
New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  23 

THE DIALECTIC OF MULTIPLE MODERNITIES IN JAPAN 
 

ROMAN PAŞCA 
In this essay, I propose a critical discussion of the 
concept of “modernity” in the context of “Japanese 
Studies”. Of course, trying to define “Japanese 
Studies” might turn out to be a Herculean task in 
itself, so for the sake of brevity in this essay I will use 
the term in one of its most traditional, simplistic 
intensions, i.e. “the discipline(s) concerned with the 
study of Japan”. My premise is that Western 
patterns and actualizations of modernity are not the 
only genuine ones, and that they are often met with 
resistance, subversion and/or irony in different 
cultural spaces, influenced by specific experiences, 
understandings of history and traditions. Starting 
from the assumption that Westernization and 
modernization are not identical, I discuss notions 
such as ‘multiple modernities’, ‘alternative 
modernities’, ‘entangled modernities’ etc. in the 
Japanese context, and suggest that in order to have 
a better understanding of modernity in Japan we 
need a new, more inclusive framework, open 
enough to accommodate the idea that modernity is 
not necessarily “made in and by the West”, and to 
accept that “modernizing” or “modernist” elements 
might have appeared outside of Europe first.  
 I develop my argument in three steps. First, 
I make a brief overview of several understandings 
of modernity by examining the definitions put forth 
by Giddens (1990, 1991), Connor (1989) and Sarup 
(1993), focusing on two issues: the dialectic between 
the ‘rupture’ view and the ‘continuity’ view of 
modernity, and the fact that it is virtually impossible 
to talk about just one single ‘modernity’. Secondly, I 
examine Latour’s (1991) proposition that “we have 
never been modern” and Bauman’s (2000) notion of 
‘liquid modernity’, as well as other concepts put 
forth by theorists of modernity that have for some 
reason gone almost unnoticed until now in the field 
of Japanese Studies. I also draw on Eisenstadt’s 
(2000) concept of ‘multiple modernities’, which I see 
as a possible solution to reconciling the different 
views on modernity. Thirdly, I move on to examine 
how this concept might apply in the case of the 
Japanese experience of modernity. I look for hints in 
the notion of ‘the end of history’, and also in Kim’s 

(1996) discussion of the role of Confucianism in East 
Asia. I propose that modernity might be best 
understood as a fluid notion without a hard ‘core’, 
and that its relationship with tradition in Japan can 
be subscribed to a yin-and-yang-like dynamic 
interplay.  
Modernities 

