umehara's work of the 1960s and the early 

1970s was driven by a spiritual quest for a transcendental Nature and an overarching 

unity to the world, attempting to understand Japanese culture through its religious and 

aesthetic ethos, his works of the 1980s are more pragmatic, seeking explicitly to explain, 

as an "objective" fonn of knowledge, Japan to the West. Urnehara's work is distinguished 

from more casual and schematic versions of nilzonjinron by its finely detailed research 



and his narrative genius - he stitches facts and assumptions into an 'entertaining' story for 

the general public. Nevertheless, inspired to create a model that could explain the 

essence of Japanese culture, and incorporating his quest for identity into a study 

presented as objective knowledge with elaborate "empirical descriptions," the Umehara 

Japan Studies group has advanced a depoliticized, dematerialized and dehistoricized 

conception of Japanese society. In effect, as Umehara came to participate in the 

nilzonjinron discourse, his contribution had the effect of seriously eroding the dialectical 

tensions in the Japanese social sciences - i.e., the tensions between humanity and nature, 

intellect and emotion, and the individual subject and the social whole - that are 

indispensable to any objective form of sociaLscientific knowledge. 

The Search for Meaning - Recovering Symbolic Authority by Demonizing the Other 

Just as Umehara Japan Studies altered its orientation to the socio-historical 

context of the time and the rise of nihonjinron discourse, so too did a more politically 

oriented stream of thought associated with Eto Jun. Eto, who in his I967 work 

Mururur ion und Forfeirzire: T/ze Destruction oj'rlze Mother saw modernization as a 

process of maturation to be attained only by renouncing the "natural realm of sensuality," 

eventually came to an explicit position advocating the recovery of a strong state. Once he 

discovered that maturation had not occurred in Japan (at least not in the manner he 

thought), and identified the cause of that "failure" in the loss of paternal authority - the 

Symbolic or unifLing principles of society that Eto equated with the Japanese nation-state 



- and a resultant cultural and spiritual decay, Eto's works in the late 1970s and early 

1980s predictably took on nationalistic tones. More specifically, Eto's romantic yearning 

for things lost in the era of postwar modernization took an explicit anti4J.S. bent, for the 

cause of the weakened fatherly authority of the Japanese nation-state was the U.S. 

postwar occupying regime." According to Eto, the Japanese uncritically accepted the 

postwar myth handed to them by the U.S., forgetting even to remember "Japan's own 

sto~y."'~ Accordingly, he advocated reclaiming Japan's own history, or what he called 

"what Japan was forced to forget." Eto argued this point in numerous works such as 

Another Posnvar History (hi-olzitorsu no Sengo-shi, 1 9 76), Things Forgotten and Things 

One has Been Forced to Forger ( PVusureta Koto to Wasuresaseraretu Kolo, 1979), The 

1946 Constitution and its Compzllsion ( 1946 Kempo Sono Kosoku, l98O), The Record of 

Occuputionul History (Senryo-slti Roku, 1982), and "Occupational Army Censorship and 

Postwar Japan" (Sen--gun no Kenersu lo Sengo Nilzon, 1984). In these works, Eto 

claimed that during the American occupation of Japan following the unconditional 

surrender of 1945 the Japanese version of history had been erased and replaced with a 

narrative American in origin . 

Noteworthy here is that Eto's earlier "romantic," sentimental tone of yearning for 

"things lost" was tacitly transformed in his later works into an affirmation of state power 

politics and political realism. By finding his task in a reassertion of state authority, Eto's 

evaluation of postwar Japan became increasingly harsh; in his 1987 The US.-./upan Wur 

is Nor Over (Nichibei Senso wu Owatie Inai), Eto explicitly expressed his spiteful 



attitude towards postwar liberal democratic values and institutions. According to his 

analysis, the postwar Japanese espousal of the values of peace, anti-nuclear pacifism, 

democracy, and basic human rights was imposed by the U.S., and as such constituted the 

"fake freedom of domesticated animals." In order for Japan to obtain true fieedom, he 

argued, it must actively participate in the international information system that he saw as 

rapidly overthrowing the international geo-political space conventionally defined by the 

nuclear powers. A clear assumption running through his works of the late 1970s and the 

1980s is the identification of the U.S. as being ultimately responsible for Japan's postwar 

"tragedy."" Rather obviously, this new narrative neglects the fact that in the period 

immediately following the war no Japanese intellectual felt it was possible to actively 

defend prewar Japanese discourse; this revival (of Eto and others) is in fact a recent 

phenomenon, for such idealized representations of the past have only become possible 

when memories of the war became remote.s0 Moreover, what Eto describes as the loss of 

Japan's identity, and its ne~dound "fake," "vacuous," and "superficial" character, are 

probably more the results of radical socio-economic changes in the 1960s and 1970s than 

anything else, changes which are perhaps the unstated driving force of his critique while 

remaining fundamentally beyond his analytical scope. It seems that the internal changes 

in Japanese society that so alienate and threaten Eto's (and presumably others') sense of 

identity are understood and rationalized as the overpowering of Japan by the US. Indeed, 

Eto's arguments, supported by a multitude of other nationalists including Ishihara 

Shintaro and Watanabe Shoichi, began to win popularity in the early 1 980s when the 



nationalist ethos found a new context in the articulation of the international political 

economy. By failing to include the rapid social changes experienced in the 1970s and 

1980s in his theoretical scheme, Eto's calls for the recovery of the ccnation-as-father" 

were bound to become nostalgic expressions of a desire to recreate an idealized, 

imagined past. 

This inclination towards a new state nationalism was not the monopoly of 

"romantically" oriented intellectuals. Shimizu Ikutaro, a former liberal progressive leader 

in the early postwar era, is perhaps the best example of those who radically changed their 

previous positions. As the new high-technology orientation of intensive economic 

development and rationalization of society began to destroy the ground of the popular 

political movements and the potential for socially transformative theories by the early 

1970s, Shimizu radicalIy readjusted his thinking about the role of the intellectual in 

society, fiom being an advocate of democratic social transformation to being a 

protagonist of the project of national/cultural identity upholding the imperial court 

system (tennosei). In his 800 page two volume work, Contemporary Tlzought (Genduz 

Shiso, 1966), Shimizu articulated the problematic socio-cultural conditions common to 

three crucial periods in modem Japanese history: the wide-spread rise of nihilism 

overtaking realism at the turn of the century, in the 1920s and in the 1960s.~' In post- 

1960 Japan, argues Shimizu, intellectuals can no longer pursue the line they had pursued 

since the early postwar era, that is, to act as the social-theoretical avant-guard advancing 

social causes (e.g., material equality), but instead must combat the more pressing 



problem of nihilism. With this task in mind, Shimizu as a self-proclaimed pragmatist 

began to explore a new set of problematics: namely, how to battle against the 

increasingly abstract bureaucratic control of and the resultant nullification of meaning in 

Japanese s o c i e ~ .  *' 
Shimizu's 1972 "Theory of the Imperial System" (Tenno-ron), in which he points 

out the limits to rationalist/~ctionalist conceptions of the nation-state and their neglect 

of the "problem of social unification" (Shakai-reki togo no mondai), was once such 

attempt to battle the demon of nihilism. Recognizing the imperial order (renno) as a 

collective belief system, a source of emotional unity and satisfaction for many, and a 

symbolic center towards which the energy of the people is gathered, Shimizu argues that 

only the imperial system has the authority to guarantee the moral principles of the 

~ a ~ a n e s e . ~ ~  In his 1978 work, Doubts about the Postwur Em (Sengo o u/ugaziy 1978), 

however, this moral-cultural demand for a symbolic center was advanced a step hrther 

by being joined with a harsh political resentment against the Western Allies. In a section 

of book that discusses issues such as the dropping of the Atomic bomb, the late Soviet 

entry into the Pacific War, the strategic blockages in Asia, and the Hull note which many 

felt left Japan with no other option than going into the war, Shimizu describes the 

movement towards and conduct during WWII as a logical consequence of the prevalent 

mode of international power politics - i.e., "the law of the jungle" - a mode that for 

Shimizu is inseparable from the Allies' spiteful attitudes towards the Japanese (in 

Shimizu's words, "insects'?) as a nonCaucasian race." This inclination is furthered in his 



so-called "nationalist manifesto" of 1980, Japan, Be a Nation (Nihon yo Kokka Tare). In 

this work, Shimizu's argument is no different fiom that of other rather aggressive political 

realists who calI on the Japanese to regain their pride and autonomy f?om U.S. influences 

and to become a strong, independent sovereign nation-state. Underlying Shimizu's radical 

"conversion" (renko) from an advocate of progressive popular political movements in the 

1950s to a protagonist of state-nationalism in the 1980s is his recognition of the 

desirability of strengthening the weakened bond between the individual and the state 

authority, or the national identity of the Japanese. In this shift the targeted enemy of 

Japanese intellectuals changed from state power politics and status quo hierarchies to the 

international hierarchy, particularly the oppressive power of the U.S. From this new 

perspective, Japanese internal political struggles took a back seat, while "Japan" came to 

be the single political, cultural and economic unit deserving of protection from outside 

forces. 

Narcissistic Enclosure and the Loss of Exteriority - The Rise of Historical 
Revisionism 

Such calls for state-nationalism were not limited to the world of academia; the 

prime minister himself issued his own "nationalist manifesto" in the summer of 1985, 

legitimating the opening up of the question surrounding postwar Japanese history, and 

blatantly contradicting the Constitution. In his 1985 LDP summer seminar, Nakasone 

Yasuhiro remarked: 



Before the war, there was the imperial vision of history. Afler the war rose the 
Pacific vision of history, that is, the history defined by the Tokyo War Crimes Trial, 
in which Japan was judged by the laws of the Allies in the name of civilization, 
peace, and humanity. On this matter, history will have ultimate judgment. 
However, since then, a self-tormenting ideological trend spread which argued that 
Japan alone was completely wrong, and this has survived to the present. There has 
been a tendency to think one only need talk about the negatives of Japan. I 
disagree. Whether it wins or loses a war7 the state is the state. The state, and the 
people, should aim for glory, discarding shame ... Now is the time to establish the 
identity of the ~a~anese.'* 

Nakasone's criticism of the Tokyo Trial, explicitly rejecting the legitimacy of a 

universalist vision of history and truth by relativizing it as one vision among many others, 

opened up another step forward in the nationalist agenda - the call for the recovery of 

Japanese national identity and the realization of its glory. In this view, there is little 

appreciation for the fruits postwar international peace and the liberal democratic 

system. The recovery of "Japan's own story" has been a rhetorical strategy often 

employed by nationalist intellectuals; however, Nakasone's novelty was to put the idea 

into practice using his position as prime minister. In the same year, Nakasone attended a 

formal ceremony mourning of the spirit of war dead at Yasukuni shrine (National Shrine 

for the War Dead), a. ceremony which was in later years canceled due to the outrage of 

several Pacific nations. The following year, responding to a proposal from Umehara and 

others (including Umesao Tadao, Kuwahara Takeo and Ueyama Shumpei), the Nakasone 

cabinet established a government subsidized research institute, eventually called the 

Niclzihunken, the International Centre for Japanese Culture. Umehara was installed there 

as a leading figure, and actively pursued his Japan Studies agenda, and went on to 



formulate a clutch of theories about Japanese cultural identity. The relation between the 

institute, its theories, and their role in the dissemination of government ideology are 

reminiscent of the Kyoto-school's service to the prewar government; and, in fact, the 

Nichibunken group came to be known as the Neo-Kyoto-school. 

The initial "happy coincidence" between the positive curiosity of Western 

scholars and the affirmation of cultural pride of Japanese scholars did not last long. 

When it was replaced by increasing bitterness on both sides in the context of 

deteriorating U.S.-Japan relations in the second half of the 1980s, Japanese political 

economy became increasingly politicized as a space for counter-arguments to Japan- 

bashing of various kinds. In the climate of a prolonged world recession and harsher 

economic competition a new regionalization began to be manifest in world economic 

policy, and the opening salvos of a trade war between the U.S. and Japan were heard 

when the imbalance of trade became one of the top priorities in U.S. national policy. By 

the mid-1980s, the strength of the Japanese economy had reached the point where initial 

postwar economic relations between the US. and Japan were reversed: Japanese surplus 

capital was loaned to cover U.S. fiscal debts, and the voluntary export restrictions of 

Japanese firms to "adjust" trade-imbalances failed to have much positive effect on the 

U.S. trade deficit, resulting in a further transformation of production processes and 

trading patterns. These years saw many emotional outbursts on both sides. To take one 

among many similar examples, Theodore White's warning of the "Japanese threat" 

(published in the New York Times Mugcine, 1 985), treated Japan as unknowable other 



that was not to be understood, trusted, or communicated with. This intense anxiety and 

mistrust was articulated in a more sophisticated fashion in, for example, Karel van 

Wolferen's The Enigma of J'upanese Power ( 1 989) and Kenneth Pyie's The Jupunese 

Question (1992), where the roots of the international political-economic "inequality" was 

more directly (and academically) sought in Japanese culture and socio-political 

structures. Both authors saw Japan as a cause of a number of central problems in the 

contemporary world; each described Japan as a nation in which a modern, liberal 

democratic social system was unable to penetrate a "premodern" native one (van 

Wolferen, in particular), and a nation with an enormous imbalance between its economic 

and political powers - the so-called "economic giant and political dwarf' thesis - that 

rendered it incapable of taking political leadership in the international community.83 

The perception of Japan as a threat and a problem occasioned a vigorous counter- 

arguments by some Japanese scholars, and Japanese debating space became increasingly 

politicized in response to this rise of "Japan-bashing." Noteworthy here were the 

increasing links between the concerns of nihonjinron and the issues of political economy. 

A typical example of this was Ishihara Shintaro and Morita Akio's 'No' lo Ieru Nihon 

(1989, The ./upan That Gun Say 'No'), in which the authors argue that Japanese economic 

strength is the result of a superior education system, production methods, and advanced 

high-technology. They counseled their readers to ignore the bashers' unfair accusations 

of Japan being a "free-rider." This book sold more than a million copies in Japan, and 

two additional voIumes on the same themes that Ishihara co-authored with other writers 



soon appeared. In the 1990 volume of what became a series, entitled Soredemo 'No' to 

Ieru Nihon (The Jupan That Can S M  Say 'No'), the initially defensive tone justifying 

Japanese economic expansion took a more offensive tack and extended its arguments to 

locating the roots of the current U.S.-Japan tensions in the "unjust causes7' of W.W.11. 

One of the authors, Watanabe Shoichi, casually mentions the coming end of Western 

civilization and its dominance of the world. This argument was taken even fiuther in the 

199 1 volume, co-authored by Eto Jun, Danko 'No' to Ieru Nilton (The Japan That Can 

Firmly Say 'No?, in which he too calls for a thorough re-evaluation of W.W.11 and a 

postwar history from "Japan's own perspective." During these same years, more 

mainstream economic arguments also began to manifest more aggressive accents and 

competitive nationalistic overtones. Such books often argued in favour of strategic direct 

investment overseas, urging that Japan replicate overseas the Japanese production system 

of "flexible manufacturing7' and intensive use of artificial intelligence in design by means 

of mergers and the creation of information networks, so that Japanese firms could 

strategically localize their production base.8J 

In this climate of increasing resentment against the U.S., a historical revisionism 

openly challenging the universal vision of history emerged, involving a radical 

reinterpretation of what used to be considered undeniable facts. One such example was 

Japanese denials of the atrocities committed by the Imperial army at   an king" The 

Nanking massacre (also known as "the rape of Nanking") took place on December 13th, 

1937, with an estimate of 200,000 to 300,000 deaths. The debate over the massacre 



captured the spotlight in 1982 in conjunction with a text book controversy triggered by a 

deliberate change in the wording of Japanese high school textbooks in their description 

of the Japanese military invasion of China as an "advancement." Naturally, Chinese and 

Korean governments and peoples responded with outrage, eventually forcing the 

Japanese government to issue a revised guideline on the historical accuracy of textbooks. 

However, this revision caused strong resentment among Japanese nationalists, including 

former army officers and right-wing scholars, who responded with a campaign 

advocating the "fallacy thesis."86 The fallacy thesis can be, perhaps, best explained by 

quoting from the nationalist writer, Tanaka Masaaki, who maintained in his 1987 book 

that: 

In any case, the popular pseudo-theory which argues that the massacre of 200,000- 
300,000 in Nanking is nothing but a fallacy which distorts historical facts. 
Especially, to cite such masochistic and anti-nationalist fallacy in the school texts, 
and thereby wrongly educate the future generations of national subjects is an 
intolerable violence against the history of our forefathers. Nothing would be more 
shameful to our race, more misleading to our nation. I would like to continue 
fighting, with my solid determination, for the elimination of this historical fallacy - 
and the [Tokyo War Trial] perspective which judges Japan gUilty.S7 

Although the fallacy thesis has been around for some time, in the 1980s it was directly 

integrated into the general nationalist rhetoric for "Japan's own story," and, building upon 

earlier criticisms of the Tokyo War Trial, used to erode the legitimacy of universalist 

ethics. 

During the same period, and along the same lines, the meaning of W. W.11 was 

also subject to radical revisionist pressures. Problematic public comments by cabinet 



ministers regarding W. W.II - for many of them, the "Great East Asian War" - became 

routine. For example: 

The annexation of Korea was camed out with mutual consent, both tie fucto and l ie  
jure. Korea shares some of the responsibility; there is no guarantee that China and 
Russia would have stayed away from Korea, if Japan did not annex it? Winister 
of Education in the Nakasone cabinet, Fujio Masaydu, in 19861 

I believe the war was to liberate Asians from the colonial control of the Caucasian 
race ... Indeed, many Southeast Asian people say that the independence of their 
nations came about through the Great-Asian war. Why, then, do the Japanese 
themselves have to deny this relation between the Great Asian war and the 
liberation of ~ s i a . ' ~  [Chair of Land Planning in the Takeshita cabinet, Okuno 
Seisuke, in 19881 

Clearly, these remarks are permeated by a narcissistic self-pity that seeks to portray the 

Japanese as victims and by a self-centered hegemonic perspective incapable of listening 

to the voices of the true victims of their own violence. This shameless and solipsistic re- 

interpretation and re-evaluation of W. W.11 began in the late 1980s and rapidly gained 

popular currency in the early 1990s, winning increasing support from the rank and file of 

the LDP. As one indication of this trend, the membership of kokkuz @in domei (the 

League of Concerned Parliamentarians) increased from its initial membership of 58 to 

205 (two thirds of the LDP diet members) in less than four  month^.^' This group was 

formally established in 1994 under Okuno Seisuke's leadership for the purpose of 

objecting to f h e n  ketsugi , the Diet declaration confirming Japan's full war responsibility 

for the invasions in Asia and its commitment to future peace. 



Summary of the Section 

Curiously, it was in the field of international political economy that nihonjinron 

as a culturally oriented discourse was born and developed, and it was this cross- 

disciplinary arena that allowed nihonjinron discourse to be a dynamic scholarly forum 

capable of accommodating ideas from a wide array of disciplines. Indeed, this 

accommodation has meant that the discourse has had little consistency in terms of 

methodology, theoretical assumptions or thematics, so little in fact that the contradictory 

claims of liberal internationalists, epistemological positivists, apolitical, ahistorical and 

holistic culturalists, neo-conservative state-nationalists, and anti-universalist historical 

particularists have peacefilly co-existed. In this catch-all discourse, the old romantic 

nationalist and culturalist themes of the 1960s have been renovated with a new method 

and within a new historical context. Umehara and Etofs romantically inclined theory in 

the 1960s, for example, largely forgotten in the early 1970s, reappeared in nihonjinron in 

the 1980s in a structural functionalist and a statist guise, perhaps in response to the 

"internationalization" of Japan and the mediation of an acute consciousness of the West. 

In this sense the emotionally motivated reaction to Japan's powerlid other - the U.S. - 

allowed contradictory assumptions to coexist rather unproblematically and for a sense of 

unity to be shared, consciousIy or not, among the insiders. By virtue of this primary 

subtext of emotional unity, various scholarly streams with distinct and differing interests 

and themes that were formerly separated came together freely in a blurring of past 

boundaries. 



In short, as nikonjinron emerged and developed into an influential discourse in 

the 1980s, the nature of Japanese intellectual discourse as a whole underwent a structural 

transformation into an insular, homogeneous discursive space focused on the question of 

identity. This new discourse of identity, however, was made possible only by 

constructing an imaginary past and violating non-Japanese others, as we saw in 

Murakami et ars  nullification of history and Umehara's erasure of ethnic minorities in 

Japan. Similarly, since this insular, emotionally motivated discursive space "coincided" 

with the national-ethnic communal boundary of the Japanese nation-state, the inclination 

to mature into a ultra-nationalist discourse was unobstructed. The identification of the 

U.S. as Japan's national 'enemy,' already voiced by Eto and others, became an 

increasingly popular view as economic relations between the two deteriorated in the 

second half of the 1980s, and that new climate of intellectual hostility nurtured the 

historical revisionist and cultural particularist challenges to Japan's postwar commitment 

to internationalism under its peace constitution. Once again, claims for the rightfulness of 

Japan's own history, and particularly over the causes of WWII, were made at the expense 

of violating the historical experiences of Asian peoples. Moreover, the inherently 

cultural-particularist foundations of this new discourse opened up an academic space in 

which political cooptation of knowledge could be easily managed by means of massive 

government sponsored research projects, such as exemplified in Beyond rlte ~Llodern Age. 

The expression of the desire for identity in the guise of a discourse, then, 

constitutes a counter-current to the postmodern characterization of knowledge as playful 



(i.e., "gay science") and the general socio-cultural trends of the exploitation of difference 

such as the commercially driven expansion of the sign-economy devoid of depth, identity 

and meaning. It has to be pointed out, however, that although nihonjinron discourse runs 

seemingly counter to these latter trends, it also has postmodern components. By 

demolishing disciplinary boundaries and abandoning reasoned debate, nihonjznron 

discourse made itself much more accessible both to journalists and business writers and 

to the general reading public. Out of this rapprochement emerged what some have 

described as a "business culture" led by a new elite, among whom are such figures as 

Omae Kenichi and Sakaiya Taichi. These last have written how-to books for successful 

businessmen, and have in the process become new opinion leaders, strongly backed by 

the colossal Japanese information industry, enjoying a substantial influence upon young 

business professionals and society at large.9' Naturally, the Japanese elites are happy to 

hear what these opinion leaders say for it fits hand in glove with the government- 

promoted, corporate-sponsored future vision of the "information society." In short, the 

age old distinction in Japan between high knowledge and low knowledge, between the 

inteIlectuaIs and the masses and between education and entertainment, has been radically 

eroded by forces standing near the very centre of high culture. However, the relations 

between nilzonjinron discourse and postmodern socio-cultural trends in Japan are far 

more intimate and has much deeper and more complex dimensions. What 1 hcpe to show 

in the following section is how their convoluted relations directly mirror the fundamental 

problematic of Japanese society of the 1980s. 



