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CRITIQUE OF / IN JAPANESE STUDIES: AN INTRODUCTION 

TO THE SPECIAL ISSUE 
 

IOANNIS GAITANIDIS 
Let us be honest: we do not lack critiques of the field 
of Area Studies. In fact, to this day, criticisms of Area 
Studies have abounded. For example, in a solidly 
and authoritatively framed monograph on the after-
life of area studies, Harry Harootunian and Masao 
Miyoshi famously argued that “area studies has 
been gradually transformed from the status of 
supplying information on potential enemies to 
national interest and security, to highly visible 
public relations services devoted to providing 
‘balanced’ (read as uncritical) images of donor 
societies to an educated segment of the American 
public, and certainly to that part of the population 
who will become experts in the formation of public 
opinion” (Miyoshi and Harootunian 2002, p.5).  
 Similar criticism, with a further focus on the 
contemporary and scholarly value of the field, has 
been repeated in the context of Southeast Asian 
Studies by Terence Chong. “Firstly, like classical 
social theory before it, the field often makes little 
distinction between society and nation-state, with 
the latter typically deployed uncritically as a unit of 
analysis. Secondly, it lacks the theoretical linkage 
between the local and the global, and thus fails to 
properly contextualise Southeast Asian locales 
within a broader network of global processes or a 
world system. Thirdly, it needs to be practised and 
articulated as more than an area-specific mode of 
scholarship, because this invariably assigns it a 
lowly position within a global hierarchy of political 
interests and concerns. Such a hierarchy will only 
revive core-periphery models that fail to account for 
the free-play of global flows” (Chong 2007, p.214).  
 In the specific case of Japanese Studies, 
criticism also came quite early. Ian Reader, for 
example, in an argument against the proposal by 
Harumi Befu for the establishment of a World 
Association for Japanese Studies, noted the 
following. “By treating Japan as something sui 
generis rather than seeing what messages and 
meanings it can provide for the study of cultures in 
general, and for aspects of those cultures, such as 

religion and economics, we are increasing the 
likelihood that Japanese Studies will fail to become 
anything more than a glorified form of Japanology” 
(Reader 1995, p.110-111). More recently, Naoki Sakai 
warns again about the inherent biases of what he 
sees as a fundamentally comparative endeavour. 
“Like any national history or national literature, the 
field of Japanese studies is constituted essentially as 
a comparative field (…) But in the case of Japan 
studies as area studies, it doubly assumes the 
viewpoint of non-Japanese scholars. The difference 
is that the national literature or national history in 
Japan is supposedly conducted by native scholars of 
Japan. Accordingly, it is usually not called Japan 
Studies. Japan Studies can exist precisely because it 
is done by non-Japanese scholars” (Sakai 2010, 
p.223). 
 Nation-centrism that risks apolitically 
equaling ‘nation’ to ‘culture’; an area focus that 
ignores the contingency of geographical units 
within global flows of communication and 
movement; a scholarly short-sightedness that 
employs theory to “explain out” its object of study 
and not the opposite; and finally, a serious 
positionality problem which effaces local 
perspectives. Summarized in this way, there 
remains today perhaps nothing more to say. Critics 
seem to agree that we need more discussion on the 
political underpinnings, more analysis of the overall 
structure, more arguments on the theoretical 
implications and meanings, and more awareness of 
the researcher’s view of the object of Japanese 
Studies.  
 What I want first to argue here is that such 
otherwise legitimate criticism needs to be if not 
updated, at least reviewed in the context of recent 
developments in the field of Japanese Studies. 
Indeed, perhaps, some of the above arguments are 
already obsolete, and others are more relevant now 
than they have ever been. My second argument 
concerns our practice of critique and the meta-
narratives that it has created and which have 
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resulted in a certain “emotional” gap between the 
activism of those who use Japanese Studies to 
encourage or warn against recent developments in 
the country and those who remain apathetic, 
preferring to use their expertise to reify the old 
disciplinary boundaries. This is what it means 
perhaps to have Area Studies in the emotional 
capitalist world that sociologist Eva Illouz describes 
in her multiple monographs on consumption in 
contemporary society (see, for example, Illouz 2007). 
We are all risking  becoming “hyperrational fools,” 
as Illouz claims, torn between a commodified 
“Japan” and the “Japan” in our academic fantasies. 
 All papers of this special issue were 
presented at the British Association for Japanese 
Studies (Japan Branch) conference held in Chiba 
University on May 27 and 28, 2017. The topic of the 
conference stemmed from the organisers’ simple, 
yet genuine, concern with what they were (and are) 
experiencing in their classrooms. Indeed, what we 
often tend to forget is that “Area Studies […] derives 
a great deal of legitimacy from pedagogical 
concerns, from its existence as a course of study at 
universities” (Krämer 2016, p.119). This concern was 
explained in the opening speech of the conference as 
follows: 
‘I don’t know if you have noticed, but even the 
classic critique of the old cultural essentialism of 
Japanese Studies is not enough anymore to convince 
students and readers about the complexity of a 
contingently conceived Japan. It is not enough 
anymore to just point out at the modern 
construction of many of the so-called “timeless” 
Japanese traditions or at the lack of reflexivity of 
media discourse on Japan. The post-modern era 
with its critique on positionality, its dialogical 
paradigms and its emphasis on transnational 
historical processes, seems to be touching only those 
who are already looking for alternative, post-plural 
narratives of Japan. The mainstream remains 
content with the status quo: isn’t everyone after all 
on the same boat called ‘Japanese Studies’? To put it 
in a Japanese phrase that I often hear and do not 
particularly like: iro iro atte injanai desuka (isn’t it OK 
to allow for a variety of [courses])? I disagree. We 
need new ideas; constantly. New ideas do not mean 
the rebuttal of the existing ones, only the possibility 
of such rebuttal.’    
Recent developments in framing Japanese Studies 

 In a seminal Japanese Studies textbook often 
used in undergraduate teaching, John Whittier Treat 
pertinently criticized in the introductory chapter 
“the mutual obsession, both East and West, with 
what might be a homogenizing postmodernity; an 
obsession that means the most basic structures of 
social existences, whether ‘ours’ or ‘theirs,’ have 
been reinterpreted against a ‘cultural logic’ locally 
modulated but universally applied” (Treat 1996, 
p.11). Twenty years later, another textbook on 
Japanese Popular Culture seeking to respond to 
Treat’s indications, takes Giroux’s concept of 
“public pedagogy” upfront and promotes a teaching 
of popular culture that “avoids the bait and 
switch[es] to focus not on the cultural artifact or text 

alone but on training students to see larger 
ideological discourses and become aware of their 
own role in learning (added italics for emphasis)” 
(Shamoon and McMorran 2016, p.5). This shift from 
post-modern critical research approaches to a 
critical, public pedagogy is only starting to happen 
in Japanese Studies. Yet, the field has already gone 
through a number of stages. 
 To this day, there have been various 
categorizations of Japanese Studies that we could 
use to understand the development and diversity of 
approaches in the field. One is a vertical, 
‘evolutionary’ type of categorization provided by 
Yoshio Sugimoto, who considers the history of the 
field as divided into three periods: the immediate 
postwar period when Japanese Studies answered 
the need to explain the mysterious Land of the 
Rising Sun; the 1970s-1980s, when they tried to 
understand a country that seemed to be the 
exceptional outlier in the process of Western models 
of modernization; and finally the more recent Cool 
Japan period. Sugimoto argues that in the present 
age it has been “almost inevitable that linkages 
would be formed between the rise of cultural 
capitalism in Japan on the one hand and the 
expansion of the cultural studies approach to the 
study of Japan on the other, with its focus on 
symbols, representations and their contexts” 
(Sugimoto 2014, p. 202). Although useful regarding 
the relation between Japanese Studies and global 
political interests, Sugimoto’s description of the 
field risks presenting an image that we all stand 
today at stage three. I believe however that this is 
not the case, and that depending on the scholar or 
the course convener, content may still be fluctuating 
today along all of the three stages. 
 The other categorization is a horizontal one, 
and it considers the relation of area studies with 
disciplines, which is what Treat’s earlier observation 
inherently refers to, and which, I believe, fluctuates 
along the vertical categorisation described above. In 
this horizontal categorisation, Claudia Derichs has 
argued that there are three major discursive schools 
or currents of a specific understanding of area 
studies. 1) A conciliatory current of scholars who 
emphasise the mutual benefits of combining area 
studies with disciplinary approaches (theories, 
methods). 2) A new area studies current which sees 
in area studies a much-needed provincialization of 
the social sciences. 3) A rethinking current, which 
urges to rethink the area epistemologically and 
focus on the mobility patterns and communicative 
processes of human interaction (Derichs 2014, pp.27-
28). This last current could be called a Critical Asian 
Studies current and is by far the most relevant 
current for my objective in this special issue. 
 Indeed, it seems to me that, to create 
something new in Japanese Studies, we need to start 
at the fundamental core: what do we call “Japan”? 
Are the geographical boundaries of that entity we 
call “Japan” still relevant? Does putting “Japan back 
into Asia,” as we often hear recently, challenge the 
territorial and nation-state basis of the old area-
specific status quo? 
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 In the case of Southeast Asian Studies, 
which Terrence Chong takes as an example in the 
earlier quote, the problem is probably easier to 
grasp. Where does Southeast Asia start and where 
does it end? What about other ways of defining 
common characteristics binding some parts of that 
region of the world together, such as the concept of 
Zomia for example (van Schendel 2002)? Can we 
devise similar novel models for Japan, and consider 
“Japan”, like Southeast Asia, a contingent device 
(King 2014)? The answer, I believe is yes, and this 
problem has already started being considered by 
other scholars in Japanese Studies. Chris McMorran 
in his overview of the issues posed by an unthinking 
of the nation state as “area” (2016, p.5) points at two 
early attempts to reconfigure “Japan” in research 
activities. The first is Bernard S. Sielberman’s 
suggestion, which effectively hints at Japan as a 
“contingent device”, in which he claims that “there 
are now several Japans, each masking a political 
stance that makes any unity of understanding 
impossible and improbable” (Sielberman 2002, 
p.317). And the second is Tessa Morris-Suzuki’s 
anti-area studies stance, which rejects the usefulness 
of Japan as an organising principle and calls for 
research based on themes rather than geographies, 
like frontier studies or indigeneity (Morris-Suzuki, 
2004). 
 Despite, however, these conceptual 
attempts to reclaim (or dismiss altogether) the field, 
a big question remains. If we do include this 
contingent Japan in our university curriculums, how 
do we teach it? Again, as noted earlier, Japanese 
Studies are intimately connected to university 
curricula, so instead of trying to find an overarching, 
general re-definition of what should Japanese 
Studies be about, we, perhaps, need to look closer at 
what happens on the ground. We need to consider 
our audiences.  
Rethinking Japanese Studies from the bottom-up 