 In The Consequences of Modernity (1990), 
Giddens claims that, rather than entering into 
postmodernity, we now find ourselves in a time and 
place where the consequences of modernity are 
becoming more radicalized and universalized than 
ever before. As the title of the book itself suggests, 
Giddens does not believe that the project of 
modernity has reached its limits, being instead 
renewed and radicalized, prolonged through its 
‘consequences’ into a new form, that of reflexive 
modernization. (In this respect, his view is similar to 
Beck’s (2003) notion of “second modernity”). For 
Giddens, modernity is to be conceived of in terms of 
a rupture between the traditional paradigm and the 
modern one. He identifies several characteristics 
that are prominent in the ‘discontinuities’ which 
differentiate modern social institutions from the 
traditional social orders. The first of these 
characteristics is the pace of change, particularly in 
the field of technology, where the speed of progress 
is extreme. The second is the scope of change, which 
is far broader in the modern paradigm, especially 
due to the increasing interconnectedness of different 
(and geographically remote) areas of the globe - we 
live, after all, in a ‘global village’ in which 
information travels so swiftly that it literally erases 
time. The third feature is the nature of modern 
institutions; here, he refines his argument by 
making use of both the ‘continuity view’ and the 
‘rupture view’: he combines them to state that there 
are some institutions (e.g. the nation-state, the 
commodification of products and wage labour) that 
are not found in previous historical periods, but 
there are others (e.g. the city) that have some sort of 
continuity with traditional forms or orders.  
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In other words, modernity is in fact a 
somewhat fluid entity, a mixture of totally new 
institutions and, conversely, institutions that are 
taken over from the past, re-shuffled, re-interpreted, 
and re-valorized. Hence, the most appropriate 
approach to modernity would be one which takes 
into account both the ‘rupture’, and the ‘continuity’, 
one which tries to pin down where the balance 
between the two is to be found. 
 In Postmodernist Culture (1989), Connor 
discusses at length the main features of 
postmodernity, focusing upon architecture, art, and 
literary studies. He starts from Lyotard’s 
assumption that the aesthetic realm of 
postmodernism should be conjoined with the socio-
economic realm, in the sense that the former 
aestheticizes the latter, reading the social as a species 
of the cultural. He then cites Jameson, for whom 
postmodernism comes about in the wake of a 
modernism whose techniques and iconoclastic 
heroes have become safely institutionalized in 
museums and universities. The gist of Connor’s 
argument is that postmodernism is in fact a set of 
resistances to, and reformulations of, modernism: 
thus, postmodernism brings about a shift from 
heroic individuality (e.g., of the artist) to 
collaborative authorship (e.g. groups of architects, 
collective exhibitions etc.). Also, while modernism 
in art is characterized by a program, a current, or an 
ideology, the postmodern debate starts from a shift 
in this program/current/ideology. Last but not 
least, it was precisely postmodernity that created the 
possibility to conceive modernism as a closed 
structure, a rigid entity: the will to deconstruct 
brought about the need to first solidify and 
homogenize the object of deconstruction.  
 For Sarup (1993), modernity is an all-
embracing summary term which covers the whole 
cluster of social, economic, cultural and political 
systems that emerged in the West from the 18th 
century onwards, implying the progressive 
economic and administrative rationalization and 
differentiation of the social world and eventually 
leading to the birth of the modern capitalist 
industrial state. In this sense, modernity is closely 
connected with modernization, which is the concept 
used to refer to the stages of social development 
based upon industrialization. Modernization, 
driven by the constantly expanding world market, 
encompasses a wide range of economic and social 
transformations triggered by technological 
discoveries and innovations, industrial ferment, 
population dislocations, urbanization and its 
corollary, globalized democratization. 
Postmodernity, on the other hand, refers to the 
‘incipient or actual dissolution’ of the social forms 
associated with modernity, in which the focus on 
industrialization and efficient production has been 
replaced by a generalized consumerism - in other 
words, the protestant ethic of work has been 
replaced by the pleasure principle. Postmodernity 
emphasizes various forms of individual and social 
identity (or, identities), thus engendering a 
pluralistic, open, de-centered democracy in which 
every periphery has a voice as strong as the other. 

On a side note, Sarup also discusses the reflexivity 
of postmodernity, which is considered to be ironical, 
doubtful and deconstructive, unlike the rational 
reflexivity of modernity. Postmodernity is, 
therefore, acutely aware of the fragility, contingency 
and ambiguity of each and every concept or 
phenomenon, including itself.  
 If we examine all these understandings of 
modernity, I think we can draw two partial 
conclusions. The first is that we cannot speak of a 
single, unitary, non-distinct experience of 
modernity. The second is that they all have in 
common at least one essential premise: the idea that 
modernity - whether it represents a ‘continuity’, or 
a ‘rupture’, whether it is followed/replaced by 
postmodernity or not - originated in the West and 
then somehow made its way all across the world, 
bringing with it cohorts of cultural patterns, forms 
and institutions. This is the Eurocentric view that 
has been predominant in the discourse on 
modernity in fields like sociology, anthropology, 
political science, and also area studies (including 
Japanese studies), a view that tries to make sense of 
all facets and manifestations of modernity in 
different cultural spaces almost exclusively through 
the prism of Western concepts or historical 
experiences. In fact, Giddens himself (in Modernity 
and Self-Identity) states it very clearly:  

When we speak of modernity, however, we 
refer to institutional transformations that have 
their origins in the West. How far is modernity 
distinctively Western? [...] Is modernity 
distinctively a Western project in terms of the 
ways of life fostered by these two great 
transformative agencies? To this query, the 
blunt answer must be “yes”. (1991, pp. 174-176) 

But, is the blunt answer indeed “yes”? Therborn 
(2003) criticizes this perspective and goes so far as to 
call Giddens’ understanding of modernity “an 
almost disarmingly candid Eurocentric definition”. 
This critique is in consonance with other comments 
that had already been made as early as the late 
1980s. For example, Offe had criticized the 
“perspectival fixation” of the social sciences, which 
basically thought of modernity in terms of ‘we’ / 
‘us’ (i.e., Americans and West Europeans) providing 
a successful model for others to pursue. He 
remarked, for instance, that “the concepts of 
‘modernization’ and ‘westernization’ were treated 
quite unabashedly as equivalents” (1987, p. 2). I 
think that by now it has become clear that we cannot 
in fact speak of such a thing as ‘Western modernity’, 
since we do not really know what ‘the West’ is. 