N. The Aesthetic Subject and the Paradox of Identity - The Rise of a 
Contemporary Emperor System? 

In the late 1970s Japanese society experienced a brightening of its mood 

reflective of the newly acquired sense of material wealth and the shift in economic 

modes from production to consumption. The depressing mood that dominated the early 

1970s was replaced by an optimistic, "carefree nihilism" that welcomed the hi1 advent 

of commercially driven materialism as a new source of identity. By exploiting difference 

and opening up the sphere of subjectivity to colonization by mass media imagery, this 

new economic mode harnessed what Jameson has described as "postmodern cultural 

conditions," where the distinction between the artificial and the true and surface and 

depth is radically blurred if not altogether denied. At the same time, the desire to recover 

the subject and meaning was expressed in an inclination for unification and 

homogenization that, it was thought, would help to reestablish the centrelidentity that 

was under attack: here rose the new discourse of identity, nihonjinron. One can see, thus, 

that the drama of the "battle for identity" in the 1960s had found a new expression in the 

1980s. Although this new form of the "battle for identity" replicated the oppositional 

structure of eroding and reclaiming identity of the 1960s, it cannot be understood by the 

old action-reaction model. For one thing, while the battle in the 1960s was fought against 

the penetration of capital and technology into the empirical life spheres (although largely 

contained in cultural expressions) on the domestic political stage, the battle in the 1980s 



called for the erection of an abstract, idealized and nationally homogenized identity as a 

means by which to claim Japan's national right on the international stage. In this shift, the 

component of social resistance of the earlier decades was completely lost; instead, the 

forces "battling for identity" in the 1980s have collaborated with neo-liberal ideology and 

corporate capital. In order to comprehend the distortions at work in this new pursuit of 

identity, a new frame of analysis suited to the condition of the troubled state of 

representation and the subject is necessary. 

Riding piggy-back on the rapid gIobalization of a high-technology oriented 

economy, a new kind of commodity fetishism and snobbery has emerged the world over; 

in Japanese society, however, this trend has been carried to the extreme. Some see it in a 

positive light - Yoshimoto Takaaki, for example, interprets this state as a decentralization 

of power in which the masses are given the means of self-expression in their fiee play 

with images. On the other hand, rather astounded by the state of Japanese society, 

Alexandre Kojeve as early as 1969 described Japan as "post-historical civilization" 

where people live "according to totally formalized values - that is, values completely 

empty of all human content in the historical ~ense."'~ Following on Kojeve, Roland 

Barthes described Japan as "the empire of signs," a semiotic empire in which social 

interaction was a matter of the stylized exchange of signs, and pointed to the absence in 

Japanese society of a modem notion of subjectivity in which meaning is constituted in 

the objectified world. In both of these analyses there is perhaps more than a degree of 

"Orientalism"; however, their insights do, to my mind, capture with the freshness of the 



naive outsider something not easily detected by insidersg6 Perhaps to an extent unseen 

anywhere else in the world, contemporary Japanese social interaction is organized in 

accord with a commerciaIly driven, rapidly changing differentiation of aesthetic styles, 

and undergirded by a formalistic play with language barren of meaning and interiority. 

Western scholars are not alone in pointing out an absence of subjectivity in Japan. 

As seen in a previous chapter, Maruyama Masao, in his Thought and Rehaviour in 

Modern Japanese Politics (Nihon no Shisu), argued that Japanese discursive space lacks 

a structuring principle or series of axioms by which foreign ideas could be tested and 

dialectically reflected upon vis-a-vis native ideas; instead, Maruyama alleged, it accepts 

foreign ideas without a filtering process and keeps them in a state of syntagmatic 

(horizontal/spatial) coexistence with all others until that becomes out of fa~hion.~' This 

unfiltered acceptance is not a genuine acceptance in the sense that it does not involve a 

critical understanding and engagement, and is unlikely to generate a fusion with native 

ideas in any constructive way. This lack of a paradigmatic axis in Japanese discourse 

bears some relation to the prewar art historian Okakura Tenshin's description of Japan as 

the "museum of Asia," in which Asian ideas and artifacts are imported and warehoused 

with little trace of subjective inter~ention.'~ In this sense Japan is an ideal museum, an 

empty container that "accepts" everythingY9 Similarly, speaking in the context of the 

lack of a dialectical engagement with external ideas in Japan, Takeuchi Yoshimi 

lamented the unprogressive and unconstructive climate of the Japanese intellectual 

tradition. Takeuchi attributed this deficit of ability for dialectical engagement to a lack of 



selfdefined identity in the Japanese cultural tradition. For Takeuchi, the successful 

postwar rapid economic growth was nothing but an irony, made possible only by virtue of 

the absence of a subjectivity and thus a resistance against the penetration of capital and 

technology. Indeed, externally imposed commercial forces had come to define the 

"identity" of the subject in Japan in the 1980s. 

For many commentators, Japanese society appears to be the most "advanced" 

among the industrialized nations in its pursuit of the "postmodern." However, 

contemporary theorist Karatani Kojin has aptly warned against such hasty equations of 

1980s Japan and "postmodernity." Born in a unique Euro-American context, argues 

Karatani, postmodernism has emerged as a remedy (at least in its intent) for modem 

Euro-American philosophical impasses, and as such is an attempt to discourse the 

transcendental by taking a position consciously exterior to the interiority of the 

hegemonic Spirit. loo This is what Derrida means by deconstruction, at least in his Oj' 

Grumrnatolo~ ( 1 968), the simultaneous affirmation and undermining of Reason. In the 

Japanese historical context, however, the socio-discursive state of the 1980s cannot be 

postmodern in this sense, since a self-defining modem subjectivity, the subject that 

objectifies the rest of the world has never been present in Japanese history. Rather, 

argues Karatani, that the socio-cultural state of Japan appears to be postmodern is more 

due to "a rehabilitation of Japanese discourses of the nineteenth century" in which 

stylized aesthetic exchanges devoid of interiority were the norm - a state Karatani 

describes as a "paradise of fools." According to Karatani, the essence of 19th century 



Japan was most typically embodied in the behaviour exchanged between sexes in the 

pleasure quarter of the late-Edo era (presumably the only place free from feudalistic class 

oppression). The core principle of that culture was iki - i.e., an attitude of keeping a 

certain distance from the woman one loves in order to avoid passion and folly as Iater 

formulated philosophically by Kuki Shuzo - an attitude something akin to what 

Heidegger called "playing with the Abgrund," or "the abyssal depth."lO' The subject who 

lived in this discursive sphere deliberately negated all perspectives in favour of aesthetic 

sophistication as hisher sole purposehl pursuit. The contemporary expression of this 

aestheticism can be seen in the materia1 snobbism and fetishism of the "crystal tribes"; it 

is the logic underlying the rapidly changing booms and busts of fashion styles that has 

made the commercial exploitation of signs so profitable. 

Karatani argues that the formalistic aestheticism prevalent in the Japanese 

nineteenth century was a result of previous intellectual trends that had persistently 

challenged ri (reason) beginning in the late 17th century. lo2 It bears pointing out that 

according to Karatani's historically and philologically informed analysis, the Japanese 

word for "reason" encompasses a much broader field than what can be translated by 

logos, reason, or rationality, such that when the Chinese character designating ri is used 

in combination with another adjunct character signifying various concepts - senseiway, 

principle, truth, logic, philosophy, rationality, reason, etc. - any subsequent criticisms of 

reason encompass all of these connotations. Further, he maintains that "the 

deconstruction of ri (reason) had already been accomplished by the end of 18th century 



in the works of scholars like Ito Jinsai, Ogyu Sorai and Motoori Norinaga, who built 

upon a long standing tradition of criticism of ri contained in the Shushigaku, a 

philosophical system established in 12th century China that absorbed Zen Buddhism and 

cIassical Chinese philosophy within its general frame of Confucianism. Ito Jinsai, claims 

Karatani, had already "discovered" textuality, recognized the fundamental excess of the 

signified over the signifier and pointed to the limitation of singular perspective, logic and 

philosophy in the 18th century. lo' According to Karatani, Motoori Norinaga emphasized 

the importance of the Kojiki (the 8th century text telling the founding myth of the nation) 

above the government approved Nilzon Slzoki, by criticizing the latter's Confucianist 

imposition of a single morality on its narrative, much as Nietzsche had criticized 

Platonism and Christianity in his Genealogy ofMorals for their "nihilistic" negation of 

"life" (plurality, becoming, contradiction, and pathos, in Nietzsche's terms) and their 

invention of a "true world" beyond existence. lo' Motoori insisted on the need for 

fundamentally altering our perspective from one governed by a particular reason and 

morality - what he called kara-gokoro (the "Chinese mind") - to one free of such doxas, a 

perspective that views the world outside hegemonic impositions and hidden ideologies - 

that he calls yamuto-gokoro (the "Japanese mind") - by knowing the pathos of things 

(mono no awure (1 sltzru). '05 Motoori discovered this potential for going beyond the 

limitations of reason and morality in the realm of beauty/pathos and placed it not as a 

category opposed to reason but as the foundation which gives rise to reason itself, and 

thus inclusive of any opposition between reason and itself.'06 What calls attention here is 



his naming of this foundation yarnato-gokoro ("Japanese mind"). Rather predictably, and 

regardless of his own position, Motoori's work was taken over and developed into a form 

of fanatic national Shintoism that became an ideological foundation for the Meiji 

restoration. lo' 

The flourishing of aesthetic formalism in the late-Edo was, following Karatani, a 

state resulting from the process of the nullification of universal reason ("Chinese mind") 

and a purification of native culture that had been attained by eliminating "things foreign" 

(Chinese). In other words, the process of nullifying reason itself becomes a process of a 

"realization" of Japanese cultural essence (yamato-gokoro). Karatani sees this same drive 

for realizing cultural essence at work in modem Japanese history as well, only in our 

century the position of China as Japan's most powerfit1 Other was replaced by the 

West.'08 Indeed, after the initial period of the Meiji restoration when the Japanese felt 

they had no other option than to modernize in order to defend themselves fiom Western 

imperialism, the subsequent romantic period was characterized by incessant attacks on 

the notions of the modem subject, reason, and progressive history, mingled with signs of 

yearning for a return to the state of "what Japan truly was." This development reached its 

maturity, as discussed in chapter two, in the period of the "cultural renaissance" (burzgei 

fukkolz ki) that emerged out of a sense of spiritual decay and a wide-spread decadence in 

the mid 1930s. Thus we may see Nishida Kitaro's conception of the "place of 

nothingness" (mu no hrrslto) as a kind of parallel of Motoori's yamufo gokoro in its 

formulation of the foundation from which reason is derived ("predicate"), a place that 



later was to be seen as the essence of Japanese identity. Yasuda Yojuro's romantic irony 

and aesthetic absolutism, likewise, has much in common with the Edo notion of iki, the 

idea of playing with the "abyssal depth," a serious and distant "play" that "avoids passion 

and folly." To repeat Karatani's point, this intellectual state reached in the 1930s was not 

the resistance of a "premodern sensibility" but a replication of 19th century intellectual 

developments, "a mode of thought which in some senses had already transcended 'the 

modem'. " 

Given the historical context in which the modem Japanese nation-state and its 

identity was formed - i.e., in reaction to the modem West as Japan's hegemonic Other - 

the modem process of realizing Japanese cultural essence (via the "deconstruction of 

reason") was at the same time overlaid with ultra-nationalistic claims for the recovery of 

Japan's "true identity" erased by a modernization equated with Westernization in 

Japanese history. This "confusion" between a process purifying native culture by 

eliminating "things foreign" (i.e., reason) and a counter-hegemonic revolt against the 

hegemonic Other reflects the particular way Japanese identity has been historically 

formulated in modern/ universalist terms. Japanese cultural specificity as such has always 

been represented in the universalist perspective, and therefore, it only has meant what 

stands out as peculiar when viewed in Western eyes. In other words, insofar as Japanese 

historical/cultural specificity operates within a modem universalist discourse that 

authorizes the universality of the modem world system itself, Japanese historical/cultural 

specificity is reduced to a "difference-in-sameness" implicated within subjugation to the 



hegemonic power of the West. It is no accident, therefore, that the war against the 

Western Allies was conceived as a reclamation of "Japan's own identity" and Japan's 

wartime slogan "overcoming modernity" was the verbal articuiation of a project 

conceived to take Japan beyond modem time and space. What was attempted in the war 

was, then, at least on this ideological level, a departure from the world defined in the 

modem way, an attempt to create an alternate system of representation superior to the 

modern one in which Japanese cultural values could reorganize different temporaYspatial 

and human relations. At the opening of the war, as argued in chapter two, Yasuda's anti- 

essentialist, ironic aestheticism and Nishida's Kyoto school program of Japanese identity 

as nothingness, however seemingly at odds, came to be conjoined and served as the two 

pillars of the war ideolog. It was during these years that the decentered and de- 

essentialized discursive structure came to be focused under the sign of the emperor as the 

ultimate authority for this alternate representative schema signifLing the essence of 

Japan, under which all meanings were to be gathered and united. 

Karatani sees a similar parallel development taking place in Japanese discourse of 

the 1980s. In the postwar context, modem notions returned to prominence during the 

U.S. occupation but have gradually been eroded throughout the postwar era, as I have 

outlined in the previous chapters. The new version of "overcoming modernity" was 

symbolically envisaged in works Iike Beyond the Modern Age and accompanied by two 

seemingly contradictory developments in the 1980s: socio-cultural conditions favourable 

to the "deconstruction" of the subject and reason and the advent of theories celebrating 



diffusion (e-g., Yoshimoto) on the one hand, and an inclination towards centralization 

and homogenization in the form of a reclamation of national identity in nihonjinron (e.g., 

Eto), on the other. In Karatani's words, 

A similar situation prevails in Japan of the 1980s. Japan has become a highly 
developed information-consumption society, in which meaning is information and 
desire is the desire of the Other, because the "subject" of the nineteenth century 
West has never existed in Japan, nor has there been any resistance to the modem. 
In 1980s Japan (a Japan "liberated fiom its obsession with modernism), parody, 
pastiche, and collage have become dominant trends ... There is an almost 
pathological play with language, with the reign of the superficial on the one hand, 
and the regeneration of ultra-nationalistic ideology on the other. The overcoming of 
modernity is once again being touched upon, but in a different context. '09 

The development of  a commercially driven sign-economy in the 1980s reached the point 

where everything became a matter of language or images entirely reduced to their 

discursive properties (signs). At this point, dematerialized/dehistoricized networks of 

signs now constitute a hermeneutic surface, in which an endless play of language and a 

narcissistic monologue can perpetuate themselves, completely disinterested in the 

representation of what is happening outside this closed system - i-e., history. However, 

since the nullification of the subject and meaning both generate an "excess" - a displaced 

self reactionary awakened as inarticulate desire - that seeks to find a ground for 

articulation/materialization, "postmodern" discursive space is simultaneously laden with 

an immanent desire to rediscover a meaning that it is in some sense destroying. This 

"excess" found its ground of articulation in nihonjinron discourse, expressing itself as a 

drive against the hegemonic perspective of the modem West (represented by the U.S.). In 



this sense, these seemingly contradictory phenomena - the self-indulgent "play with 

language" and the desire for subjectivityheaning - were manifestations and 

magnifications of a single historical event, nameIy, the process of "reaIizing" Japanese 

identity, and the discursive state characterized by the absence of exteriority/Other (i.e., 

what stands outside of the herrneneutic sphere of pure surface - the material/historical 

world) signals the near completion of this identity. 

It was the emperor system that ultimately served as a symbol of Japanese essence 

in the years leading towards WWII, under which sign a11 contradictions were united in 

accord. Can the emperor still function as a symbol of unity in contemporary Japan? 

Kurihara Akira, a contemporary social scientist, argues that current Japanese society has 

already constituted itself around a new form of the emperor system. According to 

Kurihara, the emperor has historically been a flexible concept, a socio-culturai system 

capable of transforming its content and form of representation according to the social 

conditions of given epoch. ' lo  In the context of the 1980s, argues Kurihara, the emperor 

system has again transformed its temporal and spatial structure, this time into one in 

accord with the information-led consumer society characterized by extensive electronic 

webs for the intensive flow of information. In this system, the emperor is completely 

disembodied, no longer representing a living being but rather an abstract symbol that 

designates emptiness as the essence of Japan. The efficacy of this system lies in its 

"topological import as an 'empty centre"' in which Japan is signified. According to 

Kurihara, this topological centre is represented by the imperial palace, and the new 



emperor system establishes itself by replacing a historically based space with an 

abstractly conceived one, constituting a circular expansion of the sphere of meaning all 

over Tokyo, and the nation itself, even into the rest of ~s ia ." '  Moreover, this new 

emperor system has the effect of being a mechanism for the nullification of historical 

time, in the sense that temporal distances can be easily overcome and the past and the 

future easily remade into properties of the present. I "  In the mediatized and 

bureaucratized Japanese society of the 1980s, argues Kurihara, the disembodied emperor 

as sign is infinitely and instantaneously multiplied without being known as such, since "it 

alienates the very notion of aiienation" in the minds of its subjects and, naturalizing the 

artificiality of the "hyperreal," it masks the fact that people are deprived of their 

subjectivity. ' l 3  

This commercially driven material culture is accompanied by particular 

psychological and cultural effects, both in the individual subject and on the general 

atmosphere of the society: fetishism, egotistic materialism, narcissism, isolation and 

cynicism. Kurihara emphasizes that not only does commodity fetishism and snobbery 

prevail, but more problematically, by nullifying language's gasp of meaning this culture 

also advances a nihilistic play with difference to the point of extreme cynicism.''' Free- 

floating signifiers delinked from their original meanings and/or historical referents now 

can arbitrarily attach themselves to almost any meaning'referent regardless of its original 

attachments, resulting in a situation where the assault on original meaning can go as far 

as to mean its opposite, as in the Orwellian "double-speak" slogans: war is peace and 



freedom is ~lavery."~ Moreover, a subjectivity penetrated by and filled with the desire of 

others necessarily generates an "excess" in the subject, the part of subjectivity that is 

displaced by the intrusion of external forces and, paradoxically, generates a reactionary 

awakening of the desire for "identity." Kurihara's new emperor system may be capable of 

absorbing this "excess" in the subject into its empty centre, and thereby rearticulating 

itself as a master signifier for the articulation of the "ghost" of the displaced subject, 

dematerialized time and space, and annihilated meaning. However, as I will discuss in 

the next chapter, this negatively cultivated sense of lack, the vacuous feeling in the 

subject or excess that desires to be rearticulated, has not found its ground in the sign of 

the emperor new or otherwise; instead, the rearticulation was sought in sub-national 

religious communities such as was exemplified in the Aum Slzinrzkyo cult group in the 

mid- 1990s. 

While the abandonment of deep, self-defined identity and the primacy of meaning 

in life allowed the Japanese cultural and economic scene of the early 1980s to prosper, 

this seemingly infinite game of exploiting difference became exhausted towards the end 

of the decade. As this happened, the cheerful nihilism and playful lightfulness of the 

earlier decade was gradually replaced by resentment and cynicism. This progression 

parallels the one observed in nihonjinron discourse; its initial optimism and narcissistic 

pride was later embittered with resentment, giving rise to cultural particularism and 

historical revisionism. Marking this mood of decay and embitterment, the 1980s closed 

with three major domestic and international landmark events: 11 the end of the cold war 



and the emergence of the "new world ordery'; 21 the death of Hirohito and the end of the 

Showa era; and 33 the Heisei depression and the collapse of the "bubble economy" in the 

early 1990s. Naturally, however, these endings were simultaneously the beginning of the 

new, whose structuring principle is yet to be defined in the continuing process of history 

in making. 

In the next chapter, some discussion of historical developments in the 1990s is 

followed by a specific set of questions. In addition, I will attempt to gather together the 

theoretical threads which have underlain the discussions of the previous chapters, in such 

a way as to illuminate the issues at stake in the question of Japanese identity. In doing so, 

some of the discussion in the last section of this chapter, particularly that of the Japanese 

subject, will be more hlly dealt with in the broader problematics surrounding "the 

modem." 
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Chapter 6: Identity, Nation, and Modernity - Japan in the 1990s and Beyond 

Introduction 

The year 1989 was a historical landmark that saw several clearly marked 'ends' 

and less clear 'beginnings' both on the Japanese domestic and on the international stages. 

Domestically, the six-decade-long Showa era (1 926-89) that saw the rise of the fascist 

regime and the war, as well as the subsequent economic recovery and ascent to the post- 

industrial information society, ended with the death of emperor Hirohito. The end of 

Showa was accompanied by the financial deflation known as the "burst of the bubble 

economy" which would develop into the long and severe Heisei recession. These 

domestic changes 'coincided' with a series of global structural transformations, most 

dramatically, the 1989 collapse of the Soviet Union that put an end to the period of 

relative international stability under the postwar bi-polar system. In this changing 

international geo-political climate, the Persian Gulf War and the US proposed "New 

World Order" had an enormous impact upon Japanese intellectuals and the wider public, 

throwing the country into turmoil over its postwar commitment to liberal 

internationalism. While these landmark events certainly introduced marked changes in 

the historical current, there were equally strong trends that continued from the previous 

decades. As seen in the last chapter, the radical erosion of empirical selfhood and the 

fragmentation of discourse in the 1980s had a "double-function" of filling in the empty 



subject with commodified image-signs that in turn fkther displaced the subject. This 

trend toward the fiagmentation and decentralization of the subject and discourse 

continued in the 1990s, while the optimism surrounding the replenishment of identity by 

commercial signs waned. With the commercialization of subjectivity, society, and 

knowledge expanding to its final frontiers - the family, female sexuality, and the body - 

reactionary responses to the increasingly vehement challenges to identity began to take 

the form of explosive acts of violence against society at large. 

What one observes in the Japan of the 1990s, then, is a multifaceted breakdown 

of the political, economic, and socio-cultural bases that had been the source of previous 

stability. What gave the Japanese pride and prosperity in the previous decades had 

become bankrupt, and the 'unique' Japanese business practices and socio-cultural 

characteristics that were once seen as assets were now seen to be part of the problem. 

Moreover, the erosion of the f'undamentals of life - the sense of self and the body, 

conventionally held values and moral principles, and the family as an intimate private 

space - further intensified in the 1990s. As the everyday life of the Japanese was 

increasingly exposed to the influences of sophisticated technology and the incessant and 

seductive appeal of commercial images, the hndamentally displeasurable assault on the 

empirical life sphere often came to be simultaneously consumed as a momentary 

pleasure. At the same time, this tendency evoked strong reactionary responses, 

particularly from those who were excluded from its supposed 'benefits.' In this chapter, I 

will discuss the acute manifestations of the crisis of contemporary Japan, seeing in them 



a mirror of the crisis of modernity at large. 1 give particular attention to a series of events 

in the second-half of the 1990s that have most symptomaticaIly epitomized this sense of 

crisis: the violent acts of terrorism executed by the .4um Shinrikyo religious cult group 

and the growing popularity of historical revisionism that precipitated the emergence of a 

"new nationalism." In the last section, 1 attempt to gather together the key thematic and 

theoretical threads running through the entire thesis. 