 The truth is that Naoki Sakai’s argument is 
fairly obsolete. Since the beginning of this century, 
most of the national literature or national history 
degrees and courses in Japan have been renamed 
Japanese literature or Japanese history, with more 
and more university courses opened under the 
“Japanese Studies” (nihongaku) or “International 
Japanese Studies” (kokusai nihongaku) label. These 
changes have since 2012 intensified under the 
auspices of continuous funding provided by the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) for the internationalisation of 
the Japanese higher education. According to 
Shintaro Fukutake (2015), Japanese Studies in Japan 
have managed to escape the stigma associated with 
their orientalist legacy, and have played a key-role 
in the establishment of global studies programs in 
Japanese higher education institutions. The reason 
for this, according to Fukutake, is that after the war, 
area studies in Japan were first developed as an 
independent field of research with non-Japanese 
funding, escaping thus the shadow of national 
policy (ibid, p.83). Yet, in the current situation, it is 
still difficul to call a program explicitly “Japanese 

Studies” at any one of the Japanese universities 
using that label.  
 The reason for this is undoubtedly that 
almost all universities possess already several 
courses that could be labeled as Japanese Studies 
and which have been traditionally offered to 
exchange students in combination with Japanese 
language courses. This situation was and still is the 
case at Chiba University, my place of work, where 
the new category of Japanese Studies courses 
stemmed out of the Center for International 
Research and Education (CIRE), formerly the 
Exchange Students Center, where all Japanese 
language and culture courses are held. Similarly, 
therefore, to what must have happened in other 
universities, some of these courses originally 
targeting exchange students (and sometimes home 
students as well), were re-introduced into an 
International Japanese Studies curriculum, together 
with new courses that are pedagogically valuable 
not because they are “on Japan”, but because they 
are held “in Japan.” 
 By being held in Japan, these ‘new’ Japanese 
Studies courses present certain characteristics that 
distinguish them from homonymous curricula 
abroad. The main distinction concerns the audience. 
All these courses are now attended by both home 
and international students who have a) a varying 
prior knowledge and conceptualization of “Japan” 
and “Japanese Studies,” b) distinct levels of 
academic and disciplinary training, c) different 
language and communication abilities, and d) very 
individual identities and ways to express and 
perform them. In other words, one could say that the 
contingency of how the subject, Japanese Studies, 
needs to be conceptualized in Japan at least, stems 
not necessarily from an original critical disposition 
of the teaching faculty, but from the contingency of 
the class composition itself: these are not courses for 
a younger generation fascinated by Japanese 
popular culture or history anymore. These courses 
need to offer something else; they need to be 
something else. 
 At Chiba University, it is indeed simply 
impossible, if not undesirable, to satisfy all of the 
students’ expectations regarding the “Japan” they 
want to hear talked about and explained. Indeed, for 
some students this is the “Japan” that they call home 
and which they want reaffirmed or compared to 
other nation-cultures; for others, it is the Japan they 
have seen in films or manga or even in Japanese 
Studies classes, the Cool Japan, whose ‘uniqueness’ 
or peculiarities they also want (re)confirmed and 
‘academically’ proven. Considering this diversity of 
expectations, it became necessary to set the tone of 
what our Japanese Studies courses are at the 
beginning of the semester, to ensure that everyone 
was aware of our stance and to prevent further 
disappointments. After several deliberations, the 
following description was attached to all our 
Japanese Studies in the second academic year that 
this new course category was running. 
 The aim of courses categorised under the 
rubric “Japanese Studies” is to teach about the 
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world, using “Japan” as a case-study, and vice versa. 
In Japanese Studies courses we do not just provide 
students with foundational knowledge about 
Japanese culture and society, but we also offer an 
environment that allows students to reconsider their 
image of Japan by reflecting on their own 
experiences and cultures, and to acquire new 
perspectives and a deeper awareness of a variety of 
global phenomena. 
 The above description attempted to 
introduce the idea of the geographical contingency 
of “Japan” by drawing attention to its image and 
construction based on individual experiences and 
cultures. The description also tried to avoid the 
essentialism observed in other ‘traditional’ Japanese 
Studies courses, by emphasising that, in this 
instance, “Japan” will be used as a case-study to talk 
about wider issues and global phenomena; in other 
words, “Japan” will be put back on the world map. 
This approach to Japanese Studies was originally 
inspired by the voices of those who had already 
considered the impact of globalization not only on 
how Japan sees itself (see, for example, Morris-
Suzuki, 1998, chapter 8), but also on the call on area 
studies practitioners to “use their particular skills 
and resources to confront the pervasive realities of 
globalization” (Goss and Wesley-Smith 2010, p.xvi). 
 Yet I can also argue that, as already 
mentioned, this approach was possible to conceive 
precisely because of the nature of the student 
audience at Chiba University, which, at the 
‘grassroots’ level, presented already a variety of 
“Japan(s)” that needed to be dealt with first and 
foremost, before any general arguments about each 
course’s topic could be made. This is what I call the 
collapse of the subject onto the class environment or, 
in other terms, the mirroring of the multicultural 
class setting onto the conceptualisation of the subject 
taught itself. 
 In practice, this eventually extended to the 
ways the course content took shape as well. The 
unpacking of cultural performances of what 
students considered to be “Japanese religion”, 
“Japanese healthcare”, “Japanese television” and 
even “Japanese science,” to take as examples 
keywords from the topics I personally teach, became 
the hidden/real objective of courses that were 
actually titled “religion and society in Japan,” 
“health and healthcare in Japanese culture,” 
“television literacy” (using examples from Japanese 
television) and “Glimpses of Science in Modern 
Japan.” In other words, the inverted commas on 
‘Japan’ extended to the nouns that the adjective 
“Japanese” tends to be attached to almost 
automatically when these nouns become topics of 
Japanese Studies courses. As a result, ‘Japan,’ the 
originally geographical region in which students 
were interested to learn about, transformed into the 
incentive for critically apprehending larger 
ideological discourses that are part of the cultural 
logic that Treat so astutely pointed out 20 years ago. 
 To give an example of this, my course of 
Religion and Society ended last year with a 
discussion of whether freedom of religion as a 

universal human right is actually possible, by taking 
as starting point a brief blog article written by a 
scholar of religion in Japan. In this article Thomas 
argues that the postwar Allied Occupation of Japan 
“was the first time that religious freedom was 
enforced transnationally through the language of 
human rights, meaning that understanding what 
was at stake for the occupiers then is crucial for 
assessing how claims regarding religious freedom 
as a human right operate today” (Thomas 2014).  
 In 2014, another of my courses on Health 
and Illness in Japanese Culture, finished with a re-
examination of the concept of “illness” through the 
case-study of “depression” in Japan, and of how the 
sudden increase of patients suffering from 
depression in the country since the late 1990s, 
demonstrates that the experience of illness is as 
much tied to local socio-economic conditions as to 
changing expectations (see Ehrenberg, 2010). The 
same year, my course on “Television in Japan” (later 
renamed “Television Literacy”), used Koichi 
Iwabuchi’s analysis of “banal inter-nationalism” in 
Japanese television programs featuring non-
Japanese talent (Iwabuchi 2005), to remind students 
of the argument made at the beginning of the 
semester, in which television was introduced as a 
perfect outlet for considering the post-modern 
notion of “pastiche, blank parody, parody that has 
lost its sense of humor” (Jameson 1998, p.5). Finally, 
the course on “Imagining Science in Modern Japan” 
(later titled “Glimpses of Science in Modern Japan”), 
employed William M. Tsutsui’s study of scientific 
management in twentieth century Japan (2001) to 
talk about the importance of popular belief in 
scientific claims, something scientific managers like 
Ueno Yoichi, who linked Fordist ideals to 
religious/philosophical notions of holism, 
employed already very astutely to attract their 
audiences. 
 As I hope it becomes clear from the above, 
Japanese examples were used not to just introduce 
social scientific theories relevant to understanding 
global phenomena, but to go a step beyond that: to 
consider the contingency of frequently used, 
fundamental terms such as “freedom of religion,” 
“illness,” “parody,” or even “science.” This 
approach, which at Chiba University we call Critical 
Japanese Studies, is perhaps one way of 
reconsidering the field while taking unlimited 
advantage of the transdisciplinary qualities that 
Japanese Studies have always allowed their 
practitioners to practice in the classroom. Although 
perhaps disciplines, such as anthropology, have also 
tended to reconsider fundamental notions through 
specific case-studies, they do not usually content 
themselves with just revisiting and deconstructing 
these notions. They often go beyond, to provide 
what Illouz has criticised as a traditional, “pure” 
critique instead of the “impure”critique that she 
proposes.  
 According to Illouz, the traditional critique 
faces four problems: 1) the reduction of cultural texts 
and practices to their ability (or inability) to deliver 
a clear political or moral stance on the world; 2) the 
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assumption that culture ought to be analyzed from 
the standpoint of all social spheres; 3) the 
perspective that culture can be wholly contained by 
and subsumed under the political; and, finally, 4) 
the attempt to ignore that the critic of contemporary 
culture is condemned to be located within the very 
commodified area he or she criticizes (Illouz 2007, 
pp. 91-95). All of us have at some point fallen into 
one or more of the above tendencies. The world 
today perhaps impels us to stand on a clear politico-
moral account and, as Area Studies scholars, 
provide a somewhat “complete” image of the area 
we research. Following the 1980s cultural/post-
modern turn, we are now also more inclined to pay 
attention to power-relationships among our 
informants or authors of the primary documents of 
our analyses, and we ought also to mention and take 
into account (if only often in passing) our 
positionality as researchers. In the case of Japanese 
Studies, for example, the authors of Doing 
Fieldwork in Japan (2003, University of Hawaii 
Press) do not fail to mention the frequently heard 
“tip” regarding the doors that open to “foreign” 
researchers in Japan precisely because they are 
“foreign.” But is it possible to avoid the politics of 
the field? To ignore the “Japan” but keep the 
transdisciplinary without trying to point at the 
repressive or emancipatory elements of the 
“Japanese” this or “Japanese” that. Is it possible to 
“develop criteria of evaluation that are as much as 
possible internal to the traditions, criteria and 
meanings of the object we analyse” (Illouz 2007, 
p.95)? 
Summary of the papers in this special issue 