To draw a simple analogy: when discussing 
the different forms, practices and patterns of 
philosophia, Smith (2016) remarks that the 
understanding and experience of the Graeco-Roman 
philosophical tradition does not - and it could not - 
mean the same thing for Deleuze as it does for 
Hegel, even though they both belong to the same 
‘West’. Much in the same way, the experience of 
modernity does not - and it could never - mean the 
same thing in France, in Germany, or in Japan. If we 
agree with Sarup that modernity emerged in the 
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West from the 18th century onwards, then we can 
probably talk about a process, a gradual shift from 
premodernity - when the Church imposed its 
authority through possession of the Word of God 
and when the individual was dominated by 
tradition - to modernity - founded upon the rejection 
of tradition and authority in favour of reason, and 
upon the Cartesian cogito as the symbol of the 
autonomous, rational individual. However, most of 
these stages are altogether absent in Japan (and 
other East Asian countries, for that matter); or, if 
they exist at all, they are based on a different set of 
premises and their historical development makes 
them substantially different.  
 The predominant discourse on modernity 
in the field of Japanese Studies goes, for the most 
part, along the same lines. While there certainly are 
studies that discuss Japan as an example of 
“alternative modernity”, a large proportion of them 
start in fact from the same assumption: that 
modernity is a Western project which made its way 
into Japan, where it was reinterpreted or re-shuffled 
to fit the local traditions and conditions. The 
prevalent narrative does not question the Western 
origin of modernity and focuses instead on the 
specificity of the forms and patterns it developed in 
Japan. To give just one example, Ivy’s Discourses of 
the Vanishing (1995) analyzes in detail the way in 
which the discourse on modernity is constructed, 
deconstructed, and then reconstructed in Japan 
(including its counter-narratives), but, as the author 
states, it emphasizes the contradictions that always 
accompany the ruptures of modernity rather than 
the circumstances and whereabouts of its 
emergence.   

Moreover, in the debate about modernity in 
Japan there are numerous references to the role and 
influence that various philosophical traditions such 
as Confucianism, Buddhism, or Daoism had in the 
paradigm shift that happened during the Meiji 
period. To cite just one such reference, Kim (1996) 
discusses the relationship between Confucianism 
and modernization claiming that it is a multi-
faceted, tricky issue in East Asia in general and in 
Japan in particular. For the author, it is obvious that 
the term ‘modernization’ has indeed originated in 
the West, but without implying that modernization 
is necessarily Westernization. Kim claims that 
modernization did not touch all the countries it 
reached in the same way or to the same extent, but 
it did however facilitate a certain ‘process of 
acculturation’ between those countries: 

Modernization of the West possessed unique 
features that required it to expand to other parts 
of the earth. Of special importance in this regard 
are the two crucial elements of Christianity and 
capitalism. They provided both the spiritual and 
material impetus and basis for such global 
expansion. In this sense, modernization is to be 
understood as a process of international 
acculturation or extensive cultural contact. 
(1996, p. 56) 

Kim’s argument is that once exposed to this process 
of acculturation, each society was then obliged to 