I. The Changing Tide: Post-'Bubble' Japan in the Post-Cold-War World 

The Death of the Emperor, the Burst of the &Bubble Economy' and the Heisei 
Depression 

When the emperor Hirohito died on January 7, 1989, men and women of all ages, 

vocations, and political affiliations, gathered together at the imperial palace, so reports a 

writer, in order to pay their respects in "a moment of a deep sense of loss," solemnly 

participating in a sacred ritual "calling for a new spirit."' Although it is questionable 

whether the Japanese were motivated to confirm "their true self-image" as imperial 

subjects as many nationalists have claimed, there was an undeniable sense of closure 

wide-spread throughout society. This sense of closure was perhaps closely related to the 

way temporality is recounted in the Japanese calendar system: in Japan each period of 

time is directly linked to the emperor's name, such that in this scheme of periodization 

Hirohito died in Showa 63, and each decade of an era (e.g., the Showa 1 Os, 20s, etc.) is 



invested with the images associated with the key historical events that characterized that 

time.' By referring to this imperial periodization, historical narratives create a sense of 

spatial boundaries both inside and outside of the shared temporality. However, the 

images of the Showa era gradually began to fade even before its end, sometime, many 

believe, in the Showa 40s or the mid-1960s, and temporal reference to the Showa reign 

began to be replaced by the designators of the Western calendar.' Somewhat 

paradoxically, it was Hirohito's illness and the foreshadowing of the long awaited end of 

that era that revived the moribund image of a Showa era; the notion of the closure of the 

historical epoch revived in a way the era itselF, such that numerous academic and popular 

projects were initiated to narrate the history of the past from the privileged point of view 

of the present. These efforts and the extended affirmation of closure evoked a sense of 

nostalgia - if such efforts themselves were not already its product - that persisted well 

into the 1990s, during which time they increasingly became enmeshed with the 

resentments, the feelings of powerlessness, and the cynicism of the second half of the 

decade. 

I argued in the last chapter that in contemporary times the emperor has tended to 

function as a de-mythologized symbol, transformed from his once sacred status in the 

prewar era to the late-Showa notion of a popular emperor. Given that the emperor has for 

some time represented a mere formality, a nationally recognized sign, we can see that the 

image of Hirohito's life, and particularly his death, were wildly exploited both by the 

Japanese mass media for their high commercial value, and by many individuals who 



made use of its symbolic value to enhance their power in various local discourses. Public 

and private corporations, as well as many individuals, competed in completely formal 

displays of respect by voIuntarily practicing 'self-restraint' during the emperor's illness, 

postponing andlor canceling various events.* All the major national newspapers and the 

daily television news reports revealed an often embarrassingly detailed account of his 

illness and his deteriorating condition, replete with 'biological facts' of scientific 

accuracy such as daily body temperature, blood pressure level, and the amount of blood 

lost. Although the death of Hirohito reaffirmed the purely symbolic status of the imperial 

court in contemporary Japanese society, the populace's spontaneous acts of public 

mourning did also show evidence of the possibility that such a symbol could be employed 

to evoke a sense of national unity and mobilize a uniform society-wide response, albeit in 

a completely depoliticized manner. The formalized and supposedly apolitical symbolic 

power of the Imperial Court has had ambiguous implications with respect to Japanese 

nationalism in the 1990s. For some, this symbol has represented the spiritual unity of the 

nation, while for others it is the symbol of postwar Japanese peace and prosperity, or 

even, democratic civil society. Whatever content the symbol represents, with Mirohito's 

death a sense of closure was more or less shared by the entire society. Indeed, we ought 

to say that the cmx of the symbolic power of the emperor lay precisely in its ambiguity, 

and thus its ability to accommodate a variety of feelings and its high value utility as the 

ultimate symbol of the nation. 



The philosopher and critic Takeda Seiji has emphasized that the emperor system 

(tenno-sei), unlike the President or the Prime Minister in Western societies, cannot solely 

be explained as the symbolic center in a semiotic sense, nor in purely political- 

institutional or sociological terms.5 Instead, argues Takeda, the emperor for many 

Japanese occupies both the end-point of the empirical and affectionate relationships that 

extend outwards from the individual to the family, relatives, fiends, local communities, 

and eventually to the nation, as well as f'unctioning as a transcendental absolute being 

(choersu-shu) gathering together the existential anxiety of the ~ a ~ a n e s e . ~  Using this 

notion of the emperor's dual-function, Takeda expIains that the syrnboIic power of the 

emperor tends ultimately to absorb a diversity of historical narratives and philosophical 

thought streams: 

In Japanese society, there is always one empty space between the verbal expression 
of ideas and the sense of reality (the feeling of void). The reason for this is, as I 
have argued above, that all ideas as such have historically been regarded as external 
and foreign, [what might be described as] the Chinese spirit (Kuru-gokoro), at odds 
with the native discourse. Given this external assignation, the foundation for 
universality in Japanese discourse has been thought to reside outside the system, 
and has impaired the ability of ideas to develop a passage way bridging the gap 
between words and reality. This empty space between words and ideas (in which 
the centre is an empty one) has been derived from the unique historical experience 
and social configuration of the Japanese, the unique 'anxiety,' as it were, of the 
Japanese understanding of reality. 
Therefore, either on the level of 'narrative' or on that of 'thought,' this empty space 
tends to be filled in by the fonns of communal sensitivity that negate such 
'anxiety.' Needless to say, what symbolizes this form of Japanese sensitivity on the 
level of 'narrative' has always been the emperor, and on the level of 'thought' [the 
emperor designates] nothing but the transcendental 'reason' of various kinds which 
came from the outside bearing the power of universality.' 



Takeda relates this understanding of the Japanese emperor system to Japan's problematic 

encounter with modernity and its ambivalence over its modem identity, an ambivalence 

that has been manifest in the developmental path of modem Japanese thinking. 

According to Takeda, when Japanese society becomes aware of this gap between ideas 

and reality, it usually adopts one of two tendencies: either it attempts to ground 

transcendental reason in the realm of the empirical, or it attempts to depict the world 

differently by importing new ideas8 For this reason Takeda believes that the emperor as 

an empty symbol will remain a powerful stratagem even in contemporary Japan. 

Moreover, the Emperor as an empty sign seems to have taken on additional significance 

in the 1990s in the context of the declining authority of the Japanese state. In the 1990s, 

the symbolic import of the emperor system, as apolitical and spiritual "imagined 

community," is similar to that born by the Emperor system in wartime Japan, when 

resentment of the Japanese state and perceived moral and spiritual crises were absorbed 

into the empty centre, i.e., the Emperor equated first with the people, and later the state, 

allowing the state to constitute itself as a most powerful political ideology. In this light, 

the place of the Japanese Imperial Court in the 1990s is approaching its former 

significance as the symbol of last resort of the unity of the nation, a symbol of Japanese 

identity in an age in which the content and meaning of "Japaneseness" has been lost. 

Not only did the 1990s open with this mood of mourning, but it saw two 

additional closures triggered by a series of political and economic hardships, which 



together reinforced the sense of the end of an era. The prolonged Heisei recession and the 

financial downturn, the so-called "burst of the bubble economy," clearly marked an end 

to the period of rapid postwar economic growth and the nearly four decades of LDP 

monopoly on power, or the so-called 55-nen taisei, the 1955 power system. It is 

important here to note the tripartite relation between the changes in the international 

economic and geo-political climate and the breakdown of the domestic political and 

economic system that had flourished under the US-Japan security fiamework. The zenith 

of Japanese economic power in the 1980s was achieved under a monopoly of power by 

domestic elites that had successfully advanced a competitive production system and 

marketing stratem by means of foreign direct investment in the production centered 

economic paradigm. In the context of an increasingly competitive international economic 

climate and increasing barriers in the US and Europe to Japanese imports (whether from 

trade restrictions or the high value of the yen), Japanese capital successfidly managed to 

organize a regionally integrated production system in East and Southeast Asia that took 

advantage of the lower production costs in the region by geographically expanding 

production sites. An additional advantage was that goods produced there faced fewer 

restrictions entering the US market than Japan produced goods (in North America, and to 

a lesser extent Europe, Japanese manufacturers expanded their local automobile 

production capacity to get around import restrictions). By the early 1990s, however, some 

felt that the ieading sector of the international economy had shifted from the production 



of high value-added industrial goods, such as automobiles and computer hardware and 

components, to information software, technology and technolorn networks. 

As the rhetoric of economic globalization became fully fledged in the 1990s, 

voices of criticism to the once unshakably solid, elite Japanese power oligarchy began to 

emerge from liberal economists like Omae Ken'ichi, a successful businessman who for a 

long time had lived and studied abroad. According to Omae, the world economy in the 

1990s has been characterized by the recovery of the Anglo-Saxon economies, particularly 

those of the US, England, New Zealand, and Ireland, with Canada and Australia being 

less successful exceptions.9 He argued that these Anglo-Saxon economies followed a 

course of economic deregulation and domestic restructuring, most dearly exemplified by 

the Thatcher and Reagan administrations, that bore the worst of the restructuring 

throughout the 1980s with high unemployment and a low rate of expansion. However, 

thanks to the application of these tough neo-liberal policies, Omae claimed, they 

emerged as the fittest economies in the 1990s with few 'obstacles' to the free-flow of 

goods and services, and began to enjoy the positive results of their economic discipline. 

1980s Japan, on the other hand, was a different story. Omae argues that Japan was so 

complacent with its prosperity that it did not take the need for such restructuring 

seriously, and, in addition to the belated recognition of these necessities, Japanese 

politicians and bureaucrats have been in the 1990s incapable and unwilling to make the 

much needed effort or demonstrate the leadership in the internal restructuring necessary 

to suit the globalized economy. As an example of such failures, Omae identifies the lack 



of education in Japanese scholars in pragmatic, rather than archaic, English as a 

functional means of global communication. He points out that many Asian non-English 

speaking countries, such as Taiwan and even Korea and Indonesia, are far more advanced 

in this respect than Japan, and that Singapore, which made English its national language 

in the early 1980s, has practically replaced Japan as a new central commercial hub in 

Asia." According to Omae's liberal economist view point, Japan's conservative socio- 

economic and political structure, and its resistance to change, has been the greatest cause 

of the relative decline of the Japanese economy. 

Indeed, Omae's critique has the merit of disclosing the role that 'structuraIly 

embedded conservatism' has played in exacerbating the financial crisis, itself 

unprecedented in postwar Japanese history. Japanese corporate capitalism of the 1980s 

was buoyed by a series of highly inflated speculative economic practices, including real- 

estate and portfolio investments that were accompanied by a set of manipulative policy 

instruments and the control of information by the elite group. In Japan, as has been often 

pointed out, the largest portion of stocks are corporately rather than individually owned, 

and a long-standing mutual support system among the companies within the same 

keiretsu, or large business conglomerate, artificially inflates the value of corporate stocks 

in order to generate greater supply of equity within the same business group. " To 

support this system, the company heads of a keiretsu hoid closed meetings without 

disclosing their decisions to individual stock-holders, a practice that has been targeted by 

the US representatives in the Strategic Impediment Initiative talks (Nichibei Kozo Kyogi) 



as unfair. l 3  Moreover, Japanese private banks have been under the strong influence of the 

Ministry of Finance (Okurasho), and were strongly 'recommended' by the Ministry to 

purchase large sums of US government bonds in order to prop up the US budgetary 

deficit in the late 1980s. Since it is convention that private Japanese banks accept retired 

Finance Ministry bureaucrats for high-ranking management positions (called amakuduri, 

"descent fiom heaven"), private financial institutions in Japan are not as autonomous 

from the government as banks are elsewhere in the developed world. In other words, as 

Omae correctly points out, the Japanese financial system is characterized by many 

illiberal practices sanctioned by manipulative government and private sector policies that 

discriminate against the interests of individual investors. 

Beyond these interpretations of the collapse of the bubble economy, however, 

there remain serious questions about structural problems embedded in the world 

economy that have not received the scholarly attention they deserve. In a recent article, 

Robert Brenner has scrutinized the problem of over-production in the post 1970s global 

economy and the subsequent shift in investment patterns from the productive to the 

speculative economy. According to Brenner, the causes of the Japanese bubble and its 

collapse have much to do with the changes that 1985 Plaza Accord effected in the 

financial sector, the principal repercussion of which for Japan was a radical revaluation 

of the yen-dollar exchange rate. lJ Between 1985 and 1988 the value of the yen virtually 

doubled vis-a-vis the dollar. As there was no corresponding decrease in the costs of 

Japanese production, Japanese producers had to confront a situation in which the higher 



yen and increasingly protected markets meant that demand for their goods was shrinking 

at an alarming rate. According to B r e ~ e r ,  the Japanese government's response to this 

crisis was fourfold: 11 it attempted to increase domestic consumption to compensate for 

the drop in exports; 23 it fostered a runaway speculation and inflation in Japanese real 

estate and equities (Tokyo land and stock market prices doubled between 1986 and 

1989); 31 it encouraged the reinvestment of this "flush money" in manufacturing plant 

modernization and research and development in order to take Japanese industry to the 

next level of high-tech sophistication, productivity, and international competitiveness; 

and 4) it encouraged direct foreign investment (which tripled in the years 1985- 1 989; in 

addition, sales of Japanese US manufactured automobiles grew at a rate of 5 percent per 

annum in this period) to take advantage of tariff barriers and the cheaper East and 

Southeast Asian labour market. 

While, according to Brenner, "[tlhe ultimate impact on the domestic economy of 

Japanese corporations' spectacular reorientation towards Asia remains to be seen," the 

preliminary consequences of the post 1985 economic policies were a tighter integration 

of the Asian and Japanese economies, and the creation of a tripartite regionally-based 

economic relation between the US, Japan, and Asia. In this new regionally integrated 

economy, Asian producers, largely because their labour costs were cheaper and their 

currencies were pegged to the US dollar, managed to acquire a percentage of the US 

market corresponding to the percentage of that market lost to Japanese producers as well 

as increasing their share of the Japanese market, while Japan's high-tech exports to East 



and Southeast Asia rose. However, as Brenner sees it, the overall result of the Japanese 

government's fourfold measures to halt the decrease in Japanese competitiveness was 

less than sterling: 

The fact remains that, even despite their multifaceted effort at adjustment, and the 
enormous assistance they received from the government, Japanese manufacturers 
found themselves unable to use the growth of exports to transcend the structural 
problems inherent in their particular form of export-oriented development. The 
increase in costs entailed by the massive revaluation of the yen was simply too 
great to offset by means of increasing manufacturing efficiency, entering new, 
technology-intensive manufacturing lines where competition was less intense, and 
refashioning their overseas commercial production networks. In the end, Japanese 
producers could neither avoid a sharp fall in the rate of growth of manufacturing 
exports nor achieve a significant recovery of manufacturing profitability. 

As a result of the Plaza Accord and the subsequent failures to adjust to the 

international productive and wage structures, Japan lost its competitive edge vis-a-vis 

America as indicated by a number of key statistical indicators: Japanese exports as a 

percentage of world trade declined from 10.3 percent in 1985 to 8.5 percent in 1990; 

according to the OECD, Japan was only able to pass on through price increases 75 

percent of the increased costs incurred by the higher yen; and the Japanese manufacturing 

rate of profitability remained stagnant, at a level with 1985 and 1978 peaks. Further, the 

strateg employed notably by the US in this decade, that of shifting production to non- 

manufacturing sectors where wages were relatively low, or could be lowered, was not 

viable in the Japanese case because of traditional socio-cultural practices, such as 

lifetime employment which does not allow for a competitive wage scheme. The only 

option left to the Japanese was that of initiating a massive corporate investment in stocks 



and portfolios. By creating unsubstantiated economic growth that by-passes the 'real' 

economic activity of production, distribution, and the exchange of goods and services, 

such investments enlarge the gap between the nominal (market) value and the 'real' 

value of equities. Being devoid of the complex chains of human and material interaction, 

such an exclusive, 'formalistic' economy is unsustainable and bound to collapse at some 

point. And in fact, the huge surpIus engineered by the expansion of the speculative 

economy was not able to, and nor was it capable of, effecting structural transformation of 

the economy. 

When the bubble began to collapse the traditional methods employed by both the 

Japanese and the US governments were either unavailable or not forthcoming. In 

September 1989, the Japanese government began to raise interest rates in an effort to 

slow the precipitous expansion of the bubble (over the course of the following twelve 

months they rose from 2.5 percent to 6 percent). In mid 1990 a US cyclical downturn 

came into effect and the newly elected president refused to do what generations of his 

predecessors had done in simiIar circumstances - deficit finance his way out of the 

recession. I t  was about this time that the Japanese bubble burst, and Japan experienced 

the worst recession in its postwar history with an average annual growth rate of only 0.8 

percent between 199 1 and 1995. This recession was exacerbated by the fact that during 

the expansion of the bubble a high percentage of Japanese investment had been def cit 

financed: when it burst, huge quantities of Japanese capital invested in American bonds, 

securities and asset purchases were liquidated and repatriated, further driving up the 



value of the yen, its value against the dolIar rising 54 percent in the period 1990- 1995. 

Due to the over-investment and the over-accumulation of manufacturing capacity during 

the expansion of the bubble, as well as corporate Japan's reluctance to engage in massive 

lay offs and the growing over-extension of the big banks, domestic demand leveled off, 

and the fourfold policy of the mid to late 1980s was no longer possible. The economic 

statistics were devastating: between 1990 and f 995 relative unit labour costs rose faster 

than the effective exchange rate; between 1988 and 1995 the profitability rate of non- 

financial corporations fell 37 percent, and in the manufacturing sector, for which there is 

no data, it was sureIy worse. Moreover, because the currencies of the Asian economies 

(where Japan had placed the bulk of its direct foreign investment) were pegged to the US 

dollar, every rise in the yen made investment in Asia that much more appealing, and it 

seemed like Asian direct foreign investment was the only way out of the Japanese 

quandary. Thus Japanese annual direct foreign investment in Asian manufacturing grew a 

whopping 280 percent in the same period, 199 1 - 1995. Not only did these measures not 

halt the precipitous slide in the Nikkei stock exchange index, which by 1997 would be 

worth a little over its 1989 'values,' they had the effect of spreading the financial bubble 

syndrome to Asian economies, economies less diversified than the Japanese and thus less 

able to stave off the inevitable collapse. '' 
Fearf'ul of a further plunge in values, the Japanese government was reluctant to 

acknowledge the seriousness of the recession, and instead its Economic White Paper of 

1992 advocated supporting "the continuing expansionary trend'' even after the near zero 



growth in late 1991. l7 Belatedly applied remedial measures attempting to stimulate 

domestic consumption - an expansionary monetary policy (lowering interest rates) and 

the concentration of public expenditures in the early fiscal year - failed miserably. I s  

Instead of adopting a policy of fundamental financial restructuring and clearing up 

deflated loans, that would have involved the large scale bankruptcy of the worst 

performing banks, the Ministry of Finance kept up its massive investment in domestic 

construction projects by fhther borrowing from the domestic banks. In doing so, the 

Japanese government and the banks silently shifted the burden of the debt from the banks 

(as financial institutions) to the population (as investors in the banks) in a series of 

buyouts and tax hikes. '' Moreover, the results of these fiscal stimuli were further 

undercut by new rises in the value of the yen. As Brenner points out, with the Mexican 

peso crisis in the Spring of 1995, "a flight fiom the dollar pushed the yen's exchange rate 

to the unprecedented height of SO/$, threatening the economy with collapse."'0 it took 

the concerted intervention of the G-3 sovernments in the summer of 1995 to reverse the 

decade-long decline of the dollar, and by late 1996 the yen had fallen to about half of its 

former peak rate against US currency." It seemed, for the time being that the crisis had 

been forestalled. 

While the ultimate impact of this strategy on the Japanese domestic economy 

remains to be seen, on the domestic political front, however, a number of conclusions can 

be drawn, the first of which is that the collapse of the bubble and stagnant growth in the 

first half of the 1990s severely weakened the power base and the legitimacy of the LDP. 



Indeed, the LDP experienced a defeat in the fall 1993 Lower House elections for the first 

time in 38 years, and this virtually marked the end of "the 1955 system," the decades of 

LDP domination based on the US-Japan security treaty and the elite alliance among 

politicians, bureaucrats, and financial giants that formed the inner circle of the 

conservative power base. The immediate cause of the defeat was a challenge posed to the 

core party factions by the younger generation of mostly LDP politicians who demanded 

an end to comption and administrative reforms." Out of this spirit of political reform 

was born the progressive conservative parties, the Shin Nihon Party led by Hosokawa 

Morihiro, and the Sakigake Party formed by disaffected LDP diet members, and the 

opportunistic search for an alternate political base as seen in the creation of Shinshin 

Party among ex-LDP members and other moderately conservative parties. With the 

formation of the coalition government under the leadership of Hosokawa Morihiro, the 

public's hopes for a more accountable and representative form of governance was given 

voice. Despite popular expectations for change and some affirmative signs, however, the 

political reforms initiated by the Sakigake Party and other progressively minded 

politicians were frustrated by a reassertion of power by the alliance of the remaining LDP 

politicians and bureaucrats, themselves usurping the superficially adopted rhetoric of 

r e f ~ n n . ' ~  In the 1996 election the LDP regained its majority and the existing elite power 

structure largely recovered the ground it had lost, while the spirit of democratic reform 

was largely transformed into the deregulation of the economy and the down-sizing of the 

central bureaucracy along neo-liberal economic rhetorical lines." While the nation 



suffers from various difficulties and challenges in the 1990s, the failure to adopt 

meaningfiul reforms and continuing weak leadership have simply prolonged the initial 

crisis, and has resulted in wide-spread public disiiiusion and apathy about politics as a 

whole. 

The Changing Global Context and the Erosion of Liberal Internationalism 

Internationally, the year 1989 initiated the departure from the half-century long 

US-Soviet bi-polar system and the beginning of structural transformations in the search 

tbr a new order. The fall of the Berlin wall, the collapse of the Soviet Union led many to 

adopt the neo-conservative euphemism of the "end of history," believing that the triumph 

of democracy and the coming age of freedom and prosperity of the now singular 

capitalist world was at hand. In reality, the intensive integation of capital and technology 

networks across national boundaries was limited to the most advanced economies, while 

large parts of the global economy lie outside these integrated networks. In political terms, 

the euphemism of global democracy was clearly shattered with the advent of the Persian 

Gulf War. Indeed, the nature of the war allowed one a glimpse into the darker side of this 

new order, symbolicalIy imaged in the near theatrical performance of high-tech "smart- 

weapons" carrying out their missions and supposedly hitting their targets with a 

calculated preciseness, and the well managed media coverage televising these highly 

successfuI 'missions' with 'aesthetically pleasing' night-time views of Baghdad under 

aerial bombardment. During this war, the world also witnessed the smooth diplomatic 



maneuvering by which George Bush's vision of the "new world order" was quickly and 

successfully transformed into the UN multilateral expeditionary forces that took up 

position on the frontiers of Iraq, violator of the sovereign right of Kuwait. This mission 

won the broad, albeit passive, support of the international community for the cause of 

international justice, and allowed a crisis-laden US domestic polity to regain passionate 

public support. The Gulf War was a test case for the US, and the world at large, to define 

what would be the new norms for international politics in the coming century. 