 The following nine papers can be read as 
exercises into an impure critique of/in Japanese 
Studies. More precisely, the following papers and 
essays present ways in which we could start tackling 
Illouz’ four problems above. As a disclaimer, I ought 
to note however that this does not necessarily reflect 
the authors’ explicit intentions, but only my framing 
of each paper’s contents. Any lapse of interpretation 
is therefore entirely mine.  
 First, the majority of the papers could be 
read as reflections on positionality in often novel 
ways, bringing out the complexities stemming not 
only from the ethnicity of the researcher but also 
from the disciplines he or she practices and the 
disciplinary environments he or she navigates. The 
first two, however, are the most illustrative of these 
issues and are appropriately starting this special 
issue. Ang considers how researching and 
consequently making the Ainu ethnic minority 
hyper-visible, even though potentially a process that 
complicates the image of a homogenous Japan, also 
risks paradoxically sustaining “recursive forms of 
settler-colonialisms, colonialisms, and become 
another method to eliminate indigenous bodies both 
in the researchers’ home settler or colonial nation-
states and Japan itself” (p.36). Biontino’s paper, on 
the other hand, explains how academic labels 
awarded to him kept changing throughout his years 
from being an undergraduate student in Germany 
to becoming an Assistant Professor in Japan, partly 

because of the politics associated with his object of 
study, Japan in colonial Korea. In short, these first 
two papers unsettle two frequent assumptions 
about how to tackle the politics of oneself either in 
the field or around an academic conference table, 
and about how we navigate the politics of academia 
in different loci. 
 The next two essays return to a critique of 
what they identify as the Western-centrism of 
Japanese Studies, but they do this with a twist: they 
both focus on the usage of concepts, in this case, 
‘Confucianism’ and ‘modernity’ respectively, and 
consider how these may be harnessed by researchers 
to express different moral and political objectives, 
but still stem from certain fundamentally common 
assumptions. These assumptions seem to reflect the 
researchers’ stances on where Japanese culture and 
society ought to go and where it has gone so far. 
More specifically, Pașca’s essay re-engages with the 
debate on modernity in Japan, by examining how 
alternative periodizations and perspectives on the 
driving forces behind Japan’s development in the 
last 300 years may allow us to imagine alternative 
modernity scenarios that are not implicitly 
comparative with some authoritative Western 
model of modernization. Mustatea’s paper starts 
with a very specific argument made in a recent 
publication about the taboo-isation of Confucianism 
in contemporary Japan, and in her attempt to refute 
the argument, finds perhaps gaps again in our 
monolithic usages of the concept of Confucianism 
and in our ultimate assumptions about the political 
and social systems, such as democracy, against 
which Confucianism has been pitted. 
 The next two papers can be read as 
providing methodologies that would help us 
overcome the Western-centrism of which the last 
two papers accuse scholars of Japan. They do this by 
shifting the focus in different directions both 
outward (for Garasino) and inward (for Amit) and 
possibly providing evaluation criteria that, as Illouz 
hoped for, are internal to the topics with which they 
deal. By introducing the transregional framework 
between Japan and Latin America, Garasino’s paper 
seeks to avoid the East-West divide and the 
simplified critique of Euro-centric orientalism. 
Garasino’s analysis of Guatemalan writer Enrique 
Gómez Carrillo’s treatment of Japan at the turn of 
the twentieth century, shows “that by re-
interpreting Orientalist imagery about Japan 
through his nation-centered conception of world 
literature, Carrillo praised and appropriated Japan’s 
nationalism as a model for modernization while 
criticizing its colonialism and self-celebrating 
theories on the ‘merging of East and West’” (p.121). 
Amit’s paper, on the other hand, uses the theories of 
philosopher Tsurumi Shunsuke and film theorist 
Imamura Taihei to unsettle the way we conceive not 
only of “Japanese” cinema but of the cinematic 
experience itself. This allows the author to argue 
that, for example, the recent popularity of Indian 
cinema among Japanese audiences does not 
necessarily equal an opening of these audiences to 
the world as such. 
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 In addition to the new material that will 
lead us to new evaluations and deconstructions of 
“Japan,” we also need new methods to think about 
the materials we already have. The next two papers 
of this special issue accomplish just that in distinct 
ways. Khan’s paper considers the various traps of 
essentialism in analysing “traditional” texts, such as 
the Ishinpō, Japan’s oldest extant medical work. By 
doing that he provides a method for contextualising 
material in the transnational network in which they 
are often produced, something that ought to draw 
much more attention as Japanese Studies 
increasingly strive to locate Japan within global 
flows of movement and ideas. Shao-Kobayashi’s 
paper uses new technological methods (such as GPS 
tracking) to complicate our understanding of how 
territorialization and the ensuing marginalization of 
certain students because of their status (for example, 
international students) or because of their perceived 
diligence in engaging with their studies is 
influenced and, in turn, impacts on the physical 
environment of a university campus. Again, it is the 
particular viewpoint (and associated methodology) 
that transcend in Shao-Kobayashi’s paper the usual 
arguments regarding liberalization in multicultural 
communities. 
 Finally, and perhaps most interestingly for 
Area Studies researchers of all disciplines and 
research topics, the last essay hints at something we, 
aspiring or established scholars, often forget to take 
into account in our writings. I refer here to how our 
research may be interpreted and employed to 
understand, explain or act upon phenomena that 
occur in a completely different setting and time. 
Hilary Dauer, a member of the United States Foreign 
Service, examines in his essay the applicability of 
Japan’s industrial policy, described by Chalmers 
Johnson in MITI and the Japanese Miracle (1982), to 
flesh out the ways governments in the Muslim 
world deal with religion (especially religion in 
public life). In this sense, Dauer is employing a 
theoretical framework developed in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s among American concerns with the 
growing economic development of Japan, to tackle 
more recent worries about the rise of Islamic 
fundamentalism. The intellectual jump here may 
seem bold, but it is particularly significant for this 
special issue because Dauer’s essay demonstrates 
the potential that our audiences see in our studies of 
Japan, offering us a glimpse into how Japanese 
Studies can overcome disciplinary, scholarly, 
regional and even time boundaries, to contribute to 
more global debates.  
 This introduction to this special issue has 
attempted to summarise existing critiques of 
Japanese Studies before pointing out more recent 
developments in the field stemming mostly from 
pedagogical concerns. The brief example of how 
“Japanese Studies” curricula are being developed in 
a Japanese university hopefully illustrated that the 
field has still a lot to offer under new “critical” 
approaches. In this introduction, the focus has been 
therefore more specific than the general title of the 
original conference; I chose indeed to talk mainly 
about the critique of “Japan” in Japanese Studies, 

and this has also framed my exegesis of the merits 
of the following nine papers. Although I have been 
unable to cover more ground, I hope that this special 
issue will sow the seeds in Japanese Studies and 
Area Studies for research that is even more reflexive, 
more transdisciplinary and more pertinent to a 
transnational world than it has been so far.  
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RECURSIONS OF COLONIAL DESIRE FOR DIFFERENCES: 
THE DOUBLY ERASED AND/OR HYPER-VISIBLE AINU 

 
ROSLYNN ANG 

Ironically, this paper originated in a somewhat 
voyeuristic encounter at a Japanese Studies 
conference in Vienna: An overheard conversation 
that made me revisit a fieldwork episode that I had 
deemed unnecessary to my research project. It made 
me question: what is being erased from my project 
to sustain its coherence? It raises the questions of 
power accorded to the privilege of seeing from a 
perspective of authority, and the effacement of 
ghostly bodies as the conditions of possibility for 
that perspective.  