face it and to adapt to it and thus, this process 
eventually became a process of “indigenous 
adaptive change” for every society that came into 
contact with the expanding Western modernization. 
When the process started, the societies affected by it 
were not on the same level in terms of technological 
development, economic strength, or military power; 
therefore, their respective reactions to 
modernization were not identical, and the dynamics 
of these responses created a whole range of varieties 
of modernity, localized, and just as valid as the 
global, Western model they countered. 
 While I do think that including 
Confucianism in a discussion about modernity in 
Japan can provide us with new perspectives and 
extremely useful insights, I must remark that I find 
Kim’s reasoning to be rather misleading for two 
reasons. Firstly, it reinforces the premise that 
modernity is “made in and by the West” and moves 
to Japan, where it finds a ground fertilized by 
Confucianist ideas. Secondly, it goes even further 
than that and, by using terms such as 
“acculturation”, “adaptation”, “change” etc., it 
stipulates a hierarchical relationship between the 
superaltern entity which is Western modernity, and 
the subaltern “receiving society”, which is Japan in 
this case. The problem is that this view is very 
limiting and therefore offers a distorted lens that can 
only partially explain the kind of relationship that 
exists between modernity and Confucianism.   
 The question is, then, how do we make 
sense of all this? How do we deal with this 
‘juggernaut’ (as Giddens calls modernity)? How can 
we open up the definition and scope of modernity 
to make it more relevant for Japan? How do we fit 
Confucianism (or other philosophical traditions, for 
that matter) into the equation of modernization? I 
will try to provide some clues in the following 
sections through an attempt to reframe the 
discussion of modernity in the field of Japanese 
Studies within the wider context of more general 
theories of modernity. 
Multiple modernities 

Latour (1991) argues that modernity has no 
‘start’ and no ‘end’ because it has, in fact, never 
existed. He proposes that we have never gone 
beyond being pre-Socratic, pre-Cartesian, or pre-
Nietzschean, as there never occurred any radical 
revolution (i.e., a groundbreaking shift in 
epistemology) to cut us off from the past. In other 
words, to put it simply, history has already ended 
before it began. Modernity and postmodernity can 
only exist so long as they rely on, and refer to, the 
past for legitimization, but at some point in the 
future these paradigms will be replaced by new 
ones, which will probably need, in their turn, to 
connect to (post)modernity in order to define 
themselves. The postmodern era succeeded the 
preceding one, which, with a series of jolts and 
shocks, succeeded the premodern era - this 
happened and will continue to happen because 
every new paradigm is cannibalistic towards the 
past and devours it greedily in an attempt to break 
loose from it. The ‘past’, whenever and wherever it 
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may be situated, will always be stable and reliable in 
its quality of provider of both a model for what 
things should be and a prognosis for what things 
will be.  

However, continues Latour, hardly any of 
the landmarks of history - which are supposed to 
mark this ‘past’ - are indeed landmarks in the sense 
that they signify a new beginning, a new stage in the 
way the world is perceived. In this sense, history is 
in fact merely a question of perspective: the same 
landmark signifies different things for different 
peoples/states/individuals, and this ambiguity 
eventually renders it irrelevant. Latour gives the 
example of the year 1989, when the West saw the fall 
of communist regimes in Eastern Europe as some 
kind of victory, and began to think that it was the 
sole possessor of the ruse that would allow it to ‘win’ 
indefinitely; on the other hand, the newly liberated 
East thought that the solution to all its problems lay 
in the imitation of the West. Such is the case with all 
landmarks - they may very well signify absolutely 
nothing for some, while being crucially important 
for others. In the end, just as history is narrative (or, 
narratives), epistemological shifts are narratives as 
well - they cannot simply be landmarks, they have 
to be made into landmarks through a subjective 
process of selection, evaluation, and interpretation.  
 In Latour’s perspective, this subjective 
process might in fact be the very thing that renders 
postmodernity as skeptical as it is. Whenever the 
words ‘modern’, ‘modernity’, ‘modernization’, or 
‘modernism’ are uttered, there is an immediate and 
almost automatic reference to the past, but the truth 
is that, just as modernity was never sure it would be 
capable of overthrowing the Ancients, the 
postmodernists will never know for sure whether or 
not they have indeed taken over from the 
modernists. Tradition, modernity, postmodernity - 
these are all but beads on the same extremely thin 
thread of time, which dominates and separates them 
while, at the same time, binding them together. 
Modernity can therefore exist if, and only if, it is 
defined in reference to the bead before it and the 
bead after it: we will never be modern as long as we 
have not been traditional and will not be 
postmodern. 