The Persian Gulf War also had an enormous impact upon the Japanese, suddenly 

making them aware of the system of power politics, and can be said to have induced a 

turning point in Japanese intellectual and popular discourse in which the previously 

unquestioned commitment to universal international principles was subject to serious 

doubts. As an economically powerful and loyal ally of the US, the Japanese were urged 

to participate in the financing of the war, and that caused the resurfacing of a number of 

questions that had been long forgotten in the postwar era. The nation's over 23 billion 

(US$) contribution to the UN multilateral forces meant a new tax had to be imposed on 

the population, while the reception of the international community to this contribution 

was rather lukewarm, when it was commented on at all." Domestically, this financial 

contribution, as well as some logistical support behind the front-line, opened up a 

Constitutional debate, particularly with respect to the prohibition enshrined in Article 9 

of the constitution prohibiting any form of participation in any war, at any level.'" 

Parallel to this Constitutional debate there was increasing resentment of US international 



policies, and together these events forced open the question of Japan's postwar relations 

with the US, Japan's war responsibility to Asian nations, and the overall meaning of 

WWII. Due to its unique Constitutional restrictions and a renewed upsurge of historical 

revisionism in recent years, Japanese intellectual discourse witnessed a radical 

politicization and polarization in the months leading up to, during, and after the war. In 

short, the Gulf War and Japan's involvement in it triggered a re-evaluation of the past 

and present position of Japan in the world, as well as anxieties over the future status of 

the country in the changing international context, particularly with respect to the 

parameters of a post-cold war era US-Japan security treaty. 

This whole complex of events gave rise to a deep dilemma and moral paralysis 

among the present generation of Japanese intellectuals, who were, for the first time, 

confronted by the fact of brute international power politics. While many found that 

neither the US nor Iraq could be justifiably supported, they were shocked to discover that 

a multilateral international institution like the UN was not outside of, or at least not 

powerful enough to stand outside of, such power politics. Ito Seikou, a novelist of the 

younger generation, expressed his embarrassment and unpreparedness when faced with 

the moral vacuum of the world and himself in a real historical context beyond the 

security of the 'postmodern' theories he was familiar with. He claimed that: 

Both the participants and the bystanders to the war lack any reason, principle or 
standpoint, and this situation clearly reveals nothing but the fact that the world 
itself has no reason and principle. This is why 1 fell into an aphasia; for, words 
cannot exist without reason (meaning). I, as one of those who had grown up in the 
era of so-called postmodernism, thought I understood this absence of reason and 



principle in the world as a matter of fact. put I did not.] ... I was suspended in the 
midair of darkness without reason or principle. However, [when called upon to 
respond] I see now that I had been firmly tied to a lifeline at that time.27 

In other words, for Ito the lack of moral foundation, reason, and meaning came to be 

understood in real terms when the postwar liberal international ideal was challenged by a 

brute power politic that barely disguised itself with the rhetoric of peace and order. 

Taking Ito's recognition as representative of a shared sense of difficulty, we can say that 

the Gulf War made many Japanese intellectuals aware of the direct impact on the life and 

well being of people in the world of the international hegemonic power hierarchy, and, 

more importantly, of the role that the nation-state and its standing in this hierarchy played 

in the life of its citizens who ultimately were dependent upon it. This is to say that with 

the advent of the Gulf War, the relationship between international hegemony, the nation- 

state, and citizens within the state, a relationship which was formerly relatively invisible 

in postwar Japan, became apparent to many ~ a ~ a n e s e . ' ~  

Not only did the US-Japan relation became troublesome, Japan-Asia relations 

came equally, if not more, strained in this new global context. As the geo-political order 

under US hegemony entered into a transitional phase in the post-cold war regime, and as 

intra-Asian economic interaction increased dramatically in the same period, the region 

began to seek a new institutional framework and a new common vision of the future, and 

that inevitably led to rigorous questions about the past.29 This included open discussions, 

the issue of apologies and the making of reparation for Japan's war responsibility, and 

coming to terms with its past wrongdoing by directly answering the grievances of many 



Asians. Generally speaking, the Japanese mass media and the public have been willing to 

discuss quite openly sensitive issues that have often been thought of as 'taboo,' issues 

such as the Nanking massacre, the "comfort women" (jugun ianfu; forced prostitution of 

Asian women by the Japanese military), and the human experiments of the infamous Unit 

73 1, the Japanese Army's top secret bacteriological warfare and research ~r~anizat ion. '~ 

Thanks to the Japan Socialist Party leader Doi Takako7s years of lobbying for Japan to 

follow Germany, a draft statement renouncing W W  Vusen ketsugi) was discussed in the 

Diet in May 1990. However, as the Persian Gulf crisis heated up, the draft statement 

began to come under strong criticism from various conservative politicians, and the 

question of  the Japanese Constitution, US-Japan post-war relations, and Japan's role in 

the international community were discussed with unprecedented intensity. The political 

context complicated the issue, basically dividing the conservative camp into two 

opposing positions: those who were eager to pass the statement for pra-matic reasons as 

a policy instrument furthering Asian-Japanese political and economic integration, and 

those who insisted on its rejection. Although general agreement was made in 

acknowledging Japan's war responsibiIities in one way or another, the spirit of the 

apology was largely compromised (about one-third of all Diet members opposed the 

statement) and the ideological dispute was reduced to a matter of semantics." With the 

announcement of the official apology by Prime Minister Hosokawa in 1993. Japan 

affirmed its war responsibility to Asia in at least formal 



Soon after this event, however, various voices of discontent were raised by 

opposing politicians contesting the "one-sided" condemnations of Japan's war 

responsibilities. Ishihara Shintaro, for one, emphasized that the apology should only be 

directed towards Asians, and not to the Western Allies and Russians who, he believed 

equally preyed on Asia. Somewhat similar to Takeuchi Yoshimi's arguments in earlier 

decades, Ishihara adopted a dual attitude towards WWII seeing it as an aggressive war of 

invasion against Asia and a defensive war against the Western imperial powers.33 Okuno 

Seisuke, the leader of the Diet-members League (kokkai giin domei) established in 

December 1994, went a step further by highlighting the racial aspects of war, 

emphasizing that Japan had 'contributed' to the enhancement of Asian independence in 

the postwar era. Okuno and his League's view was reminiscent of that of the prewar Pan- 

Asianists who conceived the war as a form of counter-hegemonic resistance under 

Japanese leadership to Western colonialism. In this view, Okuno el. ul. painted the world 

in the single color of power politics ci la political realism, such that nation-states could 

not but compete against each other for greater power, while they at the same time 

assumed the superiority of the Japanese nation-state within "Asia" according to the linear 

progressive vision of history towards greater and greater "civilization." While arguing the 

dual-meaning of the war, their focus was clearly on Japan as victim, expressing their 

resentment of US power politics, and once again at the expense of silencing Asian 

voices. 3" 



The general feeling of the Japanese public seems to lie somewhere between 

Hosokawa's position of willing apology and that of the reactionary opposition. As reports 

reached Japan of the aggressive display of US nationalism at the Smithsonian Museum 

exhibit for the 50th anniversary of the end of the WUrlI, where the nuclear bomber the 

Enola Gay was on display, the word kenbei (US hating) became increasingly circulated in 

the popular lexicon. AIso in the 1 WOs, popular sentiment grew more critical of Asian 

countries, as indicated by a government statistic showing that over 50 percent of the 

Japanese feel no sympathy for the plight of the Chinese, and over 60 percent feel none 

for the ~o reans . ' ~  In terms of the perception of WWII and its historical significance, the 

Japanese public has shown mixed feelings, again divided between two opposed camps. 

According to a NHK public opinion poll, 5 2.4 percent agreed with the view that a 

segment of modem Japanese history "was the history of Japan's invasion of neighboring 

Asian countries," while 44.8 percent also thought that it was "inevitable" in the given 

historical context, and necessary "to Japan's sur~ival".'~ A similar ambiwiuity was evident 

in the figure of 45.5 percent answering positively to the question "Did the Pacific war 

result in the earlier independence of Asian countries from Western colonialism?"" On 

the view of war responsibility, 36.3 percent saw the ordinary Japanese as "victims," more 

than the number who believed the Japanese were "offenders" (29.5 percent), while 17.6 

percent viewed both the Japanese and Asians as victims of state violence." These 

responses seem to suggest that the war experience is viewed with mixed emotions, and 

that Japanese perceptions of the boundary between offenders and victims, the Japanese 



and Asians, and the subjective responsibility and historical inevitability is very unclear, 

while a disjunction between the actions of the Japanese state and the will of the Japanese 

people is rather uncritically assumed. With the 50th anniversary of the end of WWII, the 

debate between opinion leaders and intellectuals in the Japanese media on the 

significance of the war and postwar Japanese history became increasingIy polarized into 

two opposing camps, while most of the populace remained ambivalent. 

Locked between an increasing awareness of US power politics and pressure to 

come to terms with Asian war responsibility in the post-cold war era, the Japanese seem 

unable to adopt a morally and historically consistent position in the world. As the 

interpretation of the past became subject to contestation, the vision of the kture also 

became uncertain, and an mounting sense of anxiety has encouraged those who used to 

uphold liberal universalism to change their views. One progressive liberal scholar, 

Tamamoto Masaru in his 1994 article "Japan's Search for the World Role," identifies the 

reason for Japan's failure to take a leadership role in the world as a lack of a 

transcendental truth and a utopian vision of history. Tamamoto described Japan as "an 

empty vessel that can be filled with any combination of things" whose identity is 

"reactive (jtdoteki)" and "bending to foreign pressure (guiatsu)" in much the same terms 

that Maruyama and Takeuchi had used in previous de~ades. '~ 1n order that Japan face up 

to the demands of the new historical circumstances Tamamoto argued that the Japanese 

ought to seek and formulate an identity of their own: "the world can no longer tell the 

Japanese who they are: now they must look inward and face themselves without the 



outside world as their mirror.'J0 It is an open question whether the "identity" found by 

means of such an internal search would be a positive contribution to the Japanese 

situation or whether it would end up being an abstract, imagined essence, and as such a 

formulation working to eliminate the plurality and fluidity of Japanese society. 

Tamamoto's anxious call for positive national identity is dearly derived from his liberal 

internationalist desire that Japan play a leadership role in world politics, a desire that 

somewhat paradoxically makes him diverge away from the liberal universalist position. 

A similar shift in position was seen in relation to the question of ethnicity, a 

concept long employed as an ideoIogica1 instrument of nationalism for its ability to evoke 

the illusion of a homogeneous communal entity. Hanazaki Kohei argues that there is an 

inherent universalist bias involved in positions that attempt to transcend ethnic 

differences into the universal reason of the humanist paradigm. In doing so, he argues, 

they uncritically accept the modem autonomous subject and rationalist principles of 

social organization either as a matter of fact or desire.'l Similar to Takeuchi7s argument 

in the late 1950s, Hanasaki is critical of liberal universalism for its assumption that a 

"universal" or "pluralized identity" unattached to any particular culture and place is 

desirable; this, he claims, obscures the colIective aspect of human existence and 

categories (ie., culture and nation) which have played (and still play) a crucial role in 

human history. Hanazaki, himself a committed critic of ethnic nationalism, is at pains to 

establish his position between international universality and cultural particularity. His 

solution to this dilemma is to call for the coexistence of various ethnic groups as equal 



partners, a state, he says, that is possible if one overcomes a self-centered, narcissistic 

ethnic identity in favor of one characterized by cclove.'J2 Despite this reconceived 

universality among nations attempting to replace the universality of humanity, there are 

good reasons to doubt the potential for success of Hanazaki's solution, due to difficulties 

deeply rooted in the very concepts 'ethnicity' and 'identity,' terms which attempt to 

represent by fixing something inherently dynamic and "excessive." Nationality and 

ethnicity in the modem sense of their meaning cannot simply be taken to represent the 

unity of a people; rather they are politically loaded concepts that, together with the 

nation-state, were given birth by the failure of the universal project of the modern world, 

and later came to be seen as designators affirming the representational status of the 

nation-state as a collective human organization. By searching for a form of national 

representation outside of this structural problem of international hegemony, either by 

means of identity or ethnicity, and reiQing/fetishizing the nation-state as historical 

substance, these ex-liberals have abandoned the transcendental universalism at the core 

of liberalism. 

Identity Crises: Socio-cultural Changes and Representational Breakdown 

On a socio-cultural and discursive level, the internal and external shocks of the 

1990s broke the wide-spread state of self-complacency in the I %Os, and seriously 

discredited the hegemonic values and codes symbolized by the patriarchal corporate 

economy and its culture. As the decline of the hegemonic values that had long reigned in 



postwar Japan advanced, the Japanese society of the 1990s began to manifest some 

aspects of a civil society, namely pluralization and segmentation, although not 

necessarily accompanied by the notion of citizen responsibilities. Some emergent sub- 

cultural groups - such as the young generation described as shinjinrui ("the new human- 

kind"), the narcissistic male devotees of virtual media called otaku, and the defiant young 

girls casually selling their sexuality referred to as kogyaru (little-gal) - openly challenged 

the hegemonic culture with different sets of values and previously unthinkable behavior. 

These sub-cultural groups typically chose their survival strategies by adapting the high- 

tech media and the popular notion of self-commercialization to construct identities for 

themselves. On the other hand, those who could not live with these "self-constructed 

identities felt left behind, often seeking a remedy in the "recovery" of lost identity and 

meaning freed from the threat of ever increasing meaningless signs and challenges to 

hegemonic codes. In short, the split characteristics of modernity which became manifest 

in the 1980s - the commercially driven fragmentation of the self and meaning and the 

reactionary impulse for a recovery of identity and the centralization of meaning - became 

further intensified in the 1990s. 

As the phenomenal development of the mass consumer society in the 1980s 

steamed ahead, popular culture czme to play a leading role in formulating the 

imagination of Japanese youth and adults in the 1990s, and were ever more closely 

integrated into their everyday lives. In this context, comic books and animations became 

more than ever influential forms of medium. According to a study by Frederik Schodt, 



2.3 billion comic books (mangas) were produced (1.9 billion purchased) in 1995, with an 

enormous diversity of target ages, genders, vocations, and tastes. The total sales of comic 

books in the same year amounted to US $6-7 billion, the equivalent of US $50 per 

person, and constituted about 40 percent of the total of all book and magazines sales." 

The frequency of violent and pornographic images in these comics have raised deep 

concerns among grass-root activists, feminists, educators, and mothers' groups, and in 

199 1 a nationwide "movement to banish harmfbl rnanga" arose, resulting in tougher 

rebwlations and some arrests of publishers and retailers." The targeted "harmful rnanga," 

such as the serials Angel, Rapeman and rokicon ("Lolita complex"), all designed for 

teenagers, depict "the most provocative stories possible" overtly exploitins the images of 

"prepubescent girls as sex objects.'J5 On the whole, however, the vaguely worded Article 

175 of the obscenity laws was nothing but an appeal for public consensus, falling far 

short of regulating the mass circulation of degrading expressions of child pornographic 

and violent images, images far more extreme than Western standards would tolerate. The 

subsequent reactionary movement to protect the producer's "freedom of expression" 

gained public support from the standpoint that expressions of sex are seen as resistance 

against the central power of the state, although this at the expense of subjugating women 

to violent images.42 This popular genre of "sexy little girls" merged in some sense with 

the long established discourse of "cute girls," which many young Japanese women have 

endorsed. 



Industries related to the computer entertainment business are keen to exploit the 

profitability of the virtual medium - animation, TV-games, and other computer soRware - 
especialfy in youth cultural markets. The intersection of the fascination with virtual 

media and the above described pornographic discourse gave rise to a type of youth 

known as the otaku, literally a polite and distant form of the second person address 

("you"). The word ofaku acquired the connotation of "socially inept young males" who 

maniacally indulge in hobbies in an anti-social or even criminal manner, particularly 

after the horrifLing Tsutomu Miyazaki incident (1 988-9) was publicized, in which the 

otnku youth Miyazaki kidnapped, raped, and murdered several pre-teenage girls.ls The 

discovery of near 6,000 horror and pomogaphic videos in Miyazaki's personal collection 

suggested that his motivation was to fulfill an elaborate sexual fantasy exclusively 

associated with very young girls, as well as his desire to cross the boundary between 

fantasy and the real world.48 While their numbers are limited, the phenomenon of the 

otuku describes a real social problem whose significance far exceeds their numbers due 

to the fact that being an otaku later became trendy: the emergence of a new breed of 

sexually frustrated young males obsessed with the somewhat perverse hobby of seeking 

refuge in the virtual rather than in the actual world. In Frederik Schodt's opinion the 

ofukzr can 

no longer effectively relate to real world people (especially women) and thus find 
an escape in pornographic tnungu and animation and masturbatory fantasies, and 
harbor dangerous sexual proclivities and fetishes; in short, [oraku designates] 
people who might be mentally ill and perhaps even a threat to society.'" 



This masturbatory attitude of confining oneself in a fantasy world of one's own creation 

might be seen as an attempt to bridge the broken link between one's sexual self and the 

world by means of tantastic imagery, and to indulge in the safe haven of the fantasy 

world without having to confront living women and his lack of confidence. As in 

Miyazaki's case, it is not surprising that some might come to feel this imaginary world is 

more real than the world and himself 

If many young Japanese men are retreating into worlds of high-tech fantasy, 

young women are becoming more active and outgoing and participating in the sign- 

economy. While the working condition and status of women saw little real improvement 

despite the enactment of the equal employment opportunity law, their status was in some 

measure set back in the 1990s due to the general economic decline and the tightening of 

the job market. On the level of consciousness and life-style, however, there have been 

irreversible chanses among the younger generations of women who began to challenge 

the long-uncontested gender roles and family relations. For one thing, many women 

simply began to reject marriage and child-bearing, no longer considering the role of wife 

and mother as an attractive option.s0 For another, as sexuality became increasingly 

commercialized, the conventional belief in the family and women's bodies as the last 

remaining 'bastion,' a supposedly 'sacred' private realm free from commercial 

enterprise, have undergone substantial changes. The "myths of the mother," that is, the 

idealized images of motherhood which have long been a staple of the incestuous sexual 



fantaqies of Japanese men (as innumerable novels and films have documented) became, 

perhaps for the first time in postwar history, seriously shaken. In response to these 

chalIenges, some young Japanese men began to mod@ their idea1 images of manhood, 

and this has been well reflected in the characteristics of the new young male idols and 

musicians whose sales-points have now become sensitivity, gentleness, and good looks, 

attributes in the past largely tied to the ideal woman. Another common trait among this 

new type of young men is their taste for "things foreign," especially cultural goods like 

music and fashion which impart at least the image of being different from the 

conventional type of Japanese male. Obviously, these trends have been unwelcomed by 

the majority of the older generations of men who tend to view the younger generation as 

morally corrupt, and many of whom are seriously concerned about what they see as the 

loss of masculinity (or the "feminization of men") and what they perceive as the crisis of 

sexual identity among the Japanese youth who are unwilling to carry the 'burden' of 

tradition. 

The commodification of what used to be considered 'sacredy in Japan - the family 

and women's sexuality - has in many ways contributed to the liberation of women who in 

the 1990s enjoy more options in life. At the same time these events and factors often 

work against the traditional male, except perhaps in the proliferation of momentary 

satisfaction from the consumption of sexual images. Japanese men typically do not 

occupy the central place in the household, and increasingly so in the 1990s when they 

have come to be described as "oversized garbage'' (sodaigomi) by their families. 



Moreover, the sputtering engine of a decades-long successful corporate capitalism has 

also induced a loss of confidence and an identity crisis among white collar Japanese 

males. Since the late 1970s onwards many Japanese workers found emotional satisfaction 

and a sense of pride in their employment, in hard-work, and in an ofien total devotion to 

their employers that entailed a sacrifice of their personal lives. For this they were 

rewarded both in monetary and emotional terms as contributing team players of a 

successful company and a prosperous nation, and as a result work meant much more than 

a mere source of income. Based on this paternalistic company-worker relation that 

included life-time employment, seniority promotion, and a corporate welfare system, 

Japanese corporations of the 1970s and 1980s managed to operate within a shared 

illusion of family-like 'corporate culture' that in many senses provided employees with a 

'corporate identity7." The newspapers of the early 1990s extensively reported on the rise 

of kuroslzi, the phenomenon of early death by overwork, among the middle-aged, lower- 

ranked managerial class brought on by the intensification of the work-load and 

responsibilities that stretched these employees to their physical limits. When by the mid- 

1990s the business corporations lost interest in maintaining the paternalistic code, they 

began to embrace new employment policies, favoring younger, multi-skilled, flexible 

employees and promotion based solely on competence." As this change began to 

materialize, the suicide rate of those facing dismissal from their companies took a sharp 

upswing, becoming the sociai problem of the day. Over the course of the 1990s it seems 



as if middle-ased and older Japanese men typically lost the feeIing of being at "home" 

with themselves, both in the public's eyes and in the  family space. 

At the intersection of the willingness of young women to commodify their 

sexuality and the sexual fantasy of Japanese men for young girls, particularly in the wake 

of the death of the myth of the mother, there flourished a wide-range of sex businesses 

targeting young, 'ordinary girls.' In close coIlaboration with the mass media, the 

Japanese sex industries since the early 1980s have been unrestrictedly exploiting images 

of 'innocence,' erasing the boundary between professional and non-sexual workers as 

well as age restrictions. Nation-wide, high-school girls have became the most preferred 

sexual objects, and fetishized images of teenage girls have become ubiquitous in the 

mass mediaVs3 The commodified image of young girls has been clearly signaled by the 

word kogyuru (little-gals), and has created a generation of school-girls eager to replicate 

its signatory images by adorning themselves with white loose knee socks, a very short 

skirt, and brown-dyed hair. In this commodified climate there emerged an extraordinary 

business around 1993 called huruseru, sex-shops specializing in teenage-girls' used 

underwear which soon multiplied, In these stores, the used underwear of high-school 

girls with the ex-owner's photo in school uniform on it were sold for about US $10 to 

men in their 20s-50s. About the same time, agents for dating services (deeto-kuruhu) 

offering young girls, mostly under 18 years-old, emerged and their fast growing 

popularity gave birth to a social phenomena called the "compensated date" (enjo-kosai), 

a date typically between a teenage girl and a middle-aged man (called by the girl 



''pupu", daddy) that could include sexual relations. 'Compensated dates" became a 

fashionable way of spending idle time for girls and a popular service for the men, and the 

negotiation is made between them at the widely known 'pick-up' spots in which men are 

prepared to spend between US $200 to $1000 depending on the type of 'ser~ice."~ 

The "compensat*ed date7' constitutes a form of social relation based on consensual 

exchange, in which the girls gain money to purchase brand-name goods to satisfjr their 

materialist desires as well as raising their commodity value, while the oyajis (middle- 

aged men) satisfy their desire for pleasure by consuming fashionable girls as fetish 

objects, possibly to compensate their tow self-esteem and their low valuation in a sign- 

economy in which the young and beautiful are valued the most. Interestingly, this 

combination of young girls and middle-ased men forms in some way a kind of "pseudo- 

family," and indeed often involves a 'counseling' type of chat between the two, 

suggestive of emotional fulfillment beyond the material. For the grls, these non-material 

needs include the desire for access to the world outside the school and the family, the 

desire for experiences teaching them things about the "real world" otherwise not taught. 