In addition to the hauntings and erasures, I 
am also calling attention to the persons and 
institutions that are being haunted (Gordon 2008). 
Hauntings occur when something violently 
repressed and invisible makes itself known by 
making unfamiliar one’s home. Through the figure 
of Sensei, one of my Ainu informants, I note how 
representations of the Ainu and herself as a self-
identified Ainu become doubly erased or hyper-
visible ghosts when they transit the recursive forms 
of empire as the conditions of possibility for the 
temporal and spatial spaces of nation and race.  

First, instead of the usual focus on subaltern 
subjects, I attend to the production of the empire’s 
universal self – the West in the figure of the 
researcher and the Japanese empire – through logics 
that are enabled by the doubled erasure of 
indigenous Ainu bodies. Next, I locate the moments 
of Ainu hyper-visibility globally and locally across 
the intersections of colonial space-time as the 
conditions of possibility for another version of the 
aforementioned universal self and the collusion of 
its aphasia on settler-colonialism across continents. I 
unsettle the empire’s internal coherence, when 
researchers utilize national and racial boundaries as 
their analytical framework, by pointing out how the 
heightened erasure/visibility of Ainu lives are the 
conditions of possibility for their recursive forms of 
empire and history. Indigenous Studies work to 
unsettle establishments that unilaterally settle upon 
and systematically eliminate indigenous peoples 

through critiques on state multicultural recognition 
enforced through disciplining natives (Povinelli 
2007), historical texts of indigenous assent that 
erases dissent (Silva 2004), white possessive logics 
through cultural difference-making and the 
discourse of rights (Moreton-Robinson 2015) and 
many more. The unquestioned consumption of 
settled national and racial categories requires the 
effacement of the uneven, the non-generalizable, 
contingent, un-representable, fleeting and ghostly 
personas that remains a part of the everyday for my 
informants. The question is not “What is the 
subjectivity of Ainu performers,” but rather “How 
do the conditions for their visibility or invisibility 
sustain the coherency and legitimacy of various 
social, cultural and political perspectives or 
realities?”  
 Most of my informants are members of the 
Sapporo Upopo Hozonkai (SUH, Sapporo Upopo 
Preservation Society), a traditional Ainu music and 
dance performance group recognized as intangible 
cultural heritage by UNESCO. The Ainu are 
indigenous to Ezo, Sakhalin and the Kuriles Islands, 
and had been forcibly located to Hokkaido 
(formerly Ezo) during early Meiji and subject to 
various assimilation policies. The first wave of their 
elimination included the large scale migration of 
settlers bringing with them rationalized frontier 
violence, structured dependence and foreign 
contagions (Walker 2006, lewallen 2016). Their 
effacement was followed and sustained by 
assimilation through education, land displacement, 
elimination from public space including media 
representations and through discrimination (Siddle 
1996, Mason 2012). Hokkaido as native land is not 
perceived as being colonized by other settler states 
of the Allied powers at the end of the Pacific war in 
1945. As indigenous minorities living upon 
ancestral lands colonized by settlers, my informants 
are subject to and engage with dominant local and 
transnational norms of what being Japanese, being 
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indigenous, being Ainu means to themselves and to 
others.  
 I make a critical difference between 
colonialism and settler-colonialism, but consciously 
choose to use the word “colonialism” in its various 
reincarnations across time and space to utilize the 
elements of its recursivity. Stoler (1995) calls 
colonies the laboratories of modernity. Modernity is 
not a movement that began in Europe and exported, 
but rather, a phenomenon engendered by the 
complex of colonial encounters and innovations 
which circulated back to Europe and then out again 
to the colonies (Stoler 1995, p.15-16). She continues 
to expand the working definition of colonialism to 
include ambiguous zones of governance in its 
troubled geopolitical and social forms through a 
strategic refusal of making clear-cut differences and 
simplified coherence, because it is precisely its 
ambiguity that allows the width and breadth of 
colonial governance and the possibility of making 
bodies exempt and defunct when necessary (Stoler, 
2016). Recursion here refers to “processes of partial 
reinscriptions, modified displacements, and 
amplified recuperations” that accounts for multiple 
forms of power operating simultaneously (ibid., 27). 
Recursive colonialism allows for the figure of the 
West to circulate between periods of materialization 
for criticism, followed by resolution and 
disappearance in certain academic fields, even as it 
remains influential as a way of seeing. Recursive 
colonialism is not evidenced in mimicry or 
resistance, even as it contains elements of both; it is 
neither a rupture between pre, post and neo-
colonialism nor simply that of continuity or 
repetition (Stoler 2016). It is a biopolitical form of 
governance that is not linear, with the old replaced 
by new, but rather: 

a series of complex edifices in which… the 
techniques themselves change and are 
perfected, or anyway become more 
complicated… What above all changes is the 
dominant characteristic, or more exactly, the 
system of correlation between juridico-legal 
mechanisms, disciplinary mechanisms, and 
mechanisms of security (Foucault 2008, p.22).  

Colonialism in this paper is expanded to include the 
neoliberal right to produce and consume Japan, and 
the influence of certain forms of knowledge or 
perspective that sustains differential access to 
universal norms and simultaneously excise 
subaltern, ghostly ways of knowing and being.  
 On the other hand, the ghostly excess in the 
form of the Native sustaining this excision across 
forms of colonialism is the critical difference I make 
between colonialism and settler-colonialism. Patrick 
Wolfe defines settler-colonialism as the elimination 
of the native through a structure that constantly 
strives for the negative dissolution of native 
societies and simultaneously, the positive re-
construction of colonial society on the expropriated 
land base (2006, p.388). The colonial recursions here 
are made explicit in Bryd’s Transit of Empire by 
tracing how indigenous peoples provide the 
ontological and literal grounds for the neoliberal 

state through their past and future erasure. She 
notes “indigenous peoples are rendered 
unactionable in the present as their colonization is 
deferred along the transits that seek new lands, 
resources, and peoples to feed capitalistic 
consumption” (2011, p.221). Colonial recursions of 
history and culture is closely tied to settler-
colonialism, but differentiated by the immediacy of 
indigenous elimination due to settler occupancy on 
indigenous lands. The layering of recursive 
colonialism and settler-colonialism are the critical 
lens that makes the “double” and the “hyper” in 
Ainu erasure and visibility.  
Ethnography in familiar and strange places 

 Through the ethnographic snapshots I 
outline here, I trace the ghostly excess of Japan in the 
form of “untranslatable remainders” (da Col and 
Graeber 2011). I critically examine the desire to 
consume difference (culture, social and etcetera) 
that is made coherent and legible; and the uneven, 
illegible and willful excess that persist outside these 
recursive colonial frames of seeing and knowing 
nation and race within the word “Japan”.  
 Sensei is of Ainu descent and the instructor 
of her private shishū kyōshitsu (embroidery 
classroom). Embroidery here means traditional 
Ainu clothwork and embroidery motifs. Sensei also 
happens to be the kaichō (chairperson) of SUH. I 
attended Sensei’s shishū kyōshitsu in an effort to 
ingratiate myself while making my own mōru 
(under-layer garment) to wear during SUH events 
and performances.  
 Midway through fieldwork, Sensei’s father 
passed away. Not knowing what to expect, I arrived 
at the funeral to be served a lunch of somen, onigiri 
and daikon salad, with the body of the deceased laid 
out right next to the lunch area. I assumed that a 
funeral is supposed to be planned and organized by 
family members, but was confronted by a second 
surprise. The ladies from SUH were helping with all 
minute details of the funeral, from cooking and 
serving food, to driving out to the nearest 
supermarket for last minute purchases. As I am 
considered a member of SUH, I was tasked with a 
number of small errands and only managed to catch 
the second half of the nōkan (encoffining) ceremony. 
To a foreigner who had watched the film, 
“Okuribito,” (Departures 2008) it was absolutely 
fascinating. Nonetheless, my research is supposed 
to be on contemporary Ainu cultural praxis, and this 
was clearly different from the usual Ainu rituals I 
witnessed in the course of my fieldwork. After the 
ceremony, I was told to help lift the body into the 
coffin. “Isn’t this the role of family members?” I 
asked, weakly resisting. Shinne, one of the main 
instructors in SUH, retorted, “What are you saying? 
This is a rare chance to experience Japanese culture!” 
Sensei scolded me and told me to hurry up. I was 
positioned near the feet, feeling embarrassed and 
wondering if other members of the extended family 
are offended at this intrusive stranger. This was 
followed by more Buddhist chants and ceremonies. 
Since Sensei and Shinne expected me to experience 
the full Japanese funeral ceremony, I proceeded 
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with the family in a chartered bus to the crematory 
the next day, and joined them in the ceremony of 
examining the cremated remains with a pair of 
chopsticks. Instead of being a foreign researcher 
observing traditional Ainu performance arts, I 
realized that I was relegated to a foreigner observing 
traditional Japanese funeral ceremony, while my 
informants became the practitioners of traditional 
Japanese culture.  
 A year after the conclusion of my fieldwork, 
during a break in between panels at an East Asia 
cultures conference in Vienna, I was enjoying my 
coffee when a lady joined the table nearby. There 
were three occupants who are graduate students 
from a university in Japan. The lady, let’s call her 
Jane, is a first year graduate at a European 
university. Jane started telling them about her 
proposed research on kimonos and national 
identity. She sounded passionate about her research 
as she explained that she found kimonos really 
beautiful. I thought to myself: Most people don’t 
even know how to wear a kimono in Japan these 
days, much less own one. What does she mean by 
kimono anyway? Sensei, much like the rest of the 
members in SUH, calls their handmade robe 
“kimono” too, with close-looped embroidery that 
acts as both a charm to keep uenkamuy (evil spirits) 
away and simultaneously indicate the region of 
their ancestry. I wonder if Jane will encounter this 
version of “kimono” in her research. Most likely not, 
since attempts to incorporate Ainu cloth work into 
kimono as part of national culture raises the critique 
of cultural appropriation. After I presented my 
paper, Jane approached me, expressing her 
astonishment at the existence of minorities in Japan 
and her interest in the Ainu. 
Making the familiar (not) strange and the strange 
familiar 

 I perceive Sensei’s everyday activism as a 
self-identified Ainu within her shishū kyōshitsu and 
SUH, her father’s funeral ceremony and the Vienna 
conference as the uncomfortable symptoms arising 
from the global and local intersections of recursive 
colonialism, settler-state practices and racism. These 
are the intersecting frames of “Japan,” with the 
undercurrent of willful subjects performing 
something else that undermines or unsettles our 
expectations, in a place where we do not want to see 
or will not even think to see. There is a realm of 
expectations, of a fetishized desire for a coherently 
visible subject of analysis. Corresponding to that, 
willing bodies that endeavor to perform accordingly 
or sometimes not. Here, the invisible and universal 
gaze (in the case of Jane and I, that of the researcher) 
uses these dominant frames of perception to make 
transparent and coherent the particularities of our 
“subject.” For Jane, the material embodiment of 
national culture symbolized in the form and weave 
of kimonos that does not include Sensei’s “kimono”; 
for me, the indigenous bodies that are supposed to 
engage in acts of resistance and Ainu cultural 
revitalization, not assimilation in the form of a 
funeral.  