Beck (2003) proposed the concept of ‘second 
modernity’, which refers to a distinct, second phase 
of modernity in which reflexivity becomes an 
essential quality (hence the alternative name 
“reflexive modernization”). ‘Second modernity’ 
indicates the stage where modernity becomes 
radicalized as it begins to transform the very 
institutions and principles it has brought about, thus 
modernizing modern society itself. In Liquid 
Modernity, Bauman picks up on Beck’s concept, but 
takes it one step further and proposes that, instead 
of conceiving of modernity as a fixed, stable entity 
with relatively clearly delineated boundaries, we 
should perhaps think of it in terms of metaphors 
such as “fluid”, or “liquid”. He notes that we are 
currently living in a novel phase in the history of 
modernity, in which we are dealing with a 
redistribution and reallocation of modernity’s 

“melting powers” - in other words, modernity is no 
longer ‘melting’ (i.e., displacing and replacing) the 
patterns of the old paradigm of tradition, but its very 
own patterns and institutions which, thus, become 
“malleable” (Bauman 2000, p. 7). This idea is in 
many ways similar to Beck’s notion of the 
“modernization of modernity”, but Bauman puts 
forth the concept of “liquid modernity” and focuses 
on what he calls a ‘crucial attribute’ of modernity - 
the relationship between space and time: 

Modernity means many things, and its arrival 
and progress can be traced using many and 
different markers. One feature of modern life 
and its modern setting stands out, however, as 
perhaps that ‘difference which make[s] the 
difference’; as the crucial attribute from which 
all other characteristics follow. That attribute is 
the changing relationship between space and 
time. Modernity starts when space and time are 
separated from living practice and from each 
other and so become ready to be theorized as 
distinct and mutually independent categories of 
strategy and action [...] (p. 8) 

 If Latour and Bauman are right, then we are 
dealing with a definition of modernity which has as 
its core the vector of time - it is no longer an 
understanding of modernity that focuses on 
institutions or economic patterns, or one that plays 
on the dialectic between a ‘rupture view’ and a 
‘continuity view’; instead, it is a vision of modernity 
which seems extremely ambiguous at first sight but 
which is in fact accommodating enough to include 
different models emerging in different cultural areas 
or even in different times. Using Latour’s idea that 
we have never been modern because history has 
already ended, we might say that modernities can 
be concurrent without being concomitant: 
modernity can emerge in 18th century Europe at the 
same time as modernity emerging in 18th century 
Japan, without them having any influence on, or 
connection with, each other. In other words, there is 
no need for modernity to first appear in Europe and 
then, in a historical process, to move to Japan and 
get adopted and adapted there - simply because 
history is no longer relevant. Moreover, using 
Bauman’s notion of ‘liquid modernity’, we might 
say that modernity does not have a hard core - there 
is no fixed set of characteristics that are intrinsic or 
indispensable, just a chameleon-like creature, a sort 
of protoplasmatic entity capable of taking various 
shapes and forms. In other words, the features that 
modernity has in 18th century Japan might have 
absolutely nothing in common with the features of 
modernity in 18th century Europe, but it would still 
be a full-fledged, valid modernity in its own right.   

So, how do these ideas fit into the 
framework of the debate on modernity in Japanese 
Studies? This is where the notion of ‘multiple 
modernities’ comes into play. As Eisenstadt puts it, 
this notion goes against the assumption that “the 
cultural program of modernity as it developed in 
modern Europe and the basic institutional 
constellations that emerged there would ultimately 
take over in all modernizing and modern societies” 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  27 

(2000, p. 1). In other words, the emergence of 
modernity did not entail uniformization: as it 
traveled across the globe, modernity did not spread 
evenly - rather, it constantly changed shape, as it 
was rejected and undermined, distorted and 
reinterpreted. Eisenstadt also suggests that some 
cultural spaces developed an anti-modern, anti-
Western discourse that, paradoxically, was still 
modern, but defined along different coordinates. He 
also notes that: 

the idea of multiple modernities presumes that 
the best way to understand the contemporary 
world - indeed to explain the history of 
modernity - is to see it as a story of continual 
constitution and reconstitution of a multiplicity 
of cultural programs. (p. 2)  

This means that we are no longer dealing with a 
grand récit of modernity, since the narrative that 
was once unified becomes atomized into a plethora 
of smaller, different stories that are informed by 
different cultural paradigms and historical 
experiences. It also means that one cannot pinpoint 
the birthplace of modernity to one particular 
location, and that we need to think in terms of a 
plurality of modernities which can emerge at the 
same time on different coordinates and with 
different features, without influencing each other. 
 Of course, concepts like “multiple 
modernities”, “entangled modernities” or 
“alternative modernities” have been criticized by 
numerous thinkers for ultimately being too vague 
and ambiguous on the one hand, and for the 
“fetishization of difference” on the other (by turning 
cultural difference into its most important marker). 
Dirlik, for instance, states that: 