The phenomenon can also be seen as a manifestation of the desire to rebel against 

parents, teachers, and society at large, by demonstrating their greater power both as 

consumers and as consumable commodites." Interestingly, while the behavior of 

teenage girls has received much media attention and moral criticism, the role played by 

the middle-aged consumers has hardly been noted, and, somewhat predictably, the 

loudest critics of the comrnerciaIization of women's sexuality and the family have been 



members of the same group who are the premier consumers of the girls' services. Some 

European reporters have interpreted the phenomenon as "a possible future state of our 

societies," while a reporter from Der Spiegel has expIained the phenomenon as an 

indication of the breakdown of ethics, in a country where morality is dependent upon 

social norms rather than upon religious belief, which has been unable to counter-act the 

logic of the market, i.e., profit ma~irnization.'~ 

Another noteworthy observation is that the selling of the sexual self among these 

girIs cannot be categorized as 'prostitution' in its conventional sense, because, according 

to Miyadai it does not entail 'injury,' whether physical, psychological, or 

These teenage girls are not only victims of aggressive mass media and sexual industries, 

they are also active participants taking advantage of their status as high1 y-val ued sexual 

commodities. According to Miyadai Shinji, a popular culture commentator who also 

teaches at Tokyo university, the commodification and consumption of one's own body 

becomes itself a pleasurable activities for these girls.57 This is because, he argues, the 

prolonged and intense production and circulation of commodified images has reached a 

state where notions of the body are being transformed onto new horizons. Today, he 

claims, the meaning of the body is no longer that of the "Iast fortress of the self' but has 

become an "environment," a set of given conditions by which one can "change one's 

feelings," that is, one is now able to feel better about one's self by simply altering, for 

example, one's body shape and appearance by piercing, dying, or tattooing. In his words: 



By modifying the body, by just making a hole in one's own body, one can be free 
from self-consciousness. In other words, the body is not the last trustworthy 
foundation for the self, but rather, the last controllable environment, the modifiable 
outside. That is why, there is no problem with the body being consumed by 
others.58 

In this new notion of the self and the body, there is no interior self to be injured, or to it 

put differently, the body as such, supposedly hosting the self, has become virtually non- 

existent. The pleasure of consuming the self, mediated by others' consumption of it, 

which in turn itself becomes consumed by the self, perhaps signals a change in the 

structure of perception and sensation in which displacement of the self, supposedly a 

cause of dispieasure, has now became a source of pleasure. 

In June of 1997, a 14 year-old school-boy from an ordinary middle-class family 

was arrested for a series of attempted murders of young children, two of which were 

successful, deeply shocking the entire nation. The murders were planned in advance, 

cruelIy, calmly and effectively executed, and the whole process and its effects carefully 

observed and recorded in detail in the murderer's diary. The detached and carved head of 

one 12 year-old victim was left in front of the school gate for display, and stuck in the 

victim's mouth was an agitated letter from the killer declaring that he was a "transparent 

being" and that the "game" with the "foolish police" as a "revenge against the school 

system" had begun.'' ~ a t e r ,  in his response to the policekourt examiner, the I4 year-old 

offender explained his motivation for the murder, and this was corroborated by his diary, 

as a "sacred experiment to test the fragility of humanity" in the name of the god of his 

creation, called ~ u m u i d u o k z . ~ ~  The boy revealed his fascination with killing and his 



pleasure in doing it, a fascinatiodpieasure that escalated from insects to small animals 

like birds and cats and eventually to humans. Many people's shock stemmed as much 

from the fact that the I4 year-old had successfully fooled what he called the "adult 

world," i.e., the police, the mass media, arid the school system, as From the sensational 

murders themselves. Indeed, the "game" was almost won by the young offender whose 

behavior deeply puzzled and frustrated many members of Japanese society, unable to 

deternine a "true cause" for the crimes. Failing to comprehend his motives, most of the 

subsequent discussions focused on remedies for such anti-social behavior, such as the 

control of horror videos and animation, educational reform, and amendments to the youth 

offender laws, tending to treat the crime as an isolated incident perpetrated by an 

'abnormal' boy, although some commentators probed into the deeper problems wide- 

spread in society as a whole. This murder without a "true cause" highlights some of 

salient hardships faced by contemporary Japanese youths which, unlike others, the 

murderer failed to come to terms with in a socially acceptable manner: namely, the 

difficulties of constituting the self and workable linkages between the self and the world, 

the poverty of the immediate experience of the living body, and the increasing 

dominance of an enlarged self-consciousness that no longer has a clear sense of the 

border between inside and outside. 

The poetic eloquence and maturity of the writing of this 14 year-old boy 

impressed many professional writers, while this evaluation outraged many others as 

amoral. In his poem-prose entitled "13 years' sentence," presumably refemng to his life 



since birth, written after his third and fourth consecutive attacks on small girls, he 

expresses his existential anxieties and his feeling of being controlled by a higher-being: 

In some cases, those [things beyond one's control] live inside oneself .... 
The "Monster." 
In the imagined heaven of the 'brain universe,' 
Inside an isolated inner cell, the cell of an infinite darkness, deeply filled 
with rotting odor, 
What was the view captured in the eyes of the monster, standing amongst 
the spirits of the dead and staring at the void? 
I cannot even imagine. 
..... 
It [the monster] controls me as a skilled puppeteer makes his puppet dance 
to a musical tune. 
It makes me feel a "madness of an absolute degree zero." 
I can barely manage to oppose, but can never resist. 
And I am being cornered to the "inside mysel f'... 
,...... 
Those who fight against the Monster must be careful not to become in that 
process monsters themselves. 
When you gaze into an abyss, the abyss is also gazing at you. 
"Mid-way in my travel into my life, when I happened to notice, I was lost 
in a deep dark forest, losing a sight of the path leading straight forward.'"' 

As the critic Osawa Masayuki has noted, one can read here an acute sense of doubt about 

the self-evident fact of life, and the less evident fact of death, a doubt which has clearly 

and deeply troubled and fascinated the boy.6' This state of anxiety perhaps represents a 

split between consciousness and an empirical selfhood, a state in which the former 

attempts to dominate the latter, often beyond the subject's control. This monstrous desire 

emerges out of the void of human existence and a vision of an abyss that holds an empty 

subject enraptured, an empty subject whose consciousness is fixed to the enigna of the 



human condition and who desperately seeks to "resolve" it. To borrow from Osawa's 

insight, what the 14 year-old doubted and challenged was the illusion of the world 

mediated by meaning, for the world to have appeared to him as increasingly fake, with 

the sacred world of the "Real" supposedly existing somewhere beyond.63 In this sense the 

offender seems to have attempted to strip the humanly added meaning fiom the world of 

objects, and it was perhaps the [inkage of the human being to the materiality of its body 

that puzzled him most. By razing this illusory system of mediation and splitting meaning 

from 'objects,' the boy seems to have attempted to view the world fiom a point of view 

outside the realm of human constructions, a world of sheer "material" that no longer 

represented anything meaningful and/or human. This "material" world would be the 

world seen from the eyes of the "monster," an absolute consciousness raised above and 

beyond the empirical self and the meaningfid world, and its was perhaps this 

consciousness that desperately drove him to his vision of the "Real." Paradoxically, 

however, h e  was already living in this otherwise world, a world of endless spatial 

expanse filled with an inconsequential, floating tide of meaningless epiphenomena out of 

which the monstrous consciousness cultivated his desire for the abyss. 

The social critic Nakamori Akio comments in his discussion with two other 

critics that Japan of the 1990s has been experiencing a "revolution" entirely different 

fiom what that term signified in the 1960s, a "revolution" of a kind which made the very 

idea of revolution impossible.6J One of his interlocutors, the critic Fujii Yoshiki, arzues 

that the world continued to exist despite the apocalyptic fantasies for a catastrophic end, 



and that fact made him realize that "the lack of hope itself is a hope," the only tactic for 

life in an age in which the ending itself has ended." Miyadai Shinji, another critic also 

in part of this discussion, seems less anxious than Fujii; he describes his desire to enlarge 

his "function" to a maximum by erasing his self calling this his ultimate "romanticism": 

I want to see what will happen to me when I pursue [the "revolution"] to its 
ultimate forward limit. The reason I want to do this is because of the memory of my 
past experience in which an abandoning of one illusion and jumping onto another 
was a kind of pain. I expect my existence to shrink smaller by pursuing this 
[erasure of the self] to the end. This is a form of self destruction, and I think such 
desire is perhaps generational. As I concentrate on making myself into a function, 
my existence is minimized while my function maximized. This is where my 
romanticism lies; in other words, 1 want to erase 

As Miyadai's life becomes nothing more than a technique of living, his self becomes 

equivalent to an eternal consciousness watching the decay of his empirical self, and his 

slogan "be prepared to live an endless routine life" (owarinaki nichijo u ikiro) seems 

designed to fashion the "etiquette fbr the age of the end of the millennium" (seikimlsu 

no ~ a h o ) . ~ ~  In Miyadai's terms the desire to discover meaning should be abandoned from 

the outset and we ought to learn how to enjoy momentarily pleasures with the same 

lightness of being that animates those young girls who painlessly sell their bodies. 

Miyadai and his colleagues were born between 1959 and 1965, forming part of the 

generation of those who came after the student movement of the late 1960s, and his 

notion of "revolution" reflects a climatic change in the 1970s when activism motivated 

by greater causes and meanings itself became untenable. We need to ask ourselves, 



however, how long one could bear this "endless routine life," pursuing the task of 

abandoning the self and meaning, for is it not but a slow suicide? Would one not, before 

such a complete erasure, explode at some point with the desire for a vioIent eruption and 

a desperate attempt to recover the self and meaning? 

The deepest problem of the Japan of the 1990s then is the loss of an end, death or 

the absolute, or put differently, the Ioss of a structuring frame for human cognition and 

the system of meaning authorized by a sense of the finite. Without such a notion of the 

finite, the world loses its shape, life loses its meaning, and the subject loses its identity. 

Such a shapeless, meaningless, identity-less society seems as if programmed to generate 

an intense desire for an apocalyptic end, as a catharsis, and, perhaps as well, as an 

elaborate technique for surviving life in such a meaningless world. This is the core 

thematic I will discuss in the following section. 

11. Japan at a Cross-Roads: Identity Crisis and Attempted 'Solutions' 

it might be possible to identify a common thread among the various crises that 

have befillen Japan in the 1990s in the economic, political and socio-cultural spheres, 

characterizing them as a "representational crisis." Speaking & Iu Jarneson, this would be 

to characterize the increasingly visible gap, or allegorical failure, benveen representation 

and its historical referent, between form and content, andor between the image and the 

substance. On the level of representation the native historical narrative symbolized by the 



spirituality of the emperor appears to be nothing but a formality in the Heisei era, while 

on the economic level, the divergent gap between market values (i.e., the 'surplus 

bubble') and 'real' values (i.e., the use value of land, etc.) reached its limit and the "burst 

of the bubble" resulted. On the political level, Japan as a nation is uncertain of what it 

should represent, while the people have generally lost confidence in political parties 

because they no longer represent their interests, and this has widened the gulf between 

the "nation" (the people) and the "state" (the government). While each sphere has 

contributed distinct factors to its own crisis, the temporal coincidence of these 

interlocked forms of representational crises is not a mere accident, but is closely related 

to overall 'postmodem' trends, such as the proliferation of the sign-economy, the 

fragmentation of the self, and the decentralization of hesemony in society. 

Perhaps, the most extreme allegorical failure (no longer a 'gap' since the 

conditions of correspondence between content and represented form often do not exist) 

has been in the sphere of popular cultural image production in which a virtually infinite 

number of images can be produced without historical referents. In a climate of a 

seemingly limitless expansion of virtual images, the familiar notions of the self, the body, 

and the world appear to be under enormous stress, suggesting that our structure of 

perception and sensory principles themselves are in a state of possible transformation. 

The burden of such an assault is largely borne by the young generations who are 

intensively exposed to such assaults and endowed with fewer instruments to fend them 

off, and whose constitution of subjecthood, in this flood of meaningless signs, has 



became a daunting task. Categories such as "the subject," "the family," and "society" can 

no longer be taken in the conventional sense; the process of their breakdown began in 

previous decades and in the 1990s seems to have reached yet another level, in which the 

often masochistic tendencies of the "enjoyment of displeasure" have come to prevail. 

This inversion of the pleasure/displeasure principle certainly reminds one of Benjamin's 

well-known remark in "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction": 

"[mankind's] self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience its own 

destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order.'*= 

In the crisis-laden socio-historical conditions of Japanese late modernity, 1995 

seems to have marked yet another historicai landmark. The already vague sense of 

anxiety, resentment, and inarticulate floating "excess" was violently articulated in the 

attempted mass murder campaign by the religious cult Aum Shinri&o. In the years 

following this shocking event, there has been a heightened sense of urgency surrounding 

the re-establishment of moral codes, giving rise to a "new nationalism." Although these 

two events seem contrary to one another, that is, the "new nationalism" as a reactionary 

response to, and remedy for, the Aum incident, they share a number of substantial 

similarities as manifestations of the troubled state of Japanese subjecthood and society: 

while the Aunz Shinrikyo phenomenon exemplified a violent explosion of the threatened 

self, desperately seeking to create an imaginary identity by denying others, the new 

nationalism has been driven by a desire to construct an imaginary refuge by incorporating 

the extra-national into the discursive, eliding the boundary between the objective 



(history) and the subjective (memory). In the following, I focus on these two events in 

order to analyze the nature of the deep problems in the Japan of the 1990s. 

1995: The Great Hanshin Earthquake and the Aum Shinrikyo Cult 

Foreshadowed by a series of shock waves continuously hitting the country in the 

early 1 99Os, the Great Hanshin Earthquake of January 1995 literally shattered the city of 

Kobe, killing over 6,000 people, leaving over 300,000 peopIe homeless, and causing 10 

to 20 trillion yen worth of material damage." The earthquake reached 7.2 on the Richter 

scale, hittiny a city considered a no-risk zone with a surprise slip fault type of earthquake 

(characterized by a vertical shock and more destructive than the tectonic type of 

earthquake with its horizontal shock), causing major damage to the city's basic 

infrastruct~re.'~ The major transportation systems, including the bullet train (Sanyo 

.s1zinkunsen), the underground railway, and the Hanshin express-way were disabled, and 

communications and the water supply were destroyed, cutting victims off from badly 

needed relief supplies. The newly developed bay-front area, land utilized for the 198 1 

"Portopia Expo," was also devastated, with the recently built two manmade islands (Port 

and Rokko islands) turning into a mush of rubble and sinking into the sea7' The collapse 

of the  bay-front area was particularly shocking for the people of Kobe since, with its 

glittering futuristic buildings and a development plan supported by nearly all segments of 

the  city, it had symbolized the city's economic  success^" The destruction of the symbol 

of the city's prosperity shattered shared dreams, and the people of Kobe's shock spread 



nation-wide making many acutely aware of the vulnerability of Japanese urban life. 

Televised images of the worst hit part of the city, depicting the population reduced to 

bare subsistence or less, stories of the loss of families and friends, as well as homes and 

other lifetime assets, cast a shadow of doubt upon the glamorous images of hyper-modem 

technological life. Partly because of timing, 2995 being the 50th anniversary of the end of 

the war and the nuclear atrocities, many commentators on the earthquake suggested the 

apocalyptic visions recalled the state of Hiroshima and Nagasaki following the atomic 

bombing." 

In addition to the natural causes, there were several human factors that made the 

disaster substantially worse. The slow and ineffective government response to the quake 

made the lack of a systematic plan and emergency preparations, at all levels of 

government, a11 too evident. The city's major hospital, the emergency facilities of the 

prefectural police, and the city heliport were all located on the submerged island, and 

there was no alternative water supply line to the one that had been damaged." As Gavan 

McCormack has argued, this ill-preparedness was combined with a long standing neglect 

by Japanese construction companies of construction safety-standards. The Ministry of 

Construction, working to the advantage of the companies, turned a blind eye to these 

violations and never seriously acted on warnings issued by private institutions and 

civilians calling for a reassessment of the city's safety-standards. 75 Moreover, the 

majority of foreign emergency relief was turned down by the federal government in its 

desire to prioritize 'national autonomy,' to the disadvantage of the victims: the use of a 



US aircraft camer as a refLgee camp was rejected, and offers from foreign doctors for 

help were declined because they lacked the necessary registration papers. Stepping in 

where and when the sovermnent would not, civilians and even organized crime groups 

(yukzcas) supplied daily necessities to victims in the city of Nishinomiya, the worst hit 

and poorest area, mostly resided by working class Japanese, Koreans and Chinese, illegal 

foreign workers, and Japanese outcasts (burakumin). The image of the catastrophe, 

naturally caused and humanly enlarged, symbolized for many the dark side of 

technologically advanced urban life and a loss of trust in the government, out of a feeIing 

that the authorities were more interested in controlling people than saving them. 

Before the shock and pessimism of the earthquake had been healed, another 

horrifjling incident occurred. In March 1995, the Tokyo subway system was subject to a 

series of indiscriminate attacks involving the deadly chemical agent sarin, invented by 

the Nazis, that killed or injured more than 5,000 people. When the motivation for the 

attacks by the religious cult group Aum Slzinrikyo (Supreme Truth of Aum; established 

1984) was revealed as the initiation of what the cult called "Armageddon," the initial 

shock of the attempted mass murder was quickly replaced by a deep chill, shattering the 

long held myth of Japanese internal security. According to the cult's apocaIyptic 

narrative, the attack was the cult's attempt to take control of Tokyo, the first phase of its 

sel f-declared rescue "mission" to purify world-wide spiritual decay and to inaugurate a 

new era under the leadership of a cadre of "psychically-gifted" human beings. The cult's 

guru taught that the outbreak of Armageddon would come between the years 1999 and 



2003, and would involve the entire world in a nuclear war, out of which only a handful of 

"enlightened ones," the disciples of Aum, would survive as leaders of a new human race 

endowed with great psychic powers. The stark contrast between the seriousness of the 

crimes perpetrated and the banality, or even indifferent playfulness of their intent in this 

sci-fi animation like scenario, was particularly Moreover, the cult's leaders 

were among the nation's brightest minds with science degrees from high-profile 

universities, and that made many wonder how and why society had failed these etite-to- 

be. With this talented man-power the once small religious cult had organized itself, 

amassed the human, financial and material resources necessary for its designs, and 

carried out a horrifying mission with breezy light-heartedness. Japanese society was 

deeply chilled and fascinated by the enigma of why and how these events had come to be, 

and a torrent of news reports and discussions saturated the mass media during the 

following days and nights. The sensational coverage lasted for several months after the 

event, and the cult's fantastic vision of apocalypse was eagerly if morbidly consumed by 

many. 

This sense of fictiveness was one of the central elements of the Aum ideology. 

The cult made full utilization of images, symbols, and narratives borrowed from popular 

religions, animation, comic books and TV games, combining them into a series of 

inspiring and appealing image-narratives of its own that aided the group in attracting to 

its ranks a surprising number of students and young adults between the ages of 20 and 35. 

The "doctrine" of the cult was based on a New Age blend of Tibetan Buddhism, yoga, 



and occult mysticism, combined with modern medicine, a Hindu pantheon of gods, and 

notions of Christian apocalypse; in short, an eclectic mish-mash of religious icons and 

spiritual ideas.77 The cult's apocalyptic narrative owes much of its imagery to popular 

animation stories and comic books such as "Space Battleship Yamato," "The Genma 

War," and the "Akira" stories that became immensely popular in the Iate 1970s and early 

1980s. "Space Battleship Yamato" ("Uchusenkan Yamato"), for example, recounts how 

the crew of the Yamato, whose names and faces are Japanese, attempt the heroic rescue 

mission of saving mankind from certain extinction from a race of aliens, whose names 

and faces are western.'* Building on these popular narratives and images, .4um 

published comic-books of its own, recounting, for example, how Asahara Shoko, the 

cult's leader, achieved enlightenment, how individual followers came to join A m  and 

live happily ever after, all graphically illustrated by images of Armageddon and rescue 

missions. One ex-Aum follower has been reported as saying that Azrm was "the last rescue 

vessel on which the fate of the earth depended," as if Aum followers were doubles of the 

animation characters." It has also been suggested that the organizing idea behind the 

"cult-kingdom" stemmed from a popular video game. The promotion system within the 

cult, for example, that one received a holy name and gained status by means of donations 

and training until eventually becoming an enlightened soldier eligible to take part in the 

"salvation mission," is nearly identical to the pattern of role playing games like 

"Dungeons and ~ r a ~ o n s . " "  The variations of choice and procedures of play in these 

games also mirrors in many ways contemporary Japanese society, in which life is 



codified and reduced to a number of predetermined patterns from which members choose 

among the given range of educational institutions and corporate empioyers. In short, the 

occult fantasy of these new religions, the spiritual fulfillment they promise, the dramatic 

images and appealing animation characters of the cult's narratives, and the working 

principles of TV games are all fixed together to offer the students the pseudo-experience 

of living in a fantasy world in which eniightenment is the prize for following a strict 

religious teaching of overcoming one's desire. 