 One well-known example that makes 
coherent the Japanese subject is Ruth Benedict’s 
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1947). Benedict 
makes familiar strange Japanese behavior: soldiers’ 
willingness to die for their country during the 
Pacific War. Japanese socialization into a culture 
that focuses on group identity and the family unit is 
contrasted with the American emphasis on 
individualism. One of the goals of cultural 
anthropology is to "make the strange familiar and 
the familiar strange.” This is a commitment to think 
critically and reflexively on human behavior and 
avoid easy and shallow assumptions on societies, 
organizations and communities. It is also a call for 
the generation of a theoretical framework that can 
be critically applied on our own society. The former 
is achieved easily enough but the latter, when 
neglected, concludes in a reincarnation of Said’s 
Orientalism (2003) in which the strange is made 
familiar for the empire.  
 In Benedict’s case, Japanese national culture 
is posited as the breeding ground for blind 
obedience and group mentality to become a mirror 
to reflect American individualism on the other side. 
Both sides get homogenized within this little slice of 
history, with its solipsistic influence and effects 
reverberating across time and space to reify national 
ideologies in Japan and the U.S. (Ryang 2002, 
Robertson 2005, Boles 2006). The horror lies not only 
in the usage of anthropological knowledge for the 
military or national state security for the U.S. neo-
empire (Boles 2006, Price 2016) and the Japanese 
empire before 1945 (Nakao 2005), but in how that 
same knowledge is then used in a self-orientalizing 
discourse for the subjects of analysis. Sahlins (1981, 
1992) notes that cross cultural encounters can 
actually result in the actualization of cultural 
categories made within the context of historical 
agents agenda and the pragmatics of their 
interaction. Geertz (1982) succinctly describes it as 
“the way in which the logic of a culture is revised 
when people go so far as to act in terms of it.” 
Informed by Benedict’s analysis, American 
Occupation Forces prevented Hirohito (then-
emperor of Japan) from being tried as a war criminal 
and advocated for the continuance of the Emperor 
system that becomes a visible symbol of Japanese 
homogeneity or the local consumption of 
nihonjinron (Fujitani 1992, Befu 2001, Boles 2006). 
Chrysanthemum sustains the postwar amnesia of 
Japanese colonial violence (Ryang 2002), and the 
homogeneity of nation, race and culture within 
nihonjinron retains its valence in contemporary 
Japan (Yoshino 1992). Ginsburg (1994) did point out 
that Benedict’s work is a nuanced ethnography 
based on Japanese media and Japanese immigrants 
in the US. However, it gained the legitimacy 
accorded to a particular media (academic text) and 
power in the Pacific War, and becomes a normative 
interpretation of Japanese society and culture. 
 The same critique of English-language 
anthropology on Japan can be applied to Japanese 
ethnography on the subjects of its empire. Well-
known for his collection of Japanese folklores in the 
1920s, Yanagita Kunio is critical of a modernist 
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progressive Japan that had lost its authentic cultural 
base, a base that is located in the heterogeneity of the 
countryside, including Okinawa (Hashimoto 1998). 
The perspective of Okinawa as the authentic 
folkloric base of Japan comes after the fact of 
Okinawa’s annexation, formerly known as and 
recognized by neighboring China and Korea as the 
sovereign Ryukyu Kingdom (Smits 1999). 
Unfortunately, his work was utilized as a discourse 
to unite Japan as an island nation sharing a common, 
originative, authentic culture with its periphery. It 
was part of the discourse that contributed to the 
legitimization of Japan’s expansion into East and 
Southeast Asia, rendered as cultural regions 
particular to the expanding definition of 
“countryside” in diachronic contrast to the modern 
metropole (Harootunian 1998). Other than Yanagita, 
there exist a body of literary works on Japan’s 
colonies from 1895 to 1945 that represents a form of 
“imperial mimicry” of Western empires’ civilizing 
mission of non-modern subjects that becomes 
defunct in the wake of postwar historical amnesia 
(Tierney 2010). Christy (2012) tries to salvage 
Yanagita by showing that Yanagita was arguing 
against the positioning of a static family ideology 
within a linear trajectory of a naturalized history of 
Japan. The emphasis of his ethnology was on 
subjective experience of individuals, rather than an 
inscription of the subject into a totalizing framework 
placed on a linear trajectory of civilizational 
progress. However, within the context of an 
expanding empire, Yanagita’s work remains an 
attempt to make coherent potential colonial subject 
through modern discourse under the implicitly 
universal and modern figure of one’s own social 
world, that of the “familiar,” to become another tool 
of the empire. 
 To clarify, I am not focusing on the failed 
project of making the strange familiar through the 
frame of Said’s Orientalism. I am pointing to the 
latter, that of making the familiar unquestionably 
familiar-er and the politics of the empire and 
colonialism behind it. I am not questioning the 
analytical validity of a supposedly empirically 
measurable, observable, finite subject of research. 
Instead, I want to think critically about who is this 
research for and its affective power to erase or 
highlight bodies. The question of “Who should 
speak” is less crucial than “Who will listen” (Spivak 
1990, p.71) and here, the intended audience is 
mainly the community back home and intellectual 
accountability held to the neoliberal and race-d 
production of knowledge. The historian Winichakul 
notes that the issue of imperial cartographies is not 
how it is a model of what it represents, but a model 
for projected imaginaries (1997). To reword the 
question in the context of Ainu erasure and/or 
visibility, the question becomes, “Whose Japan are 
you talking about?” 
 There is a deep disregard for geopolitics, 
histories, and the contingencies of national 
boundaries within the pursuit for the deep culture 
of this subject called Japan. Since a modernized 
Japan is no longer considered a “noble savage,” but 
still not exactly the same, it is conferred a non-

synchronous contemporaneity for the researcher. In 
other words, while anthropology in the past was 
critiqued as producing allochronic representations 
of anthropology’s Other, where time is spatially 
differentiated and coevality is denied (Fabian, 1983), 
time is now spatially differentiated but coevality is 
allowed. Visible and consumable representations of 
“Japanese” culture, traditions, uniqueness, 
including the tea ceremony, taiko drums, buyō dance, 
pop culture, otaku culture, may be specific to a 
specific population within and outside Japan, but 
gets conflated to represent “Japan” as a monolithic 
and mono-racial whole both within the analytical 
conclusion in a monograph and by the readers or 
consumers of these literatures. These monographs 
do examine the transnational flows of culture 
between Japan and its rest, usually in a reflexive 
initial encounter by the author in a performance 
outside Japan. This is followed by a fieldwork with 
some of its practitioners within Japan proper to 
delineate the production of the subject located 
within the structure of the nation state, to conclude 
in the political and/or cultural representation of the 
nation, sometimes even including an evocation of 
some kind of Japanese sensibility that remains an 
untranslatable excess. Coevality allows for the 
consumption of cultures categorized as 
nonsynchronous “traditions.” Coeval consumption 
of the nonsynchronous is a global celebration of the 
neoliberal consumption of the strange or the Other – 
in this case, Japan – that requires the constant re-
production of “Japan” from outside and within 
Japan. 
 Sakai and Harootunian critique the 
assumed universality of the West against the 
production of Japan as the particular, pointed out 
the violence in erasing heteronomy on both sides, 
and the continuity of the empire in its new clothes. 
Race and nation plays an unseen hand vis-a-vis the 
invisible gaze of the researcher who is caught in the 
allure of other people’s history and culture, and is 
financed by state or global institutions invested in 
maintaining national status quo (Harootunian 2017). 
Cultural categories are co-opted to explain either the 
absence of social change or its presence as a response 
to capital forces (Harootunian 2004, p.52). Writing 
from his position as an academic in North America 
and the deeply intertwined history of imperialism 
and colonialism between Japan and the US, Sakai 
(2010, 206) observes the continuity and complicity 
within Japan and U.S. colonialisms through the 
manufacture of postwar Japanese particularism and 
American universalism. He notes that Japanese 
Studies specialists’  

viewing of Japan invariably constitutes the 'we' 
of the US or 'West' as the subjective position of 
the observer. In other words, the study of Japan 
has been a form whereby they identify 
themselves with the US or the West by 
fantasizing about their distinction from the 
object of their observation in particular, and 
from the rest of the world in general in a 
voyeuristic optics. Thus, they represent to 
themselves those exotic ones who are distinct 
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from, are not them, that is, the negative of 
themselves (Sakai 2000, p.464). 