Adding the adjective “alternative” to modernity 
has important counter-hegemonic cultural 
implications, calling for a new understanding of 
modernity. It also obscures in its fetishization of 
difference the entrapment of most of the 
“alternatives” claimed - products of the 
reconfigurations of global power within the 
hegemonic spatial, temporal and 
developmentalist limits of the modernity they 
aspire to transcend. Culturally conceived 
notions of alternatives ignore the common 
structural context of a globalized capitalism 
which generates but also sets limits to 
difference. (2013, pp. 5-6) 

In his discussion, Dirlik focuses mostly on problems 
like social inequality and political injustice, but his 
point is that in order to be convincing as 
“alternatives” these discourses on “modernities” 
need to find a way to re-integrate and re-articulate 
issues of cultural difference into the structural 
context of global capitalism. While I do agree that 
this is indeed a valid critique, I still maintain that 
“multiple”, or “alternative” modernities can 
provide us with helpful hints in re-shuffling the way 
in which we think about modernity in Japan. And in 
order to re-frame our understanding of modernity, I 
suggest we look for hints first in the notion of ‘post-

historical’ Japan and then in the relationship 
between Confucianism and modernization. 
Modernities in Japan 

 In an ironic footnote to Hegel, Kojève (1980) 
defines Japan after 1945 as a post-historical realm, as 
a nostalgia-free society with values completely 
empty of all human content in the historical sense; 
these values, he claims, were lost in the atomic 
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Picking up 
on Kojève’s remark about Japan as a post-historical 
territory, Fukuyama also draws on Hegel to theorize 
the concept of the ‘end of history’. Fukuyama makes 
several specific references to Japan, not only to the 
years after World War Two, but also to the 
Tokugawa period. Akira Asada, on the other hand, 
identifies another instance of the ‘end of history’ in 
Japan – the contemporary one, when society as a 
whole has reached such a level of lassitude that 
nothing historically relevant can really happen 
anymore.  
 If we conflate Kojève, Fukuyama and Asada 
we can identify three periods of ‘post-historicity’ (or, 
‘end of history’) in Japan. The first period is the 
Tokugawa era (1603-1868), especially after the 
1630’s, when the Christian missionaries were 
banned from Japan, thus marking the beginning of 
the sakoku policy; as a consequence, Japan was left 
outside the general flow of world history and 
became a post-historical realm. The second period is 
immediately after August 1945, when the atomic 
bombs were dropped upon Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki and the devastating effects of nuclear 
power made the whole of humanity realize that the 
end of the world may be very near. The third period 
is in the 1990’s, after the end of the ‘bubble economy’ 
period in Japan, when what happened in Japanese 
society became a clear indicator of the fact that 
consumer societies had reached a level of boredom 
and passiveness that prevents the occurrence of any 
dynamic historic event, as if history had come to a 
halt and nothing could jolt it back into motion. 
 The notion of the ‘end of history’ offers 
several clues that help us get a better grasp of how 
certain premodern developments in Tokugawa 
Japan influenced, or caused, the emergence of 
modernity. We see that, paradoxically, political 
isolation seemed to represent in fact an incentive for 
the idea of progress; thus, the sakoku policy allowed 
the central government to concentrate on a coherent 
domestic policy which drew upon Neo-Confucian 
principles. Stress was laid upon the five Confucian 
relationships and the respect of hierarchy, thus 
creating political and social stability. Moreover, as 
Hanley (1997) shows, the representation of power 
brought about technological progress: the local 
daimyō, who became preoccupied with the need to 
project a strong image of themselves, commissioned 
complex engineering and decorative works for their 
dwellings. Also, technological development was 
officially encouraged and many construction, 
public, or mining works were undertaken. To give 
just another example, the ideal of the warrior had 
been gradually replaced by an ideology of merit and 
by notions of personal cultivation more appropriate 
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for bureaucrats and for scholars. The samurai, who 
had been removed from the land and who had no 
wars to fight in, had become an extremely urbanized 
and flexible class who would play a significant role 
in the establishment of the new political system 
during the Meiji Restoration.  
 Political isolation was also instrumental in 
the emergence of a progress in knowledge, as the 
sakoku policy, through its denial of alterity and 
rejection of the Other, triggered an attempt to define 
and/or construct a national identity. Gradually, as 
Gluck (1987) notes, there emerged an ideology of 
kyōkoku (‘strong country’) quintessential in the quick 
and smooth adoption of Western technology in the 
Meiji period. At the same time, the economic 
importance of the merchant class is another factor to 
be taken into account: though somehow 
contradictory to their rather low position on the 
social scale, they managed to accumulate huge 
fortunes, which provided them with enough capital 
to start their own business ventures after 1868 
(Bendix 1999). Thus, there appeared a set of 
culturemes parallel to, and independent from, those 
of the Western paradigm. Later on, these culturemes 
functioned as ’shock-absorbers’ when they came 
into contact with Western modernity.  
 To factor Confucianism in the equation of 
modernity in Japan, I will refer again to Kim’s (1996) 
discussion, which starts from the assumption that 
Confucianism represents an ideational system with 
two main components: a religious aspect, and a 
philosophical one. The religious aspect is a facet that 
was probably never intended by the Master himself, 
but his ideas and teachings were reiterated, 
reinterpreted, or reinvigorated by his disciples, 
commentators and followers in a variety of contexts. 
The main tenets of the religious dimension of 
Confucianism are the ideas of Heaven and the 
spirituality of the Way of Heaven and Man, the 
practice of contemplation as a means to achieve the 
unity of man with nature, and the rituals of ancestor 
worship or veneration of the Sages. Kim claims that 
these tenets were actually shaped in connection with 
other religious systems which had competed for 
influence in society, such as Buddhism, Shamanism, 
Daoism and Shintoism; Confucianism had not only 
incorporated many of the elements of these other 
religions, but it had also been merged into them, to 
a certain extent. 