Not only was the cult creative in its borrowings tiom popular culture and the 

virtual medium, it also had firm material and institutional foundations sustaining it: 

generous sources of income, and a well thought out systemic structure. The cult's 

financial wheels were greased by the minimum donation of $700 demanded of students 

seeking to join the commune (shukke), and by the various cult-run ordinary businesses 

outside the compound, including computer stores and resta~rants.~' By taking advantage 

of the followers' naive passion for the psychic powers that the cult promised, "religious 

goods" were rented and sold to students at enormous prices. A popular electrode-Iaden 

"head-gear," supposedly capable of enhancing one's ability to learn by synchronizing 

one's brain waves with those of the guru, was rented out for $7,000 a month, or sold for 

10 times that price.82 The guru's body parts also were sold as fetishized religious 

commodities: clippings of the guru's beard cost $375 per half-inch and his used bath 

water, called the "Miracle Pond." cost about $800 a cpat-t." Life inside the cult was 

hierarchically differentiated according to one's religious rank. The inner core of the 



group was constituted by the guru and his "Ministries"; these latter were staffed by some 

of the brightest science and technology graduates from the nation's highest ranking 

universities, and it was their task to manage the financial, military, religious, and poIiticaI 

arms of the cult. The overwhelming majority of cult members were largely oblivious of 

this inner core and endured a strictly regimented religious life with less than modest 

food, little sleep, and poor sanitary conditions. Within the cult compound, religious 

"shrines" and the living quarters of the students co-existed side-by-side with science 

laboratories and "disciplining" wards for delinquent members. Disciples who attempted 

to nm-away and/or leak information to the media about the cult's doings were kidnapped 

and tortured in various homfjling ways including being subject to technolo~sjcal 

experiments and the disposal of their bodies in the cult's industrial microwave oven. 

Using the various legal and financial privileges granted to religious organizations under 

Japanese law as a protective shield, Aum's underground laboratories developed some of 

most deadly chemical and biological weapons known to man, including sarin, VX (more 

deadly per volume and more stable than sarin), mustard gas, and Q-fever (a highly 

contagious form of rickettsia), as well as stock-piling Soviet made military helicopters 

and AK-47 assault rifles, and conducting research into other weapons of mass destruction 

such as lasers and nuclear bombs." 

The role science played in the cult goes far beyond the practical uses of 

technoloa: its core beliefs were constituted around a hybrid of scientific rationality and 

occult religion. As one critic argued, occultism shares with science the rational desire to 



explain every facet of human existence by means of cause and effect, but differs from 

science in its willingness to go beyond the limits that science deems verifiable into the 

realm of the imaginary." In other words, running through the cult elite's cool 

indifference to human experimentation and its students' obsessive attempts to overcome 

earthly desire by means of daily religious exercises was a kind of hyper-rationality, an 

intense desire to transform the imperfect state of the self into a higher, ideal mold. From 

this ideal transcendental perspective, things empirical - human bodies, emotions, and 

pains - appeared to be objects subject to the legitimate control by the higher truth, and 

Aum's transcendental rationalism was symbolically represented by the cult's omnipotent 

superego, the guru's super-natural power, or the truth of Aum. This Spiritual rationalism 

was a built-in dynamic of the cult discourse, a transcendental gaze that functioned as the 

enabling vehicle bringing Aum's fantastic vision of apocalypse to fruition. In this 

perspective, the subjedmernber was considered a mere instrument fbr the self-fulfilling 

project of realizing Aurn's "sacred mission" as prescribed in its apocalyptic prophecies, 

in which history was considered the process that revealed a series of doomsday 

predictions: for example, "the sinking of Japan" in 1996, the outbreak of nuclear war 

between 1999 and 2003, catastrophes which the spread of A urn's teachings, producing 

more "awakened ones," would supposedly remedy. The transcendental gaze of Aum 

matured in tandem with the cult's development of the weapons technology necessary to 

the realization of the cuit7s vision. Naturally, however, its obsession with Armageddon 

and increasingly involuted discourse made the cult a victim of its own paranoia, and 



hindered them from making any objective and reasoned judgments about events in the 

world beyond the confines of Aum. For example, according to the official cult line the 

Great Hanshin Earthquake of January 1995 was caused by "eIectromagnetic power or 

some other device that exerts energy into the ground," a kind of "earthquake machine" 

believed to be operated by the US mi~itar~.~"he guru urged the Japanese to take up 

arms in a war of "Armageddon" against both the US and the Japanese states, a war that 

had already begun. Enslaved to its own fears, and its rapid eclipse of any sense of the 

outside world, Aum Shinrikyo at this point had no other path to follow than accelerating 

towards its imagined catastrophe. 

Typically, the students of Aurn, especially the female ones, were to later explain 

their motivations for joining the cult in terms of filling in their sense of an emotional 

lack, to give themselves a second chance to live a 'purer' life removed from the 'real 

world7 in which they feel they had failed. Also common among Aum students was the 

attraction of living a communal life with others who shared the same beliefs, often as a 

substitution for their broken family life.R7 By virtue of offering the vision of a safe 

"home" in which the initiate could pursue a spiritual communal life devoid of doubts, 

Aum presented itself as a refuge for those lost souls who had run away from the corrupt, 

malicious, and alienating environment they lived in. One 27 year-old female ex-student 

of A urn wrote: 

I sometimes feel at a loss, not knowing what to do with my feelings of anxiety and 
emptiness. Nobody could possibly understand [the anxiety and emptiness she felt]; 



even I do not know the cause. Aurn accepted me as I was. There was nowhere eke  
other than Aum that would have accepted me, I thought8' 

This young woman's existential yearning for a graspable link to life was converted into 

religious submission, channeled into the inward-looking daily task of attaining 

enlightenment. In giving oneself over to this inner world of 'love' and 'purity' obtained 

by submitting to the higher virtue of the cult, one felt freed from the burden of dealing 

with the brutal world outside, the world where one had to endure the pain of conflict with 

others, failure, anger, and bitterness. In this sense, the salvation the cult promised meant 

becoming fiee from the social and political responsibilities of being a citizen subject 

whose lot is to accept the burdens incurred by social and material life, it promised an 

escape from worldly "persecution7' in a safely enclosed haven. Moreover, the 

narcissistically enclosed cult-world seems to have provided cult members with a renewed 

sense of identity and meaning in life, allowing them to escape from the sense of inner 

void they felt. In this sense, joining to the cult was a retreat to the "mother's womb" 

where one was forever pure and innocent and free from any sense of lack, suffering, or 

the responsibilities of the adult world. In short, Aum successfully capitalized on its 

followers' inarticulate desire, presenting itself as the refuge to return "home," while at 

the same time providing them with a sense that they had a "self' capable of that return 

home. 

A m  Shinrzkyr, offered its followers more than the internal peace of effacing the 

selc it also offered the possibility of active self-affirmation by violently denying the 



world of others. The conservative critic Nishio Kanji argues that the Aum phenomenon 

was a manifestation of a series of closely linked features symptomatic of contemporary 

Japanese social unease: deepening nihilism, weakening identity, and a growing ambiguity 

in values, morality and meaning in society, a combination of factors often experienced as 

an acute sense of "boredom," but which, says Nishio, is realty caused by an excess of 

"freedom."89 This "boredom," argues Nishio, is not situational but existential, rooted in 

the modem condition, and, once experienced, is utterly unbearable: "haunting freedom" 

is a function of "the weakening of the binding power of the discourse mediating the 

historical world to make sense to its  subject^."^ According to Nishio, this existential 

anxiety ultimately stems tiom what he calls the loss of a place "to hide the subjectivity" 

society once enjoyed; hence, he concludes, "once something threatening happens, people 

are unable to contain themselves and feel compelled to reveal everything without 

Generally speaking, if one attempts to affirm a sense of self in such a climate of 

intense nihilism, there are two principle routes open to one: voluntarily confining oneself 

in an artificially enclosed imaginary space (what I called the feminine side of .4um, a 

flight from society also seen in the oraku phenomenon), and/or waging war against the 

outside world until such time as one runs smack up against an invisible wall that knocks 

one down (i.e., Armageddon, the masculine side of Aum), a wall that thereby confirms 

the limits of the self, the boundary between one's self and the outside, and the fact that 

the body is alive because it is in pain.9' In a society where one's anguished screams go 

unheard, unjudged or unpunished, perhaps these are the only alternatives, either to 



confim one's identity by submitting to a fantasy or by wildly violating others. Nishio 

argues that contemporary life in Japan, and particularly for its young people, lacks a 

defining frame in which identity might be healthily constructed, and is so awash in 

infinite freedoms, ambiguities, and a lack of moral guidelines that these young people are 

haunted by the desire to fill their lives with meaning. He concludes that many of the Auin 

followers' sense of self-identity was on the verge of collapse, and that Aum merely 

"rescued" them fiom their immanent self-destruction by having them submit their egos to 

the omni-potent super-ego represented by the guru. 

In short, the A4um incident minors the immanent problems of contemporary 

Japan: a fragmented, disembodied, and claustrophobic subjectivity, whose desperate 

attempts to recover a lost integrity have reached a point of violent explosion. The ever 

intensiQing penetration by the structuring forces of technology and rationalism into the 

remotest comers of litk has jeopardized the subject's accessibility to the empirical realm 

of life outside consciousness, leaving the subject, in Nishio's terms, with no "place to 

hide." In such a situation, and this may be a constant among the various cults populating 

the developed world, the subject's sense of connection to hidher own body and the 

'real'/historical world is increasingly lost, while at the same time the desire to regain the 

, lost sense of the world and the self is exponentially magnified. The .4zfm incident 

revealed a dimension of the state of contemporary Japanese society occupied by a 

substantial number of '3ubjectless-subjects" who are willing to dissolve their selfhood in 

the supreme super-ego of a gudleader. This phenomena is likely true of cults in other 



parts of the world. ln the Japan of the 1990s, the specter of inarticulate, free-floating 

desire for meaning and identity seeking a concrete foundation upon which to fix ideal 

meaning appears to be intensely present. Put differently, 1990s Japan suffers fiom a 

seriously troubled state of intersubjective meaning, the "superstructure" which is no 

longer capabIe of bonding the Japanese subject to a vision of collective unity. In the eyes 

of its followers, Aum Shinrikyo offered what society could not: an appealing collective 

imaginary where fife was filled with meaning, one had an identity and goals. By 

promising these goods the cult was able to establish a sub-nation within Japanese society. 

In other words, the cult "saved" its followers fiom the evil pain of "haunting freedom" by 

only subjugating them to another evil, namely, the hybrid fantasy of occult science and 

technological power according to which every detail of empirical life would be recreated 

in the mold of Aum's own self-terminating, destructive discourse. Despite its counter- 

hegemonic critique of the 'hyper-modern' aspects of contemporary Japanese society, 

however, Aum's reactionary revolt could not have constituted itself without resorting to 

the structuring forces and pragmatic benefits of the scientific rationalism against which it 

reacted, and the violence inherent in this rationalism took the worst form of expression 

possible as a large-scale terrorist attack upon civilian society guided by a super-ego made 

absoiute. 



Historical Revisionism and the Breakdown of the TemporaVCognitive Frame 

If the Aum Sllinrikyo phenomenon was a youthkl and explosive response to the 

deep-rooted crisis of the Japanese subject and society in the 1990s, a less dramatic 

response could be seen in various challenges to the core attributes of modern knowledge, 

the universal and progressive view of history, the centrality of reason and objectivity, and 

the notion of the superiority of the rational and autonomous individual subject over the 

collective (national) subject. These challenges to modern enlightenment ideas have been 

particularly vocal in the historical revisionism that has claimed that the dominant view of 

the war and postwar Japanese history is false and "masochistic." In this section, I will 

examine two of the most influential revisionist arguments presented by Fujioka 

Nobukatsu and Kato Norihiro, and briefly discuss and analyze their consequences. 

Despite their focus on national questions in international discourse, these revisionist 

arguments are a response to the perceived problems of 1990s Japanese society, although 

this link is either understated or neglected. At the crux of revisionist arguments lies the 

intersection of two resentments: that incurred by the troubled state of domestic conditions 

and that stemming from the perceived pressure of US hegemonic power. In his more 

complex and sophisticated revisionist argument, Kato effectively challenged the grounds 

of postwar Japanese liberalism by establishing a linkage between the nation, memory and 

the subject, liberalism's weakest point. What revisionists seek, consciously or not, is the 

reconstitution of a national community in order to 'repair' the "superstructureT of the 



Japanese nation, a repair which would, they believe, restore the damaged link between 

the subject and society as a whole. In this sense, despite the very different expressions 

they have taken, and albeit their efforts are concentrated on the recreation of knowledge 

as a collective imaginary, the revisionists are motivated and inspired by the same 

problematic that plagued those who saw Aum as answer. This is to say that the 

emergence and popularity of revisionist ideas is due more to the breakdown of discourse 

and the temporal and cognitive fiame than to the appeal of revisionist ideas themselves. 

Building upon the conservative politicians' reactionary responses to US power 

politics in the Persian Gulf war, a systematic campaign to disseminate the historical 

revisionist point of view emerged in 1996 led by a group of academics and opinion 

leaders. The most visible of these is the Liberal View of History Group (itvu-slzugi sltikun 

kenbu-kui; a puzzling name given its aims) established by Fujioka Nobukatsu, a Tokyo 

university professor in Education, together with Nishio Kanji (German philosophy and 

history), and Hata Ikuhiko (military historian)." The group strongly objects to the 

government's apologies for Japanese war atrocities in Asia, the compensation of ex- 

comfort women, and contests what they describe as the "excessively negative view of 

[our] own history" in school textbooks. The same members also formed the Japanese 

Institute for Orthodox History Education in early 1997, with the specific aim of educating 

the younger generation with a more "affirmative view" of the Japanese state and 

Japanese history, a view they believe would help students recover from their negative 



habits of "self-flagellation" (iigayku) and " ~ a ~ a n - h a t i n ~ . ? ' ~ ~  Like some nilzonjinron 

scholars in previous decades, Fujioka argues that the currently dominant view of history 

in Japan is a product of the Tokyo War Criminal Trials and represents the victor's 

perspective imposed upon the Japanese by the postwar democratic institutions controlled 

by the US occupation forces.gs Fujioka and his colleagues argue for a recovery of 

Japanese "national pride," without which, they believe, Japan as a nation is not likely to 

be "respected in the world," nor able to compete against other nations in the future. The 

revisionist mission is basically motivated by a resentment of Japan's low profile in the 

world and feelings of  injustice that the Japanese state has been exposed to harsh criticism 

on all fronts, not only from "Asia" and "the Westy7 but also from its own people.96 

The revisionist desire for self-afirmation and their calls for a Japan-centered 

view of history is overtly narcissistic, less than rational, and unjustifiably focuses on the 

opposition of two historical perspectives represented by the US and Japan ("the Tokyo 

Trials view of history" and "Japan's own view of history"). Noteworthy here is that Asia 

has no place, and the voices of Asians, and Asian women in particular, are effaced from 

the narrative. However, there are several grounds on which such view does have an 

emotional appeal for the Japanese public and Japanese intellectuals. One such factor is 

the racist attitudes against Asians. Historically, for example, Japanese soldiers who 

maltreated Dutch women in internment camps during the war were charged with B and C 

class criminaI offences by the Tokyo War Criminal Trials, while those Japanese soldiers 

who did the same to Asian women, including Japanese women, were not charged.'7 



In addition, the continued US (self-) exemption from moral responsibility in the 

dropping of the nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki (seen today by a significant 

community of non-US histo~ians as an unnecessary and excessive 'persuasion' for 

convincing Japan to end the war) clearIy compromises US adherence to codes of 

international human rights. The aggressive display of US national pride surrounding the 

Smithsonian exhibit of the nuclear bomber the Enola Gay during the 50th anniversary of 

the end of WWII celebrations inflamed Japanese public opinion.'8 These basic 

components of the revisionist arguments are not new, and have been employed by 

conventional nationalists for decades; however, their resurgence in the last few years 

could make a critical difference in light of the increasingly opaque international order 

and the doubts over the status of Japan in relation to the US and Asia. These 

contradictions surrounding the moral foundation of international law, supposedly 

universal and non-partisan, surfaced with the advent of the Persian Gulf War, in which 

the US-led multilateral forces bombed Iraq in the name of the defense of the sovereign 

right of Kuwait, while the unstated economic and political goals were all too obvious. In 

all this, Fujioka and his supporters made the most of Japanese resentment of US 

hegemonic power, demonstrating wherever possible how the US continues to humiliate 

the Japanese. 

Up to this point, Fujioka and his colleagues' revisionism appeared rather similar 

to the traditional nationalism of the previous decades. Their motivations, however, were 

quite different from the older revisionists' concern with the realm of the international 



politics among nations and derived more from domestic concerns. The fact that the new 

revisionists have targeted the younger generation rather than educated adults is perhaps a 

reflection of their deep concerns with the future of Japan, seemingly on the verge of 

collapse. Referring to the Aum incidence, Nishio Kanji, a founding member of the Group, 

argues that the only way to remedy the misdirection he sees as prevalent among Japanese 

youth, the toss of meaning and shared values in society that plagues them, is for the state 

to reestablish its national authority.9g Much like Eto Jun in his Seijuku to Soshirsu (1967), 

Nishio and his compatriots make moral and emotional appeals with an often distorted 

logic in which one-sided views and a selective use of evidence seem to affirm their case. 

The revisionists' concerns are also shared by conservative politicians and intellectuals 

often annoyed by the current socio-cultural state of Japan, and particularly its youth 

culture in which scant deference to conventional values is paid and Westem-style 

fashions and behavior are omni-present. Opening his scholarly volume, The Ideoloa of 

Contemporcrry ,Iupun (1 998), with a 50-page diagosis of the 1997 Kobe murder incident 

discussed above, Saeki Keishi, a Kyoto University professor of Social Thought, calls for 

the recovery of national authority as a remedy for the troubled state of Japanese society 

that has lost, he claims, the minimum moral code of "thou shall not kill."''' Like the 

revisionism of Fujioka and others, Saeki ultimately seeks to reestablish a 'lost' linkage 

between the national subject and the individual and to restore morality that is, albeit not 

always consciously, formulated in terms of reinforcing "Japan" as a nation-state. 



There are grounds, although difficult to substantiate, for arguing that revisionist 

motivations are derived fiom a perceived threat to Japanese masculine identity caused by 

the weakening of the conventional gender and generational roles and the rifts in ethnic 

segregation (at least on a superficial level) caused by the increase of migrant labor. This 

sense of a threat and the reactionary impulse to renovate the social "order" can also be 

articulated in terms of a recovery of national and paternal authority. Fujioka and his 

colleagues' revisionist ideas propose to remedy the crisis of Japanese identity by 

recreating a hegemonic national identity at the expense of singularizing plural identities 

and histories. Kang Sang-jug, a Korean-Japanese intellectual, dismisses the narrative of 

historical revisionism as a narcissistic monologue that attempts to recreate an enclosed 

internally consistent discursive space by eliminating the heterogeneous space of 

d ia l~gue. '~ '  Similarly, Saito Minako, a social critic, argues that the Liberal View of 

History group is Iittle more than the "masturbatory historicism of middle-aged men" 

(oyuji ihu shikon) desigped to massage the egos of the fatigued oyaji generations. lo' 

Further, it should be asked to what extent the Liberal View of History goup's persistent 

attempts at self-affirmation are fueled by, and closely reflective of, the resentment 

typically felt by conservative Japanese men whose jeopardized masculine identity is 

translated into terms of a crisis of the Japanese nation. Their kenhei (US hating) 

sentiments are at least in part fused with domestically generated resentments projected 

onto the US-as-sign, and have little to do, if anything, with living Americans. While 

Fujioka et uf. attempt to transpose their resentments by employing the same categories 



and conceptual frame used by the conventional nationalists and revisionists, and thus 

their public appeal is limited to those who have already adopted a nationalist bent, the 

"revisionism" of Kato Norihiro, creatively formulated, less politically biased, and 

emotionally appealing, is much more successfid in garnering a broader audience. 

Kato, a writer who was schooled in the leftist student movement of the 1960s, has 

advanced a more ambiguous argument than any of the other revisionists in his highly 

popular and controversial 1995 work "Haisengo ron." The book version of this article 

published in 1997, accompanied by two other articles, attracted enormous attention, 

receiving, it has been said, "the highest number of votes for 'the year's best book,' as 

well as the second highest number for 'the year's worst book"' at the annual unofficial 

rating of the year's books. lo' Kato begins by observing two sharply polarized camps 

dividing postwar Japanese intellectual discourse: those who have tried to reform Article 9 

of the Constitution in conformity with the de fucto power practices of international 

politics ("nationalists"), and those who insist on the transformation of political practices 

to conform with Article 9 of the Constitution ("liberals"). lo' Borrowing a distinction 

from the psychoanalyst Kishida Shu, Kato describes these divisions as the manifestations 

of a schizophrenic split in postwar Japanese identity, into a Dr. JekylI and a Mr. Hyde, 

so-to-speak. '05 Kato a p e s  that what is missing on both sides of this divide is an 

acknowledgment of what he calls the "warp" deeply embedded in postwar Japanese 

discursive space stemming from the way the postwar Constitution was "received" by the 



Japanese. Kato made an issue of the 1991 anti-war statement published in the New York 

Times by a group of high-profile Japanese writers and critics condemning Japan's 

participation in the Persian Gulf War, a statement whose opposition was gounded on 

Article 9 of the Constitution's renunciation of war. Kato condemned the statement as 

dismissive of various problems embedded in modem Japanese history, and took issue 

with its highly rhetorical depiction of the Constitution's humanistic ideals as being the 

creation of the efforts of the Japanese themselves. For Kato, this is an erasure of the past 

and a distortion of the facts, for, as he is quick to point out, the Constitution was imposed 

upon the Japanese by the US forces of occupation. 

Unlike conventional nationalists, however, Kato does not seem to argue for a 

recovery of Japanese national identity, at Ieast in a straightforward manner, and he 

explicitly distances himself from other historical revisionists' attempts to reform the 

Constitution as part of an effort to make Japan a 'normal nation' with military 

capabilities. Kato instead emphasizes the importance of recognizing the historical facts 

about the origjn and meaning of the Constitution, facts that have been subsequently 

distorted and concealed, as a precondition for the free and rational Japanese assent to a 

Constitution that would then be for the Japanese truly meaningful. Nevertheless, Kato's 

argument constitutes a form of historical revisionism by calling postwar Japanese history 

into question and by undermining the authority of postwar Japanese liberal 

internationalism. Moreover, Kato's use of the metaphor "schizophrenia" to describe the 

postwar political and intellectual polarization between Japanese liberals and nationalists, 



seems to imply the recovery of a unified subject in minds of his readers, regardless of his 

own position of distancing himseif from such a recovery. Kato's sharpest criticisms are 

directed at liberal and poststructuralist notions of an abstract subject and society, and he 

advocates a recovery of a sound sense of history and self, or more precisely, a morally 

and historically grounded subjectivity and ct moral foundation in Japanese discourse. He 

claims that liberals' universal account of the individual subject fails to recognize that the 

Japanese couecrive subject is the only subject capable of being responsible for crimes 

against other Asian nations, and that without this national limitation, one cannot think in 

concrete terms about the issues of morality, responsibility and history, for all are closely 

caught up with the modem notion of nationally bound spaces. lo6 For Kato, what is most 

essential to the appropriate understanding history is the presence of such historically 

gounded subjects who recognize and accept the specific conditions given to them at a 

specific time and space, and thus think and act from within those constraints. Kato 

contends that one cannot seriously challenge the logic of Japanese community from a 

position of nowhere; rather, if one really hopes to "deconstruct" Japanese communalism, 

one must seek a critical position within it. lo7 In this sense, his argument is a criticism of 

anti-essentialist challenges to 'nationalism' that, he believes, stand outside history and 

thus reflect a simplistic and one-sided view of history which can only and must 

necessarily take place in a particular space. 