It is necessary to articulate the particularities of the 
other in order to sustain the universality of the self. 
Through a critique on global production of 
knowledge on race, Silva (2007) notes that this 
system is really a process on constructing a Western 
“I” that is dependent on the representation of its 
others. The discursive power behind this production 
of knowledge has a self-fulfilling effect that 
reproduces its logic of exclusion and obliteration. 
The double-edged sword of consuming difference 
requires a fetishization of both the consumer and the 
consumed. The utility of this consumption is 
especially significant to the consumer of difference, 
since this whole exercise is to sustain a visible and 
representable other within the logics of the self.  
 No matter how excellent the analysis, there 
remains the potential for a scholarship, whose 
framework and scholars are already embedded in 
existing frames of power, to be co-opted into 
nationalist and racist discourse. I am not implying 
that all ethnographies on Japan, or for that matter, 
on any nation, eliminate heterogeneity and sustain 
the universal gaze of the ethnographer. Bestor is 
well aware of the danger of his ethnography on 
Tsukiji fish market falling into the over-simplified 
and over-determined interpretational forces of the 
nation. In his introduction, he emphatically writes 
that this ethnography will not teach foreign 
businesspeople how to deal with Japan, it is not a 
“triumphal exposé” on Japan’s market, “No theory 
Z; no enigmas of power; no five rings; no free sushi” 
(Bestor 2004, pp.xv - xvi). The lack of free sushi is his 
refusal to make the familiar even more familiar. He 
tries to prevent his work from pandering to a 
convenient interpretation of a coherent ‘Japan’ vis-
a-vis the ‘West’ narrative.  
 In short, I want to highlight the colonial 
histories, methodologies and structures behind the 
impetus for and the afterlife of the production of 
these dominant frames of representation. The 
geographical scale, context and time might be 
different for Yanagita, Benedict and various 
ethnographies conflated to represent the figure of 
the other. However, there is a framing mechanism at 
work. We focus on certain aspects of the subject that 
is deemed “of value” to our gaze, and serves 
indirectly to sustain our universality behind the 
empiricism of our gaze. We have ethnographic work 
that showcases the strange and unfamiliar, giving it 
a representational framework that gives 
consideration to various nuances, with the ultimate 
objective to be coherent and legible for the social 
world the scholars belong to. We see a nuanced 
ethnographic work on Japanese national culture in 
Benedict’s Chrysanthemum, as against Yanagita’s 
ethnology that showcases the heterogeneity of 
folklore in the countryside. The work of both 
scholars ended up co-opted as a justification of 
nationalist discourse; the former supports US 
imperialism (Lummis 1980, Boles 2006), while the 
latter supports Japanese imperialism (Harootunian 
2009). The force of its reproduction can be seen in 

both the focus of outside interest in a “Japan,” and 
the internal naturalization of homogeneity in 
nihonjinron or the discourse on Japanese-ness within 
Japan. The figure of the Ainu is erased once within 
Japan and twice in the gaze of the outside scholar 
invested in discovering a Japan.  
 The first section of my paper is my attempt 
to work backward by focusing, not on the object of 
analysis, but on the gaze of the researcher and the 
social worlds they are embedded in, in order to 
show that the gaze is sustained by the object of its 
perception. The self is fetishized in the act of 
consumption so as to materialize the condition of a 
human in a social system. Thus, the politics of 
discernment allows a thing to be perceived, 
recognized, owned and allots a value to it so as to be 
governable (Simpson 2007, Povinelli 2002). 
However, I am not making this observation in the 
vacuum of historical relations between states and 
racial categories to conclude in the relativism of the 
observed and the observer. Under the rubrics of 
making the familiar familiar-er that sustain double 
layers - external perception of Japanese-ness upon 
internal perceptions of Japanese-ness - my 
informants have to be excised from this equation in 
order for this sum to add up. The presence of the 
Ainu and other minorities places a cog in the wheels 
of Japan, not because they are the minority that does 
not count in the final generalized analysis called 
Japan, but because they cannot be accounted for. 
They are doubly erased from our analysis of 
“Japan,” even as their usage of the word kimono on 
their native clothes and the Japanese funeral 
continues to haunt and unsettle us.  
Neither mimesis nor resistance: Another colonial 
recursion  
 The next section is a twist on making the 
familiar familiar-er through another re-
configuration that, this time, renders native bodies 
hyper-visible to sustain the politics of neoliberal 
recognition, and maintain the recursive but opaque 
strands of colonialism that returns to buttress the 
logics of the familiar. Again, the three subjects under 
discussion are the unruly bodies of my informants, 
the figure of Japan, and the West in the form of the 
researcher. While a double erasure of the Ainu 
sustains the consumption of Japan for both a Euro-
American universality and a homogeneous national 
identity within Japan, I argue that a hyper-visible 
Ainu sustains recursive forms of settler-
colonialisms, colonialisms, and becomes another 
method to eliminate indigenous bodies both in the 
researchers’ home settler or colonial nation-states 
and Japan itself. 
 The history of modern Japanese state, both 
prewar and postwar, is re-formed and re-
constituted as a reaction, response and resistance to 
the expanding empires from the U.S. and Europe, 
and to remember my first point, vice-versa. That 
said, the narrative here is not simply to colonize or 
be colonized, since Japan will always be a latecomer 
to modernity subjected to constant scrutiny by 
Anglophone scholars and to constant self-
questioning and refiguring by intellectuals in Japan, 
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even as the presence of my Ainu informants, the 
diversity of minorities in Japan and Japan’s colonial 
legacy in Asia remains to haunt all those invested in 
the analysis of Japan. I hesitate to place Miyoshi’s 
(2005) monograph as a point of origin but for the 
sake of an expedient example, I start with Japan’s 
first embassy to the U.S. in 1860. The members of 
this mission were tasked to amend the 1858 Treaty, 
which compromised Japan’s territorial sovereignty 
and sole authority in determining tariff rates. 
Similar to indigenous nations’ first contact with 
Europe, Japan was committed to a game of foreign 
affairs and international laws in which they were 
not privy to the rules of interpretation and 
recognition.  
 The constant tension over the need to gain 
recognition from other civilizations was repeated 
during the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 
1876. Jackson (1992) describes the exposition as a site 
that focused on the primacy of aesthetics and its 
connotative links to “civilization,” where the 
ownership of Japan provides an ambiguous space 
for Britain and America’s engagement to gain a 
better position within the rhetoric of superiority, 
and simultaneously, a space for Japan’s 
manipulation of knowledge. While generic Japanese 
arts, featuring mostly ceramics, were the object of 
display in 1876, the discourse shifted about thirty 
years later to the display of global civilizational 
progress in the 1904 St. Louis Exposition. Exhibits 
included Native Indians, African pygmies, 
Patagonian from Argentina and most importantly, 
an Ainu delegation that signals Japan’s arrival as a 
modern empire (Vanstone 1993). The beginnings of 
the Ainu as hyper-visible is thus figured as the 
conditions of possibility for Japan’s modernity and, 
within this re-iteration of recursive colonialism in 
another space called Asia, the self-fulfilling proof of 
enlightenment’s universal truth on modern 
civilizations through the figure of Japan.  
 Fast forward ninety years to 10 December 
1992, at the General Assembly of United Nations in 
New York, when Giichi Nomura, a representative of 
the Ainu nation, gave a speech on the discrimination 
and marginalization his people experience under 
Japanese colonization of Hokkaido and this event as 
the epigraph in Siddle’s comprehensive monograph 
Race, Resistance and the Ainu of Japan (1996). He 
commented on the disjuncture in how Nomura’s 
words fell on deaf ears due to the overwhelming 
“master narrative of seamless national narrative that 
dominates Japan’s discursive space” (Siddle 1996, 
p.1). This becomes another recursive twist to various 
levels and forms of colonialism; within this time and 
space, a scholar located in Britain critiqued the 
nation of Japan for its obsession over its mono-
ethnic homogeneity while New York City, an 
expropriated Lenape land, provided the space for 
Nomura’s voice as an indigenous person to be 
heard. Here, I am not offering a palliative on how 
the (colonial) gaze shifted from a monolithic Japan 
to Japan’s diversity in the form of its colonized. As 
evidenced in recent research on Japan, the category 
of “Japanese-ness” and national culture is always 
available for mobilization in the analysis of tea 