As for the philosophical dimension, Kim 
claims that Confucius is more comparable to 
Socrates than to Jesus or to Buddha. As such, 
Confucianism proposes several ideas and concepts 
that are not in the least religious: cosmology and 
metaphysics, psychology, epistemology, pedagogy, 
ethics, and social practice. The main tenets of 
Confucianism qua philosophy are the visions of 
governance, the set of social norms, and the ideals of 
personal cultivation. One of the main ideas that 
Confucius started out with was to aid the ruler and 
his administrators to arm themselves with moral 
rectitude and realize the ideals of government by 
virtue.  

 These two dimensions of Confucianism do 
not, of course, exist as completely separate entities 
that do not interact with each other - on the contrary, 
they are two sides of the same coin, tightly 
intertwined, especially when actualized as practices 
in real life; the mixture between them is particularly 
interesting, especially when thinking about 
modernity in the Japanese context. For 
Confucianism, in general, the ritualistic practice of 
ancestor and spirit worship has been very aptly used 
both by the power elite (with the purpose of 
legitimizing its rule and authority), and by the 
various clans, kinships, and communities (in order 
to maintain social ties and the hierarchical social 
order); thus, while the philosophical debates 
sometimes reached a high level of scholarliness, the 
controversy over orthodoxy among the various 
factions of the Confucian ruling class quite often 
degenerated into sheer power struggles.   

Kim proposes that the dynamics of change 
in societies influenced by Western modernization 
should be seen in terms of the yin-yang dialectics: 

[…] the interactive nature of the twin processes 
of modernization involving international 
acculturation, on the one hand, and indigenous 
change, on the other hand, could be conceived 
to be that of yin and yang interaction. Yang, the 
positive force in this case is the Western surge of 
modernization, whereas the negative yin force 
is each of the nation-states or societies affected 
by it. (1996, p.57) 