Kato sees his revisionism as an attempt to 'deconstruct' the belief in a unique 

Japaneseness so dear to the niltotzjinrun scholars. In his discussion with Kang Sang-jung, 



Kato argues for the necessity of 'deconstnrcting' the deep-rooted "corporeality of the 

Japanese," their firm and unchanged belief in their "uniqueness," a belief reinforced, he  

says, by the evidence of the senses, and thus one that cannot be challenged by rational 

and objective Pointing out that a new generation of "hybrid-conservatives" 

have emerged in the 1980s, who, while flexible in adapting new ideas and styles, firmly 

believe in the notion of innate Japaneseness, Kato emphasizes the need for a theory that 

penetrates the structure of belief itself log Kato claims that his real project is to dissolve 

the logic of community (IGyodosei), the position uncritical of concrete and immediate 

historical experience, by means of the mediation and surveillance of the public 

(kobasei)  and its universal morality. h this sense, it can be said that Kato attempts to 

establish a middle-pound between nationalism and anti-nationalism, and/or essentialism 

and anti-essentialism, by bringing in the notion of historically accountable subjective 

agency and thereby opening up a public sphere within the national community (i.e., "civil 

society"), rather than dismissing the communal all together. This is seemingly what he 

means when he speaks, metaphorically, of recovery from "schizophrenia." His critical 

attitude and his moral passion to come to terms with history are indeed quite often 

appealing however, Kato's deprecation of the peace and prosperity achieved in postwar 

Japan appears to open the door placing that peace and prosperity in jeopardy. Given the 

intense degree of ambiguity and complexity in both intellectual and popular 

contemporary Japanese discourse, Kato's convoluted and often contradictory argument 

will likely be simplified, and, if past precedents hold true, in that simplification the path 



opens up for his arguments to be fused into conventional nationalist discourse and the 

revisionism of Fujioka et ul. On the whole, then, Kato7s work is likely to generate even 

more ambiguity in Japanese discourse, on the one hand, and to enrich the intellectual 

inclination for a vague communalism, on the other. 

With the emergence of Kato's "Haisengo-ron" argument, and his subsequent 

pieces on similar subjects, we have to distinguish what we might call "new nationalism" 

from the more conventionally understood "nationalism" of previous decades. The 

popularity of Kato's revisionism is a cause for concern, although not solely for the reason 

that his "nationalism" would harnesses the concept to state power politics. It should be 

stated that this new type of "nationalism" is not a singular ideology but an amalgam of 

different versions of revisionism, including Fujioka's and Kato's, whose ideologcal 

messages and political positions are often at odds. While Fujioka does not feel 

uncomfortable siding with the conventional nationalist position of a strong Japanese state 

(the darling of the political realists/ conservatives), Kato makes an effort to differentiate 

himself fiom them. Nevertheless, both Kato and Fujioka are unified in their criticism of 

liberal internationalism for its "distortion of history," on the one hand, and their self- 

representation as the people's representatives, on the other. For Kato in particular, what 

counts is not the '3tate.- but the "nation" part of the nation-state, its people and its 

communal space, what he describes as the organically unitary, shared linguistic and 

cultural, values and norms and view of history (national historical narrative) that 

guarantees a common past and future for its members. Intrinsic to this populist notion, 



then, is the afirmation of the boundary distinguishing insiders from outsiders, an 

affirmation that evokes a sense of the imagined, secure space called "Japan" within the 

anarchic, exterior, world where nation-states compete for power. Thus, the "new 

nationalism" attempts to rehabilitate the broken communal fabric based on shared 

intersubjective meanings, and thereby attempts to recover the lost hegemonic social order 

that is perceived by these nationalists as being on the verge of collapse. It is revealing in 

this light that Kato Norihiro takes the phenomenon of the "compensated date" (enjo- 

kosai), and more generally the loosening of female sexuality, very seriously, although he 

does not make an explicit link between these phenomena and revisionism.' lo  

Ironically, however, the strategy employed by the new nationalism is dependent 

upon the diffusion and disruption of intersubjective meanings (discourse), for the 

communal space they propose to reconstitute, rather than representing a symbol of 

spiritual unity of the community, is fully mediated by commercially driven commodity 

sign economy. What accelerated the emergence and the popularity of the new 

nationalism was a wide-spread ambiguity of meaning in the discourse of the 1990s; its 

strategy was that of further cultivating this ambiguity while at the same time recouping 

the surplus meaning in its narrative structure. To borrow from Aaron Gerow, this new 

type of "nationalism" is a pseudo-nationalism in which the "nation" is reduced into "non- 

offensive, consumable images of Japan," and "nationalism" is produced and consumed in 

the form of commodified national narratives. ' ' l  This, what we might call, .'consumer 

nationaIism," produced and consumed within extended chains of the sign-economy and 



swimming in a sea of surplus meaning, provides a consumable pleasure but no longer 

conveys meaning as such, and seems destined to engender a greater desire for meaning 

than satisfaction. For one thing, for Fujioka to call this revisionist perspective the 

"Liberal View of History," and his book The History Nor Taught in /he Texrbooks, is an 

appropriation of anti-revisionist phraseology, and this strategy tacitly takes advantage of 

the ambiguity and the surplus meaning already prevalent in the discourse of mid- 1990s 

Japan. ' l2  Moreover, as Gerow demonstrates in his analysis of the presentation and 

narrative structure of Fuj ioka's text, the author's use of equivocal catch-words tacitly 

elides the historically given temporal and spatial boundaries between the past and the 

present, author and reader, the individual and the social collective, and history and its 

representations. These violations are fashioned to evoke sentimental pleasure in the mind 

of Japanese readers, and can be said to successfully reconstitute a national subjectivity. In 

the case of Kato, a similar technique is employed in a writing style that radically cuts 

across the boundary between creative literary writing and the 'objective' (social 

scientific) presentation of ideas, tempting his readers towards the reconstitution of 

national subjectivity in a text that is both emotionally and morally appealing while at the 

same time strongly reasoned. 

In short, the ultimate source of the popularity enjoyed by revisionism and new 

nationalism lies not their contents, but in the historical context in which they merged. 

Closely related to the deep socio-discursive changes Japanese society is undergoing, 

these phenomena operate within the ambiguity accumulated in the highly 



commercialized discourse and the crisis of identity and social hegemony, as well as  the 

more "visibly" recognizable historical events they directly problematize, such as US- 

Japan-Asian relations. Perhaps it is better stated that the new nationalism, with 

revisionism as its vehicIe, is a symptomatic manifestation of greater socio-discursive 

problems, the current breakdown of the subject and discursive meaning, the resultant 

eclipse of the transcendental perspective, and consequent collapse of the structuring 

frame of objective thought and temporality. Beyond this symptomatic character, 

however, revisionism also proposes to offer a "remedy" for the troubled sense of the self 

felt by many Japanese. It attracts resentful souls in search of meaning to its supposed 

foundation by appealing to concrete history and the pre-existing discourse of the 

nationally grounded subject, all the while identifjting the abstract, universal ideal of 

liberalism, and its present incarnation in the form of post-structuralist cosmopolitanism, 

as its enemy. This return to concrete history and the national subject is an old song heard 

before, a ghost from the past that once again expresses a twisted self-denial of the 

Japanese state in favor of the people. The popularity of Fujioka's and Kato's texts could 

have been quite easily dismissed in the earlier postwar decades, as the works of Ueyarna 

Shumpei and Hayashi Fusao were in the 1950s and 60s, when the structural frame of the 

subject and discourse had a clear centre and integrity. However, the socio-political 

implications of these new revisionist texts are much more resonant and their 

consequences possibly more far-reaching, when, in the 1 990s, the crossing of temporal 

and epistemological boundaries has been made all too easy. In a decade when the notion 



of history is increasingly blurred with autobiographical memoir and anecdotal accounts 

of many possible "narratives," the past has become subject to present reconstitution in 

the recollection of a fragmented memory, and this detemporalized reconstitution of the 

past tends to tacitly eliminate the Other, both in the form of transcendental ethics and as 

different identities. ' '" 

Concluding Remarks 

The 1990s opened with three landmark events that shook the confidence of the 

Japanese people both domestically and internationally. The emergence of the "new world 

order" replacing the bi-polar cold war system, the death of the Emperor Hirohito and the 

widespread mood of mourning that it entailed, and the burst of the "bubble economy" 

and the resulting economic hardships, all combined to undermine the bases of previous 

stability, producing a socio-political turmoil and fostering a climate of bitterness and 

gloom. The myths of "unique" Japanese business practices and socio-cultural 

characteristics that had helped sustain Japanese optimism in previous decades were now 

thought to be part of the problem of declining Japanese productivity. Japan's efforts to 

expand its export-fueled production led to a massive direct foreign investment in Asian 

manufacturing and a shift in domestic investment from the productive to the speculative 

economy that failed to address the structural problems of the post 1970s global economic 

system. and left Japan vulnerable to the continuing crises of capital. The burst of the 



bubble and the sharp decline in economic growth, combined with the Japanese 

government's inability to deal with these crises and its own weak leadership, severely 

weakened the power base and legitimacy of the elite power symbolized by the LDP, and 

brought about a t'urther disillusionment of the public with politics as a whole. 

The domestic repercussions of the Gulf War exacerbated this already gloomy 

situation, for Japan's massive financial contributions to the US-led war effort opened up 

long suppressed questions about the Constitution, Japan's WWLI responsibility to Asians, 

and the broader issues surrounding re-evaluations of Japan's past. As a result of the 

debates surrounding Japan's contributions to the war effort, a new generation of 

intellectuals, and to a Iesser extent the public at large, was forced to confront the fact of 

international power politics. This in turn led to a significant upsurge of resentment 

against the US and the hegemonic international system, and, particularly among the right, 

to a hardening of resistance against attempts to fashion an acceptable apology for Japan's 

wartime conduct in Asia. Old arguments about Japan's status as a victim in WWII and 

about the 'defensive' nature of Japan's imperialist expansion into Asia were circulated 

with increasing frequency. While the general public was notably ambivalent about this 

complex of questions, a number of traditional liberals, influenced by these profound 

changes in the international order and Japan's own economic and leadership crises. 

adopted the contradictory position of criticizing liberal universalism all the while 

advancing the notion that the time was now ripe for Japan to redefine itself 



On the socio-cultural scene, Japan's efforts to expand domestic consumption 

throughout the 1980s and early 1990s continued the ever-accelerating trend of the 

penetration of commercial forces into the everyday lives of the Japanese. The various 

forms of the commodification of the body and sexuality resulting from that penetration, 

while often consumed as pleasurable, began to seriously undermine the conventionally 

held values and moral principals felt to be at the foundation of Japanese society: the 

family as an intimate space, patriarchal respect for the male bread-winner, and the 

inviolability of female sexuality whether in the form of icons of motherhood or of 

innocent adolescence. One principal result of this etiolation of social hegemony were the 

new life style trends of young men increasingly retreating into the world of high-tech 

fantasies, and young women increasingly appropriating the s i g  economy to their own 

ends. The economic falIout of the burst bubble put middle-aged men under increased 

stress, while the breakdown in traditional values led increasing numbers of young women 

to reject or modify their views about motherhood and marriage. The new phenomena of 

the 'compensated date' became a point of intersection for frustrated middle-aged males 

and increasingly assertive young women, as well as for new notions of the commodified 

body as an 'environmental site' open to manipulation. The notion that 'consuming the 

self could be pleasurable signaled a change in the structure of perception in which the 

once displeasurable displacement of the self began to seen as a source of pleasure. This 

reversal seems to have been part and parcel of a seneral and sowing confusion about the 

boundaries between the body and the world, and between reality and fantasy. 



Capitalizing on this blurring of the pleasure-displeasure spectrum, new intellectuals like 

Miyadai Shinji theorized the passive advent of a depoliticized revolution and began to 

advocate the nihilistic celebration of endless routine, momentary pleasures, and the 

ironic cynicism of seIf-erasure. All this served to underline the growing loss of a finite 

end to human existence, and without such an end Japanese society in the 1990s appeared 

increasingly aimless, identity-less, and meaningless. 

The temporal coincidence of a number of separate crises in the economic, 

political, and socio-cultural spheres, seemed to suggest a generalized 'representational 

crisis. ' The intensifjhg questioning of traditional morality and socially assigned sexual 

roles, as well as the blurring of the world-body and reality-fantasy boundaries, were piled 

upon the already problematic issues of the status of the Emperor as a hollow symbol, the 

widening gap between market and 'real' values, the public's uncertainty about Japan's 

role in the world, and the established politicians7 reluctance to represent the will of the 

majority of the population. This temporal coincidence of seemingly separate crises, it 

seems to me, is closely related to the postmodern trends of the proliferation of the sign 

economy, the fragmentation of the self, the body, the family, and meaning in general, and 

the crisis of late capitalism which, searching for new commercially exploitable domains, 

has made significant moves into the realm of the imaginary. In Japan, as elsewhere in the 

advanced capitalist world (although there are grounds for believing that in Japan this 

trend is even more intense), this representational crisis is particularly acute among the 

young who are, after ail, the principal targets and objects of global capital's 



commodification of the imaginary. In a climate of a seemingly limitless expansion of 

virtual images, the self, the body, and the world are subject to enormous stress, 

particularly among those who, while being most exposed to such assaults, are perhaps the 

least equipped to fend them off. Contemporary Japan seems to be on the point of 

realizing Benjamin's distopian prophecy of pleasurable alienation. 

It was out of this vague but profound sense of anxiety, resentment, and 

inarticulate floating "excess" that the violent terror campaign of the Aum Shinrib0 cult 

was born. The cult's mass murders quickly dispelled all notions of the harmlessness of 

what initially appeared to be fantastic play, and, in the years following their attacks, gave 

rise to a heightened sense of urgency surrounding the re-establishment of moral codes 

and traditional values. The "new nationalists," motivated by an anxiety concerning the 

breakdown of the shared temporal and cognitive frame linking society and its subjects, as 

well as their resentment at the troubled state of domestic at'fairs and perceived US 

international hegemonic pressure, capitalized on this urgency. Critiquing the postwar 

liberal internationalist vision, these "new nationalists" expressed a desire for domestic 

and international self-afirmation, proposing a restoration of morality and a reparation of 

the tom fabric of social consensus. However, implicit in these remedies were a hardening 

of the social boundaries constitutive of the hegemony, and a reinforcement of the nation- 

state as the only authority capable of carrying out these repairs. What remain to be 

analyzed are the terms and viability of the apparent analogy between the structural 

breakdown of Japanese discourse as a whole and the ongoing crisis of market capitalism 



upon which the "new nationalists" have erected their critique-remedies. This will be the 

subject of my final chapter. 
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Conciusion : Late Modernity, Japanese Nationalism, and World Hegemony 

In previous chapters, tracing the maturing process of postwar Japanese modernity 

we found increasing manifestations of serious problematics inherent in the modem 

world. These problematics - the modem world's tack of ontological foundations, its 

technical rationalist disembodiment of the subject, and its tendency to homogenize 

heterogeneous times and spaces - were shown to be behind the manifold socio-economic, 

political and cultural breakdowns Japan experienced in the 1990s. In this concluding 

chapter, I broaden my scope in order to gather together the key observations made in 

previous chapters and to identifjr the main conclusions concerning the period in question 

as whole. In the section immediately following, I recount my argument thus far in brief 

In the next section, 1 attempt to reconceptualize in light of the universal and structural 

problems of modernity some of the most pressing problems of our time, problems which, 

in the context of the various symptomatic features of "postmodemity," are often bundled 

together under the reductive rubrics of c'nationalism" and "identity politics." In the last 

section, I discuss some of the features I take to be characteristic of the contemporary 

world and present day scholarship as a way of indicating where I think my discussion of 

Japanese identity and nationalism tits into the larger discursive map of today. 



Summary of the Argument 

In this thesis I critically analyze the contents, the underlying motivations, and the 

developmental processes of the often categorically understood notions of Japanese 

nationalism and identity, fiom the 1930s to the present, by examining a number of 

representative Japanese texts in their particular historical contexts. After an opening 

discussion laying out the parameters of my analysis, 1 described, in chapter two, prewar 

Japanese intellectual discourse in the years leading up to and including the Pacific war 

(1 93 1 -45), in order to highlight the heritage of the past that subsequent postwar history 

has striven so hard to deny. Rather predictably, these suppressed memories reemerged in 

the 1990s as 'ghosts' from the past when the questioning of Japanese identity once again 

rose to the forefront of Japanese intellectual debates. In this chapter, I paid particular 

attention to the "problematic of modernity" as identified by three prominent prewar 

Japanese intellectuals - Watsuji Tetsuro, Nishida Kitaro, and Yasuda Yojuro - and in 

particular how each thinker grappled with the notion of 'overcoming' the limitations of 

the modem as he had defined it. These three intellectuals were no exception to the 

decisive shift in intellectual attitudes that took place around the time of the "cultural 

renaissance" ( 1933-7) when a large scale ideological conversion (fertko) of leftist 

Japanese intellectuals caused many to alter their intellectual assumptions fiom previously 

held materialist and epistemic realist views to those favouring the incorporation of 

Japanese cultural specificity into Eurocentric knowledge. 



Particularly noteworthy in this general, romantically inspired shift was the rise of 

a unique 'epistemology' based on aesthetics and (romantic) irony that brought about a 

reversal in the status of truth and the imagination. Making use of this new epistemology, 

an alternate system of representation outside the modem was developed in which, 

reconceiving history according to an ideal vision, the nation was prepared for a radical 

'leap' out of history in the hopes of 'recovering' a lost cultural identity. Yasuda Yojuro's 

anti-essentialist, anti-state aestheticism, in particular, attracted a following of desperate 

and passionate, revolutionarily inspired Japanese youths, and his completely 

depoliticized notion of transcendence gave birth to the war ideology of the "aesthetics of 

death" in which the sacrifice of one's life was seen as the ultimate realization of Japanese 

cultural essence. The various streams of thought that came out of this aesthetically 

inclined movement, albeit at odds with one another, together constituted a powerful 

ideological 'humanization' of the state's war ideoloby, and ultimately collaborated in 

justifLing Japan's gand-historical project of "overcoming modernity." To be sure, 

however, the path leading to this ultimate state had been opened up in the decades 

preceding the war when Japanese intellectuals and society at large were, however 

unconsciously, seeking to resolve the universal problems of the modem detined as a 

Japanese national crisis in the context of a counter-hegemonic revolt against the modern 

West. 

In chapter three, I described the historical and intellectual climate of postwar 

euphoria surrounding democratic reforms, when a reinstatement of modem liberal 



progessivism seemed possible, and in which a 180 degree political about face was 

effected without, however, coming to terms with the prewar criticisms leveled against the 

liberal progressive project. During the US occupation, postwar Japan launched a series of 

measures to reinstall the modern, opening up a 15 year period (1945-60) characterized by 

political reform, a strong commitment to democratic revolution and material affluence. 

These years were unique in modern Japanese history in that knowledge production was 

conceived, and to a degree served, as an effective instrument for achieving political 

goals. The modern progressive current, most notably under the leadership of Maruyama 

Masao and his circle, as well as various branches of Marxism, reached their zenith in 

these years. On the other hand, while conservative and nationalist voices were initially 

largely excluded and suppressed in the optimistic and idealistic politico-discursive 

cIimate of the times, they soon experienced a revival in the context of the early 1950s 

shift in US foreign policy at the outbreak of the cold war (the so-called 'reverse course'). 

In this historical process, the initial idealistically conceived path towards democratization 

was compromised, causing many to become aware of the presence of Realpolitik behind 

the facade of popular ideals. Particularly after the breakdown of the mass protest 

movement against the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty in 1960, sharp criticisms 

of the postwar order began to emerge, opening up once forgotten prewar problernatics 

and returning Japanese intellectual discourse to the unresolved questions of modernity, 

identity, and nationalism. Among the various critiques of modem progessivism raised at 

this time, I paid particular attention to the influential discussions of Yoshimoto Takaaki 



and Takeuchi Yoshimi. Yoshimoto's critique of modem progressivism as an externally 

imposed, abstract and elitist form of knowledge incapable of including the everyday 

concerns of the masses, and Takeuchi's problematization of the continuing cultural 

imperialist imposition of Western modernism upon Japanese society made a deep 

impress on the Japanese society of the times. 

In the following chapter, chapter four, I examined the period of high economic 

growth that characterized Japan from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s when romantic 

reactions to the potent forward movement of the modern began to resurface. The period 

was marked by a high degree of material prosperity and the emergence of a large 

Japanese middle-class, on the one hand, and a confusion and a resentment that were 

expressed in 'mute' words, on the other. In some respects, the socio-historical and 

intellectual development of this period can be characterized as an insuficient "double 

movement," in which social resistance responded to the tbrces of capital penetrating into 

the realm of subjectivity in a passive manner, and were largely confined to cultural rather 

than political expressions. During this period, the concerns of early postwar politics were 

replaced by a new set of issues and goals in the face of the new realities defined, and 

fought over, by neo-conservatives and the new left. While neo-conservatives painted a 

highly optimistic and depoliticized vision of politics, and were supported by the mass 

media, the new left shifted their focus from formal to street-level politics, appealing to 

the populace and adapting tactics suited to its life-style. However, rapid material changes, 

a loss of political ideals, and the alienation of popular concerns from formal politics 



during this period engendered a strong reaction from a number of intellectuals. Romantic 

themes are traced in the novels of Eto Jun, Mishima Yukio and the early works of Oe 

Kenzaburo, as well as in the anti-modem culturalism and historicism of Umehara 

Takeshi and others. With the emergence of these aesthetically inclined cultural, political, 

and intellectual trends in the 1960s, the conventional political categories of right and left 

virtually lost their meaning. By the early 1970s, the radicalization of a desperate student 

protest movement marked a violent end to the new left initiative, while, as various 

writings of the time manifest, the deepening disturbance incurred by the penetration of 

capital and technology into the realms of subjectivity and the discourses of the social 

imaginary issued in a near complete breakdown of commonly shared values and 

meanings. 

In chapter five, I moved my discussion to a consideration of the accelerating 

penetration of commercial forces and the resulting commodification of society, the body 

and knowledge, things largely exempt from commercial penetration in previous periods. 