culture (Surak 2013), dance (Hahn 2007) and 
kimono, despite invisible colonized bodies haunting 
us when they participate in the same symbols of the 
nation. The key question is how do literatures 
subsisting on the double erasure of the Ainu exist 
concurrently with the above examples of Ainu 
hyper-visibility?  
 Staying with my focus on the recursive 
elements of colonial structures and knowledge 
production between, across and within empires, the 
hyper-visible figure of the Ainu becomes the 
conditions of possibility for the historical amnesia of 
the collusion between various colonial “familiars” 
that instantiate the two expositions mentioned 
leading to Nomura’s speech on occupied land. I am 
pointing to the local historical amnesia of colonial 
violence on Ainu lands by focusing on a visible Ainu 
on peripheral tourist sites within Japan on one level, 
and on another level, the English-language 
discourse on Japan that swings between the 
particularities of Japanese uniqueness and the 
specifically problematized (not problematic) hyper-
visible subjects of Japan’s colonized or minoritized, 
to become either a proof of Japan’s exceptionality or 
failure. Another instance of Ainu hyper-visibility 
globally was during the 2008 G8 summit held in 
Hokkaido, during which the Ainu community and 
their allies organized a concurrent “Indigenous 
Peoples summit in Ainu Mosir” to pressure the state 
to recognize the Ainu as indigenous. I am not 
belittling the efforts of the transnational indigenous 
community leaders here and the importance of 
indigenous ties across settler-states, including the 
U.S., Australia, and New Zealand. Instead, I point 
out the global and local consensus on Japanese 
government’s susceptibility to foreign pressure as 
the reason for the 2008 state recognition of Ainu, 
even though most people in the Ainu community 
realized it was an empty political gesture (Lewallen 
2008). Cotterill (2011) notes this as an instance of a 
broken triangle between the Ainu, Japanese 
government and international organizations, where 
the Japanese government refuses to communicate 
with the Ainu, and the Ainu needs international 
organization to negotiate and pressure the Japanese 
government.  
 What is missing here is the figure of the 
researcher and the universal they inhabit that erases 
their own complicit colonial or settler-colonial 
worlds. The hyper-visible Ainu here is the 
conditions of possibility for the memory work that 
recuperates the historical context behind the 
Japanese empire and consequently, recuperates the 
recursivity of empire refracted from the West. The 
figure of the Ainu is either eliminated or made 
visible for the sustenance of a particular national or 
imperial trajectory, and I contend that this erasure 
or visibility is doubled to sustain the gaze of the 
Western familiar upon a Japan that is either naughty 
or nice.  
 I want to make an argument for the 
recursivity of colonialism across Eastern and 
Western nations, with the figure of the Ainu as the 
condition of its possibility. The problem lies not in 
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the contestations over the power to recognize or 
produce knowledge between the East and West, but 
in the different ways forms of colonial power 
resurfaces and re-connects in various contexts 
(Stoler 2016). Lowe’s study on the genealogy of 
modern liberalism points to how:  

social relations in the colonized Americas, Asia, 
and Africa were the condition of possibility for 
Western liberalism to think the universality of 
human freedom, however much freedoms for 
slaves, colonized, and indigenous peoples were 
precisely exempted by that philosophy. Modern 
history and social science pronounce the 
universality of liberal categories of development 
yet omit the global relations on which they 
depended (2015, p.16).  

Even if the contents, contexts and strategies are 
different, the violent act of making difference to 
sustain the logics of a colonial familiar remains. The 
question I ask again and again is, “Whose Japan” 
and consequently, “Whose familiar is sustained?” 
 Let me return, again, to the hyper-visible 
figure of the Ainu that can only be coherent within 
a binary with Japan as the “bad” colonizer. Locally, 
they are hyper-visible within the allocated space of 
tourism and state sanctioned cultural revitalization 
(Cheung 2005, Hiwasaki 2000). This allows the state 
to sustain the performance of homogeneity in 
everyday space against the performance of 
democracy where the Ainu are allowed to be Ainu 
within spaces of exception (Siddle 2002, 2003). 
Globally, they are hyper-visible to sustain a critique 
of naughty Japanese colonialism, with the figure of 
the researcher’s familiar, usually a nation-state with 
deep colonial ties to Japan and/or a settler-state, 
forgotten. Leo Ching (2005) points to Japan’s 
continued disavowal of its war atrocities and 
coloniality as being due to the Allied Forces’s 
truncated process of decolonization and Cold War 
geopolitics. Further to this point, I add that member 
states of the Allied forces cannot conceive 
indigenous peoples as sovereign people who are 
colonized, thus contributing to the lack of resolution 
within native spaces north and south of Japan, in the 
form of Okinawa and Hokkaido. They are doubly 
erased since indigenous bodies cannot be visible in 
a nation-state, but hyper-visible to recuperate global 
complicity in the unfinished empire of Japan on one 
hand, and the continued disavowal of sovereign 
indigenous bodies on the familiar lands occupied by 
Euro-American settlers. 
 To return to the theme of this special issue, 
the Ainu bodies I know are the ghostly excess that 
connects the body of discourse between the critique 
of and the critique in Japanese Studies. Their 
moments of double erasure and hyper-visibility is 
what makes these two trajectories coherent, legible, 
co-existing and more importantly, of value to our 
familiar. Here, our familiar refers to our narratives 
of liberal thought, freedom to access and consume 
cultures, and the de facto disavowal of settler 
appropriation and colonial collusion, as we write 
about other people’s histories and cultures to end up 
reifying national boundaries (Harootunian 2017). 

Stoler notes, "this capacity to know and not know 
simultaneously renders the space between 
ignorance and ignoring not an etymological exercise 
but a concerted political and personal one” (2016, 
pp.12-13). The moments of other people’s 
“Oppression Olympics” may be performed 
unconsciously to maintain the self-illusory success 
of settler-colonial or colonial states, but nonetheless 
remains the complicit participation of national and 
international narratives in erasing the significance of 
Indigeneity that contains the conditions of their very 
own possibility (Medak-Saltzman 2015). The double 
layers of global and local discourse on “Japan” are 
sustained by both the double erasure and hyper-
visibility of Ainu bodies. Here, I have teased out the 
conditions of possibility for the universal self of the 
Western figure through the various points of Ainu 
visibility and erasure with the constant questioning 
of “Whose Japan?” as a way to unsettle and open up 
the field for more questions.  
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WHAT ARE YOU? WHO AM I? - "BORDER CROSSING" AND 
OTHER ISSUES IN WORKING ON KOREA UNDER JAPANESE 

RULE 
 

JULJAN BIONTINO 
The discussion about what Japanese Studies is, its 
nature as academic discipline and its attitude 
toward interdisciplinary inquiry has been 
continuing since the field was established. 
Questions such as whether Japan as such can be a 
"science" or whether at least Japan can be a method 
for scientific inquiry lead to quantifying questions, 
such as to whether Korea, China, Taiwan, Germany, 
the US, East Asia or Europe can be such a method. 
Or do countries as a unit of thought merely serve as 
venues for case-studies? In this paper, the above 
questions are approached from personal experience 
as a form of self-evaluation. This happens in the 
conviction that it is as crucial for university faculty 
to engage in such attempts of “self-study” in the 
same way as it has been advised for school teachers 
to do so. An introspective form of analysis about 
classes and research is not only necessary to help in 
developing teaching skills and awareness of 
academic issues, but also helps in obtaining a deeper 
understanding of oneself as an academic (Johnston 
2006, p. 57-84). 
 Even though interdisciplinary approaches 
are generally highly encouraged inside area studies, 
longer established disciplines such as history or 
religious studies take a more conservative stance 
when it comes to interdisciplinary approaches or 
when working with scholars from area studies 
covering “unknown territories”. In the end, these 
issues circle around the right of interpretation of 
theory. Often the more traditional, long established 
academic fields tend to reserve such rights for 
themselves, being all too often standoffish about 
opening their field of inquiry from the well-
established boundaries of the “West” to the still 
somewhat unknown “East”. Here language barriers 
are often also a big issue. 
 When a scholar literally crosses borders, 
culture-related issues become challenged, mainly 
because traditions and thus perceptions of academic 

disciplines also differ from country to country, and 
also because of political or social issues, which are 
often reinforced by the structure of academic 
institutions themselves. As argued in this paper, 
area studies-approaches often meet with 
disapproval or rejection in Japan and Korea, because 
they are out of the scope of interest of most 
historians in these countries.  
 Initially trained in Japanese Studies at a 
German university, my academic trajectory took me 
from Japanese History to Korean History, from the 
frameworks of Japanese Studies and Korean Studies 
into history, history education, anthropology and 
comparative religious studies. By discussing 
various examples of my research, this paper aims to 
give an outline of issues and prejudices one has to 
face when dealing with Korea under Japanese rule 
from a historiographical and interdisciplinary 
standpoint. Thus, this essayistic paper tries to be a 
critique of “Japanology” as an academic field of 
activity among a wide range of area studies that 
share the same problems, and also tries to offer 
suggestions on how they can be overcome in order 
to raise scholarly credibility and reputation not only 
of Japanese Studies, but of area studies in general. 
A Japanologist's Master Thesis on Korean Modern 
History? 