 While I do agree with this adage, I feel it is 
incomplete as it does not fully account for the 
intricate relationship between modernity and 
Japanese society. There are three corrections that I 
would like to make to this image of yin and yang. 
The first and most important one is that, as I showed 
in the previous section, Kim’s view of modernity is 
still Eurocentric, placing Western modernization on 
the higher plane and Japanese society on the lower 
one, as a ‘receiving culture’. Instead, I propose that 
we should understand them to be equal, in the sense 
that Western modernity, when it came to Japan, 
actually encountered another modernity, defined on 
different grounds and with different characteristics 
but just as authentic. The second correction is that 
the two forces are interchangeable: Western 
modernity is not always the ‘positive force’, and 
Japan is not always the ‘negative force’ as the 
‘receiving society’ – rather, they constantly influence 
each other, switching roles back and forth. The third 
correction, derived from the second one, is that the 
demarcation between the yin and the yang is never 
clear-cut. The border between them is not a 
beautiful, simple line as in the yin-yang illustration; 
rather, their edges are blurred and they diffuse and 
sometimes dissolve into one another to the point 
where they become indistinguishable. They are not 
solid, but fluid, and this is yet another reason why I 
believe we should talk about ‘multiple modernities’.  

Kim also identifies the major principles of 
this yin-yang dynamic from the vantage point of the 
‘receiving society’: ‘cultural preparedness’, ‘cultural 
selectivity’, ‘cultural flexibility’, ‘structural 
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flexibility’, and ‘political selectivity’. These 
principles, or forces, are the ones that eventually 
decide where change should be made first, what 
goals should be pursued, who the agents of change 
will be and at what speed change should be made 
etc.  However, despite the efforts made by 
scholars to reform Confucianism so as to meet the 
needs of the times by “boldly incorporating ideas 
from the West”, Confucian scholarship was no 
match for “the vast intellectual stock of the West”. 
In other words, Confucian scholarship never played 
an active role in the promotion of modernization: 

When Confucianism or the Confucian 
background in East Asia was a positive yang 
force, it was not largely conducive to successful 
modernization. Only when it became a passive 
yin factor, and political selectivity singled it out 
for its purpose, was the Confucian element used 
as a contributive factor (1996, p.64). 

Kim might be right when making this observation, 
but only insofar as Confucian scholarship is 
concerned: it might have been indeed too weak to 
cope with the pressure of the new paradigm. 
However, at least in Japan, Confucian practice was 
so deeply embedded within society that it actually 
was one of the main engines that led to the advent 
of modernity. Scholarship may have failed in 
finding a way to adapt to the new challenge, but 
practice - i.e., the way in which Confucian principles 
were realized and actualized in society - facilitated 
the emergence of modernity. Typically Confucian 
characteristics such as the authoritarian principle of 
social organization, the hierarchical human 
relations, respect for authority and elders, consensus 
effort, duty-consciousness, leadership as moral 
example, the propensity to discipline and self-
control, industriousness, and frugality, contributed 
in a decisive manner to the creation of a new 
paradigm – a modern one – in Japanese society. 
Final remarks 

 Let me now go back to the initial questions: 
what is modernity? What are ‘multiple 
modernities’? And how do we integrate this concept 
in the debate on modernity in the field of Japanese 
Studies? To answer briefly, I think that modernity is 
to be envisaged not as a ‘hard’ core of practices and 
institutions, but rather as a ‘soft’ cluster of features, 
none of which are obligatory or indispensable. If 
modernity does indeed originate in the West, then, 
in its expansion to other cultural areas, it is 
deconstructed by strategies of subversion, critical 
interpretation, irony, parodic emulation, mise en 
abyme or local adaptations. However, in order to re-
frame the whole debate on modernity in Japan, I 
think we have to keep an open mind to the 
possibility that ‘modernity’, ‘modernizing’ or 
‘modernist’ elements might have appeared outside 
of Europe first, and that, therefore, modernity as a 
forma mentis obtains even if only some of its features 
are realized, expressed or conspicuous; moreover, 
these features do not necessarily have to be the same 
in different cultural areas. And, to be more precise, 
modernity can only exist as a plurality of patterns, 
as ‘multiple modernities’ in a yin-and-yang-like 

relationship where there is no superaltern and no 
subaltern as they are on an equal footing, just as 
valid and authentic. 
 I propose to challenge the vision that 
modernity is some kind of gift – or curse, for that 
matter – that was given by Europe to the rest of the 
world, an entity that somehow emerged in a certain 
location and then moved elsewhere, spreading 
medusa-like until it covered most of the world. I 
argue that modernity can only be plural 
(‘modernities’) and “liquid” not because one and the 
same model is realized differently in different 
cultural spaces, but because there actually exist a 
multitude of models, fundamentally and 
intrinsically different from each other because they 
emerge on different premises. 
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