The effects of this direct exposure to the logic of profit maximization were far-reaching, 

and helped to engender a new, starker vision of society characterized by a fragmentation 

of the subject and a radical proliferation of meanings resulting from brute commercial 

displacement of the self, and by the reactionary responses to this fragmentation and 

proliferation most explicitly expressed by the rise of the discourse of Japanese 

uniqueness (nihonjinron) and its articulation of the desire to recover identity, a singular 

meaning, and things concrete. It is noteworthy that in this period (the late 1970s) brute 



commercial penetration and high-tech rationalism were largely welcomed by the 

populace and accompanied by the rise of a sub-culture of material snobbism and 

commodity fetishism, social attitudes that accelerated the process whereby the internal 

void of the individual was 'filled in' with commodified signs. With this celebration of 

commercial culture, a peculiar 'recovery' from the nihilistic state acutely plaguing 

society in the early 1970s was made possible, precisely by embracing the lack of identity. 

As this prosperous, high-technology oriented sign-economy neared exhaustion in the 

second-half of the decade, however, the cheerful nihilism of previous years was gradually 

replaced by cynicism, and when the US-Japan 'trade war' intensified in the 1980s, 

nihonjinron discourse took on increasingly cultural particularist and historical revisionist 

tones. By analyzing a series of nihonjinron texts, I demonstrated how the very real loss of 

personal identity caused by commercial penetration was attributed to a loss of collective 

cultural identity supposedly resulting from the Western cultural intrusion and 'violence' 

that arrived with the defeat in the war and the US occupation. With the rise of 

nilzonjir?ron, the 'battle for identity' fought in the 1960s against the intrusion of material 

forces on the domestic political front came to be replaced by the pursuit of an idealized 

national identity protesting hegemonic cultural universalism on the international front. 

I characterized the state of Japanese society of the 1990s in chapter six by means 

of three landmark events that shook the confidence of the Japanese people, both 

domestically and internationally: the widespread mood of mourning following the death 

of Emperor Hirohito in 1989; the collapse of the so-called "bubble economy," the 



prolonged Heisei recession, and the resulting political and economic hardship and 

questions about leadership; and the rapidly changing international climate in the post- 

cold-war era, and especially the question of Japan's role in the Persian Gulf War. In this 

period the penetration of commercial forces into subjective and intersubjective spheres 

further intensified, to such a degree that the so-called last bastion of the empirical, i.e., 

the body, was itself transformed into a consumable commodity. In the midst of this 

climate of ubiquitous socio-political and economic turmoil and relentless capital and 

high-tech penetration, a point of dramatic rupture was reached with the terror campaigns 

unleashed by the A m  Slzznriljo religious cult (1995). In response to this crisis of a 

seeming breakdown in the social fabric and the realm of intersubjectivity as hegemonic 

superstructure, a number of vigorous nationalistically oriented movements arose aiming 

to revive the moribund social hegemony and to repair the fragmented state of discourse, 

expressing their concerns in various forms of historical revisionism. The most important 

contributors to the resurgent historical revisionist movement were Fujioka Nobukatsu, 

with his "liberal view of history," and Kato Norihiro, with his influential book Huisengu 

Ron. I have called both of these figures "new nationalists" in order to distinguish them 

from the conventional variety, and because they explicitly and inseparabiy link questions 

of individual identity, the national identity discourse, and the social hegemony of the 

nation. "New nationalist" arguments have emerged, I have claimed, as a remedy for the 

breakdowns of subjectivity and social discourse under the increasing assault of 

"postmodern cultural conditions" in the 1990s. Once again, in the context of Japan's loss 



of economic competitiveness and the constitutional debates that recalled the 'origins' of 

postwar Japan in the exercise of US hegemonic 'violence,' the ills of late modernity were 

expressed as a loss of Japanese culturaI identity. 

This discussion has been situated within the historical progression of modernity 

as a dialectical process between the penetration of modern forces into the empirical life 

sphere and the reactionary responses to them. Broadly speaking, these reactionary 

responses, both in the realm of knowledgel discourse and in the realm of socio-political 

movements, have been expressed in aesthetic terms. In the prewar era, the inherent 

problernatics of the modem led to a crisis of modernity in which the manifold breakdown 

of political, economic and socio-discursive systems was largely interpreted as stemming 

from the deep gulf between Western institutions, which had failed to strike sure roots in 

Japan, and the Japanese cultural base. As a result of this interpretation, Japan's war effort 

was conceived and rationalized as a wholesale attempt to restructure the world order to 

Japan's own design. In postwar Japan, the advancing penetration of modern structuring 

forces into the empirical life sphere has largely been carried out by economic practices 

and the intensification of the market place, both increasingly governed by the Iogic of 

capital. As this intensification has advanced, it has invited strong reactions from society 

and individuals, and state hegemony has transformed its ruling tactics in tandem with 

changes in the structure of the governing mechanism. By the early 1990s, a tinancially- 

induced economic crisis struck a nation already plagued by a widespread sense of 



cultural and spiritual anxiety, precipitating a breakdown in the established structure of 

political power. 

 postm modernism" and "Nationalism" - Representational Crisis 

As many have argued, a number of fundamental transformations in the dynamic 

of world order have been underway since 1989 that in part repeat our experiences of the 

past and in part chart new temtories of experience. These transformations are often 

summarized under the rubric of "globalization," a short-hand term for the processes 

whereby internationalized capital and technology are vigorously extending and 

intensifying the communications and transportation networks that are ever more closely 

linking every comer of the world. In tandem with these transfomations, various trendy 

vocabularies have come on stream, including those of the "borderless world," the 

"information highway," and "cultural hybridity," lexical symbols of the open-amed 

embrace of the bright future promised by accelerating "globalization." According to this 

vision, manifestations of the erosion of the nation-state are but the precursors to a new 

age of universal humankind, in which not only "cultural differences," but also 

structurally embedded hegemonic power, will be somehow, miraculously, transcended. 

This is the euphoric and utopic world view envisaged by the logic of capital - a goss  

overstatement of capital's ability to expand the sphere of the "equivalences," and a 

flagrant denial of the costs such an expansion would entail in countless human sufferings. 



The illuminated quality of this picture ignores the darker side of capital's logic and its 

relentless process of synchronization, according to which mankind is merely a hindrance 

to the perfection of its ideal. 

Viewed from another angle, however, the present world is plagued by increasing 

fragmentation and bitter cordict, as exemplified in a multitude of exclusivist movements 

whose aspirations are often expressed in terms of cultural and ethnic identity at either the 

national, sub-national, or regional level. The most horrifjling forms of this exclusivism 

have been the "ethnic cleansing" campaigns carried out in the former Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda, the genocidal attacks on stateless Kurds in Iraq and Turkey, and the denial of 

Palestinian self-determination, to name only a few. The victims of these atrocities have 

been portrayed in the media and often received by the public in the West sympathetically, 

although that sympathy has been mixed with a powerlessness, a fatigue, and a slight 

sense of superiority affirming that 'we,' thank God, are part of the 'civilized7 world. To 

make matters worse, these pictures of 'disorder' are open to manipulation by those who, 

behind the rhetorical banner of 'peace and stability,' seek to advocate and justifjr the 

consolidation of US hegemony. In short, the contemporary world is marked by two 

seemingly contradictory trends: the ever intensi5ing unification of the international 

space led by international capital, technology and communications, and the simultaneous 

fragmentation of that space manifest in a plurality of exclusivist national, subnational, 

and/or transnational movements grounded in notions of culture and identity. These two 

trends of universalization and fragmentation are the two sides of a single coin, symptoms 



of the troubled state of late modernity in which the historical dialectic clearly no longer 

operates as it once did, and an uncertain precursor that the penetration of rationalist 

forces into society and the body has reached a point where they turn against humanity, 

threatening it with destruction. What Polyani called the "double-movement" has in this 

process become two mutually incompatibIe currents in which one is merely the 

inarticulate 'scream' caused by the ever tyrannical forward and now "hyper-modem7' 

movement of the other. 

In a concluding chapter to his The Condition of Postmodernity, David Harvey 

summarizes four typical responses to the advent of the "time-space compression" that has 

generated the socio-cultural state he calls "postmodernity." These four types of response 

are a useful heuristic in any diagnosis of the relation between contemporary scholarship 

the current state of the tvorid. According to Harvey, the first response is a defensive 

strategy to "withdraw into a kind of shell-shocked, blase, or exhausted silence and to bow 

down before the overwhelming sense of how vast, intractable, and outside any individuaI 

or even collective control everything is."' In response to the vast flow of information in 

our highly technolo&d age, individuals can shut themselves down and retreat into their 

personal world by refusing to digest information and/or by floating in the surface of 

meaningless signs. Harvey includes ~'deconstructionists" in this category of those who 

adopt a nihilist stance against all narratives. The second response Harvey describes as "a 

free-wheeling denial of the complexity of the world, and a penchant for the 



representation of it in terms of highly simplified rhetorical propositions."2 According to 

Harvey, this response manifests a kind of regression of thought, or a decline in the ability 

to perceive the complexity of the world, either by naively buying into very simplistic 

sIogans and political rhetoric or by subscribing to the fantasies proffered by venal, mass- 

produced images. 

Clearly, my characterization of the historical and intellectual tendencies of the 

1990s bears some similarity to Harvey's first and second categories. More interesting in 

terms of the diagnosis of our times, however, are his third and fourth categories. The 

third response subsumes all attempts to recover the local and empirically grounded 

subjectivity and community that have been under assault from rational institutional, 

technical and material forces. This includes attempts: 

to find an intermediate niche for political and intellectual life which spurns grand 
narrative but which does cultivate the possibility of limited action. This is the 
progressive angle to postmodernism which emphasizes community and locality, 
place and regional resistances, social movements, respect for otherness, and the 
like. It  is an attempt to carve out at least one knowable world from the infinity of 
possible worlds which are daily shown to us on the television screen.' 

Harvey is quick to point out that the third response has a tendency to "slide into 

parochialism, myopia, and self-referentiality'. in the material context of late ~ a ~ i t a l i s m . ~  

He also reminds us of the sad end that similar progessive projects encountered in the 

past, in which somehow in the course of their development they discarded "respect for 

others" in favour of an obeisance to a dominant identity, and in doing so created, for 

example, the rhetoric that in the interwar period was so accommodating of Nazism. 



Finally, the fourth response is to "try and ride the tiger of time-space-compression" by 

replicating the compression in one's imaginary and/or theoretical creations in an attempt 

to take command of the situation.' Harvey includes here such writers as Baudrillard, 

Virilio, and Deleuze and Guattari, whose "flamboyant rhetoric" attempts to reflect the 

trends of time (Baudrillard and Virilio), or whose active, though ironic, stance is to 

encourage "[r]evolutionaries" to "carry out their undertakings along the lines of the 

schizo process" of capitalism (Deleuze and ~ u a t t a r i ) . ~  

In my reading of Harvey, the third response representing locally and empirically 

grounded counter-hegemonic strategies not only falls short of being an option for 

progessive political action, it has rather dangerous political implications. The question 

Harvey passes over but which is here most pressing is: what are the determining 

conditions that influence the transformation in the third response from a progressive 

attitude to an oppressive one. Is it always and necessarily the case that "respect for 

others" at some point "gets mutilated in the fires of competition between the 

frag~nents"?~ In Harvey's reading, this reversal is also implicit in the first, 

'deconstructive,' response, in which a suspicion of all narratives and the exposure of all 

hidden presuppositions "produced a condition of nihilism that prepared the ground for 

the re-emergence of charismatic politics and even more simplistic propositions than those 

which were dec~nstructed."~ I would like to suggest that anti-essentialist political 

strategies critical of essentialism/ fundamentalism do not, contrary to conventional 

wisdom, deter the rise of fascism, but rather, paradoxically, evoke that nemesis; 



moreover, progressivist deconstruction has had regressive political effects in 

undermining the painfully achieved grounds for universal j ~ s t i c e . ~  If this counter- 

hegemonic response falls short of its progressive potential, one would hope that the 

fourth response of actively subverting power 'from within' would fulfill its promise by, 

for example, taking advantage of the internet virtual space of borderless communication 

to advance progressive political causes. However, in light of the accelerating monopoly 

of information by transnational corporations, and considering the very probable 

possibility that 'riding the "virtual tiger" of capital' may, in fact, merely spur it to ever 

more aggressive predations and deterritorializations, it is dificult to see much potential 

in this strategy. 

The World in Late Modernity - Eclipse of the Utopian Ideal? 

A decade has passed since the fall of the Berlin wall caused many to fall prey to a 

momentary euphoria, visions of the victory of liberal democracy over communist 

totalitarianism, and triumphant declarations of the "end of history." Since then, however, 

the international climate appears to have been far from conducive to greater tolerance 

and understanding between different peoples and nations; on the contrary, gowing 

political indeterminacy and the problems of the international economy have fostered a 

climate of increased competition, indifference and intolerance, both on the national and 

international political fronts. Growing intolerance has not been the monopoly of the 



'developing' world, as we are often led to believe; it is also characteristic of the 

developed worId and is manifest, for example, in the growing popularity of notions of 

"self-help" and of the rhetoric of "equal" competition, by which the doctrine of the 

survival of the fittest is reaffirmed, regardless of the differentiated positions of each actor 

in international or national power hierarchies. Milder expressions of the same intolerance 

can also be found in the refusal to acknowledge the sufferings of others, the retreat into 

the sphere of the individual and the family, and the growing propensity to focus on 

personal interests and pleasure. If the real world is too gloomy and distastehl, one can 

always live in peace and harmony in an imaginary world. By virtue of residing in the 

developed world, we are given the freedom of choice and opportunity to block out or 

divert our attention fiom depressing news, and to expose ourselves to more hopet'ul 

images available elsewhere. Seen in this light, what characterizes our age is not so much 

the ascendance of liberal democracy as the decline in the universal goal of striving for 

utopian ideals. 

Among the many scholarly productions symptomatic of this decline, there is one 

particular work I would like to problematize: Samuel Huntington's T/ze Chdz of 

Civilizur ions and the Remuking of World Order (a 1 996 book based on a 1 993 anicl e). In 

this work, Huntington loudly calls for the re-establishment of Western hegemony in a 

post-Cold War era in which "the patterns of cohesion, disintegration. and conflict" are 

determined by "civil izational identities."" Realizing that the universal project of 

modernization has not necessarily Westernized the entire world, Huntington observes that 



West is in a relative decline vis-a-vis "the Rest": "Asian civilizations are expanding their 

economic, military, and political strength; Islam is exploding demographically with 

destabiIizing consequences," and non-Western civilizations in general "are reaffirming 

the value of their own cultures."" Huntington divides the post-1989 world into nine 

civilizational groupings by means of a rather arbitrary and confbsing mish-mash of 

defining categories: geographic (Latin American, African), religious (Islamic, Hindu, 

Buddhist, (Russian-) Orthodox), ethnic/linguistic (Sinic, ie., Chinese), national 

(Japanese), and, the most arbitrary but seemingly self-explanatory category of them all, 

"Western." He states that a "civilization-based world order is emerging" in which the 

affirmation of one's own cultural values is increasingly important, because the question 

of identity is "the most basic question humans can face," and thus in which "[tlhe West's 

universalist pretensions [are] increasingly bring[ing] it into conflict with other 

civilizations, most seriously with Islam and china."" 

After assembling his various empirical and extra-empirical data for 'analysis,' 

Huntington reaches the following conclusion: 

The survival of the West depends on Americans reaffirming their Western 
identity and Westerners accepting their civilization as unique not universal and 
uniting to renew and preserve it against challenges from non-Western societies. 
Avoidance of a global war of civilizations depends on world leaders accepting 
and cooperating to maintain the rnulticivilizational character of global politics. '" 

It is rather surprising to see the word "rnulticivilizational'? tacked on here when the 

proposition being advanced concerns the "survival of the West." Also interesting is 



Huntington's notion of "Americans reafirming their Western identity," in that it seems 

to evidence of his concern with American domestic politics as the core factor both in the 

survival of the West and in the maintenance of gIobal peace. However, what is most 

striking, at least to me, is his call for the abandonment of what has been the founding 

ground of modern (and thus Western) international institutions, universal values based on 

Western historical experience. Elsewhere Huntington dismisses the "Western belief in 

the universality of Western culture" as altogether "false," "immoral," and "dangerous," 

and warns against Western interventionism in intercivilizational affairs because "it could 

lead to defeat of the west.'"' How Huntington imagines international institutions like 

the UN, the World Bank, and the IMF would function without being backed by the 

universalist principles, values, and ideals that have been built slowly and painfully in the 

process of modern history is not at all clear. There is in his analysis a curious application 

(possibly stemming from his myopic reading of "postmodemist" challenges to 'the 

universal') of cultural relativism to the discrediting of the universal values and justice 

that have taken two hundred years of modern history to mature. 

It is nothing short of astonishing to realize that this pseudo-academic treatise has 

acquired legitimacy both as a scholarly text and a policy guidebook, not to mention the 

cultural currency bestowed upon it by its status as an international bestseller. The 

seduction of Huntington's argument seems to lie in its simple, straight-forward, and non- 

contradictory analysis, in other words: its lack of sustained intellectual content. What 

makes me most uneasy is the widespread popularity of the book, a seeming manifestation 



of an immanent desire in American society to cut down reason and an anti-intellectual 

hankering for strong leadership rather than strongly reasoned arguments. Huntington's 

book typifies the sense of withdrawal that has arisen from the recognition that world 

poIitics today is beyond Western control; at the same time it attempts to quickly 

overcome this loss by resorting to an aggressive affirmation of identity that he 

characterizes as being the essence of the "Western." 

As I have constantly stressed, and bearing in mind current tends in Western 

scholarship, including those of "civilizational identities" and others I criticized in my 

introductory chapter, my descriptions of the prewar and postwar Japanese experience of 

modernity and my critical analyses of the problematics surrounding "Japanese 

nationalism" and "identity" must be read in the context of the contemporary historical 

and intellectual climate. That said, there are three issues I would like to raise very briefly, 

before closing this thesis, in order to compensate for their insufficient incorporation into 

previous chapters. First, the growing narcissism and increasing preoccupation with 

identity in 1990s Japan that I identified as 'coinciding' with a number of other crises is 

not unique to Japan, but represents a somewhat universal contemporary experience and is 

part of the general crisis of international hegemony. Secondly, my criticisms of various 

Japanese intellectuals (nilzonjiirrorti.~t.r, -'new nationalists," and others) represents only 

one side this complex equation. If their theoretical articulation of their critiques is less 

than eloquent, that humbleness is in part derived from the very position they are given by 



the universal hegemonic representation against which they attempt to protest. Thirdly, 

this thesis has been written from the point of view of a concerned outsider to Japan, and 

my criticisms of Japanese 'nationalism' are premised upon a physical and 

epistemological separation between myself and the object of my inquiry, that is, Japan 

and the Japanese people. Let me elaborate on this last point, to which the first and the 

second are related. 

During my short trip to Japan in the summer of 1998,I had a chance to meet and 

talk with Kato Nonhiro, the man I described in chapter six as one of the figures most 

responsible for the rise of the "new nationalism." Initially, I was rather convinced by his 

immensely popular 1995 book, Haisengo Ron, in which he advances the idea that the 

time is ripe for the Japanese to come to terms with their postwar history, and especially 

the question of the 'in-voluntary' nature of the Japanese Constitution. One of the things 

that initially motivated Kato to write Haisengo Ron was the Persian Gulf War; in the nm 

up to the war, he, like much of the Japanese public, was made acutely aware of the 

presence, behind the liberal universal rhetoric of peace and prosperity upheld by 

international organizations like United Nations, of brute power politics. In the context of 

Japanese society's painful lack of politically grounded thinking, I initially thought his 

inquiry was reasonable, and even necessary. However, when I came to write chapter six, I 

felt I had to criticize Kato for framing his resentments at the socio-cultural state of 1990s 

Japan within an ambiguous call for the reinstallation of intersubjective meaning and 

national hegemony, on the grounds that such a reinstallation would inevitably slide into 



an homogenization of national space at the expense of various intemaI others. 

Interestingly, this critical position was made only possible to me after returning home to 

Toronto where, back at my desk on a regular basis, and more reflective, I could see 

things more clearly. What factors contributed to this transition in my views about 

Haisengo Ron remain to be sorted out; however, it does seem clear that various forms of 

distancing (physical, socio-cultural, linguistic, etc) allowed me to 'switch' (it was a 

discontinuous movement, though it happened after a considerable accumulation of 

doubts) from one point of view to another. 

One thing that continues to trouble me about the question of nationalism is that 

one's thoughts on the subject cannot be separated from the geographic location one 

assumes oneself to be a part of, nor from the citizenship and/or passport that facilitates 

one's border-crossings. It is a privilege to be able to safely criticize nationalism from a 

distance, guaranteed by the status of the nation one belongs to. There are still many in the 

world whose nation of residence or citizenship has not yet achieved a fully functional 

link between the state and the society, and/or whose national aspirations have not yet 

won internationai recognition. Moreover, this seemingly inalienable condition of living 

safely within a stable nation-state often cannot be achieved without a degree of socio- 

political turmoil, without disturbing international peace and order. As I argued in the 

opening chapter, the logic of national self-determination both runs against the gain of 

universalist international principles and is a product of the failure to transcend the 

preexisting sense of cornmunaI identity. The universality of international institutions is in 



large measure contingent upon the good-faith cooperation of every nation and the 

international climate in which such cooperation is made possible; it has been this 

universalist aspiration, erected in the wake of the catastrophic experience of two world 

wars, that made the postwar international hegemony legitimate. In a world where the 

strongest player openly utilizes international institutions to pursue its own interests, 

hegemony loses its legitimacy. If one is to criticize the "new nationalism" in a fair 

manner, one cannot at the same time turn a blind eye to the on-going abuses of 

international institutions in the service of hegemony, and one had better be prepared to 

take the steps necessary to make international hegemony more accountabIe, and 

conducive to greater equality and justice. 



Notes 

1. David Harvey, The Condition of Postrnodernity: An Inquiry into the Origins of 
Cultural Chunge (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p350. 
2. ibid., p351. 
3. ibid. 
4. ibid. 
5. ibid. 
6. ibid., p352. 
7. ibid., p35 1 .  
8. ibid., p350. 
9. 1 do agree with Harvey's assessment of the overall socio-political effects of 
deconstruction, in the sense that deconstruction seems to have in the last decade or so 
lost its initially progressive character of disclosing hegemonic violence and has largely 
turned into an institutional academic practice seemingly pursuing its own ends. However, 
it seems wrong-headed to blame deconstruction altogether, for it is a 'double-edged 
sword,' both symptom and remedy of the "postmodern" age, which still functions as a 
useful tool in the critique of simplistic cultural essentialisms of the sort that Huntington 
advances, even if it can be used to discredit the ground for universal justice. Perhaps, this 
is the difficulty involved in intellectual practice today; there is no consistently, generally 
true position. 
10. SamueI Huntington, The Clush of Civilizations and fhe Remaking of World Order 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), p20. 
1 I. ibid. 
12. ibid. 
13. ibid., pp20-2 1. 
14. ibid., pp3 10-3 1 1 .  
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