From the very first day, as students of Japanese 
Studies, we were advised that we are to understand 
Japanese Studies as the critical, academic inquiry 
into Japan. Because I always preferred history 
among all school subjects, it was only natural for me 
to use historiography as a way to approximate 
myself to Japan. The main reason why I did not 
choose to pursue the study of history at university 
at that time was my desire to learn what was then 
still considered an “exotic” language. Classes on 
Japanese History however soon rekindled my 
interest in history, and they were also the place to 
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nurture my interest in Korea. From our first classes 
concerning the Jōmon and Yayoi periods, we 
learned about the steady influx of “Koreans” to the 
“Japanese” peninsula. During classes on the Meiji 
and Taishō periods, we learnt about the annexation 
of Korea. Unfortunately, our professors as 
specialists on Japan could not explain more than the 
basic issues of the colonial period, but they 
nevertheless encouraged us students to engage in 
our own studies. In conclusion, this means that I 
came the “classic way” in approaching Korea, in the 
sense that I did not start studying about Korea from 
the beginning, but came to study about it “through” 
Japan, that is through Japanese Studies. Older 
generations of scholars went this way almost 
exclusively, so to speak “crossing over” from Japan 
or China, rather than to deal with Korea from the 
start. There are only few examples of Koreanists 
who dealt exclusively with Korea. As a popular 
example may serve Werner Sasse, emeritus 
professor at Hamburg University. Here it is also of 
importance that in Germany, Korean Studies are far 
less well established than Chinese or Japanese 
Studies, and East Asian Studies, long a road to foster 
studies about Korea in the US, are only a rather 
recent trend in Germany. The direct dealing with 
Korea by itself was made possible only during 
recent years by the increase in numbers of 
undergraduate and graduate programs in Korean 
Studies worldwide. 
 After embarking on my study of Korean 
history in general and the colonial period in 
particular, materials available in German or English 
were soon exhausted. So I started to read 
scholarship of Japanese historians on Korea. 
Reading the works of Kajimura Hideki (1935-1989) 
and Yamabe Kentarō (1905-1977), I started to share 
especially the latter's view that Korean Modern 
History and Japanese Modern History are entangled 
and intertwined (Nakatsuka 2017, p. 17-18). This led 
me to study under Kimijima Kazuhiko, a professor 
who worked on history education and issues in 
Japanese-Korean relations. 
 It is remarkable that I mostly learned about 
Korea through a Japanese lens at that time, and it is 
impossible to deny that this lens was thoroughly 
leftist. As the result of my studies, my master thesis 
examined Utsunomiya Tarō's (1861-1922) role in 
subduing the March First Movement of 1919 in 
Korea and attempted to give an insight into the 
perceptions this general had about Korea and its role 
as a Japanese colony. Utsunomiya saw the 
movement as assemblies of “blind masses” 
following only a few leaders, thus he tried to limit 
the use of violence against the masses. Nevertheless, 
brutalization escalated, as can be seen in the 
Cheamni Massacre of April 15th 1919, when 29 men 
were trapped inside a church that was then set on 
fire by Japanese troops, causing the men to burn 
alive. Arguing against the Western Missionaries 
who tried to make the barbaric behavior of the 
Japanese public in the world press, Utsunomiya 
himself wrote several memoranda and articles about 
his views on the Korean peninsula, working out 
strategies to “pull the Koreans over” to the Japanese 

side, all the while trying to defend himself and his 
troops against what happened in Cheamni. When 
Hasegawa finally resigned his office in July 1919, 
Utsunomiya was left in charge to see through the 
change in office from Hasegawa to Saitō Makoto 
(1858-1936). In sum, I argued that Utsunomiya, as a 
military-intellectual, had a definite role in working 
out the basic guidelines of what was later to become 
institutionalized as the “Cultural Policy” (bunka 
seiji) of colonial rule in Korea, and also exercised a 
traceable influence on his superiors (Biontino 2011). 
 The primary source of evidence is 
Utsunomiya Tarō‘s diary, the publication of which 
in 2007 caused an immediate stir in Japan as 
valuable and broad-ranging material (Ōe 2007, p. 
120-121). Among other fields of interest, the diary 
holds a great opportunity to find new insights into 
the March First Movement as seen through the eyes 
of a military man who, albeit he was not part of the 
dominating Chōshū faction, enjoyed a certain 
prestige and influence inside the military. The 
criticism I had to face was whether a diary can be 
considered a historical source, and if the sole 
reliance on one historical source such as the diary 
can produce trustworthy historiographic 
scholarship, which I countered by the intake of 
methodology from literary studies, which is 
perfectly acceptable in the framework of Japanese 
Studies, but perhaps not in at least traditional 
historiography itself (Smith and Watson 2001). My 
overall approach was positivist, and I was able to 
link newspaper articles and other pamphlets with 
unknown authorship to Utsunomiya. Another 
criticism I faced was that if somebody is to work 
objectively about Japan or Korea, a topic of national 
peril such as the March First Movement seemed 
entirely unfit. This I rejected outright, because 
“sympathies” play no role in analyzing historical 
sources. If they did, these sympathies would rather 
go to the person whose most intimate notes one is 
reading, rather than to the “unknown” Korean 
masses, for whom one anyhow also feels 
compassion for the hardships they endured. 
 But how then am I supposed to classify my 
thesis? Its genre might be summarized as a Japanese 
Studies approach to the military history of Japan, 
and a Korean Studies approach to movement-
oriented historiography. It surely is Japanologist in 
the sense that it is mostly made up from Japanese 
language sources, because at that time I still was not 
fluent enough in Korean. Needless to mention most 
sources on the colonial period are written by the 
colonizer and thus in Japanese. It was possible to 
write such a thesis thanks to the stance of my 
advisers that for the understanding of Japan as part 
of East Asia, Korea needed to be taken into account 
more seriously. It is still safe to say that Korean 
Studies are very marginal in Germany. Considering 
my lack of skill in the Korean language at that time, 
most Japanese Historians on Korea I talked to 
considered reading Korean historiography earlier 
than from the late nineties as a waste of time, 
because of political bias. The other lesson I learned 
from talking to Japanese scholars was about their 
perception about knowledge production. I was 
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advised that in order to be read in Japan, it would be 
necessary to produce scholarship in Japanese or at 
least of a quality that Japanese scholars deemed 
worthy of being translated into Japanese. 
Doctoral program and degree in South Korea: Am 
I a Koreanist? 

More than being able to produce in 
Japanese, to me the fact that my Korean lacked far 
behind my Japanese language skills and thus my 
work was biased in as far as I could not read 
thoroughly scholarship produced in Korea. This 
finally formed my decision to go to South Korea to 
pursue my doctoral studies. I took up a doctoral 
program at Seoul National University's department 
of History Education. But why choose the 
department of History Education over the 
department for National History? Actually, both 
departments work quite closely with each other and 
it is possible for students to not only take classes 
from both departments, but also to take classes from 
the Graduate School of International Studies. 
However, choosing History Education as major held 
the advantage that it was possible to work outside 
the traditional framework of Korean History in 
South Korea. Whilst ‘Korean History’ as national 
history focuses strongly on Korea, and thus for 
example only hardly allows for Japan as an actor in 
its historical narrative, in the department of History 
Education there are scholars of different periods of 
Korean history, and in addition scholars of Western 
History, Chinese and Japanese history and of course 
History Education itself as well. Intellectually, this 
was a very nurturing environment that gave me the 
freedom to explore Korean history from multiple 
perspectives without being bound to a traditionalist 
or nationalist approach. This however in no way 
means that the Department of Korean History is led 
by politically biased scholars; quite to the contrary, 
conservative and liberal stances are well 
distinguished. It simply means that there is an 
academic border protected by a choice of applicable 
content (see Seo 2010, Chapter 4). 
 During my years in Seoul, I not only learned 
different strands in Korean historical theory and the 
nature of Korean historiography, but most strikingly 
found out that undertaking a PhD project in Korea 
meant to broaden my view on history and the world. 
For example, professors often took pains into 
contextualizing history broadly, by taking in 
examples from countries and contexts not usually 
part of my frame of mind. So, I soon was to find out 
that I was not accepted as the Japanese Studies 
specialist that I was trained as, but as a German 
national. Just to name one example: during class, I 
could explain the peace preservation law was 
passed in Imperial Japan, but had no clue about the 
history of German agriculture policy. It had become 
necessary to once again study German and 
European history, and more thoroughly than had 
been required in high school, a task I tackled by 
going through Wehler's Deutsche 
Gesellschaftsgeschichte (Wehler 1987-2008), which is 
considered a standard reference about Germany's 

modern history especially valuable for its non-
chronological, problem-oriented approach. 
 Long before I was handing in my 
dissertation, during a dinner party, I then was asked 
the question I named this paper after. “Who are you, 
what are you? A Koreanist? A Historian? A 
Koreanist, right?”. At that moment, I just managed 
to answer: “I am afraid I want to be a Historian of 
Korean and Japanese history, but because I am 
lacking the educational background in history 
theory, I might only be a Japanese Studies person 
who happens to look at Korea and occasionally 
China as well.” It is of importance here that, even 
though I was enrolled in the program of History 
Education, I was not seen as a historian in training, 
but as a “Koreanist”, meaning following a “foreign 
approach” to Korea. “Korean Studies” in Korea 
itself is rather a foreign concept, Korean issues 
usually being dealt with in the respective traditional 
fields of academic inquiry. This is also true for 
Japan, where “Japanology” or “International 
Japanese Studies” is not that old of a concept either. 
 Going to Korea, initially I had in mind to 
continue my research on the March First Movement, 
because I was more convinced my “Japanese 
attitude” to the topic would not match the results of 
Korean research. I was soon to find out the study of 
“history of movements” (undōshi, kor. undongsa) was 
a far outdated approach and that it might be hard to 
get anything new out of the March First Movement, 
at least if I was to refrain from bold 
reinterpretations. Because of my work on 
Utsunomiya Tarō, I was interested in how the 
politics of religion that were laid out by people like 
him in order to win over Koreans to the Japanese 
cause worked out. This way I was drawn to the 
study of Shintō and Buddhism in the colonial 
context. I came to examine the changes on Mount 
Namsan in Seoul from the period between 1892, 
when Japanese settlers first planned to build a 
Japanese Shintō shrine at Namsan, until the period 
after Koreas independence, when all Japanese 
facilities on Namsan were dismantled. Because 
Japanese Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples on or 
surrounding Namsan mainly employed rituals in 
order to assimilate Koreans into the effort of the 
Japanese Empire and to win them over for the 
Japanese war cause, it was decided that my thesis 
should put a special focus on rituals and events on 
Namsan (Biontino 2016). 
 This decision was also motivated by the fact 
that I am a German, which enabled me to draw from 
theoretical approaches of memory culture, ritual 
theory as well as the notion of political religion, that 
is, applying “German” and “Western” theoretical 
approaches not well known in Korea to a Korean 
scenario. This is nothing else but the “Koreanist” 
approach mentioned above. Still, I personally did 
not care deeply about the origin of my theoretical 
approach, but rather chose it out of academic 
necessity – screening prior research and sources, I 
found that even though Namsan as ritual space in 
colonial Seoul had received a certain attention, it 
was necessary to look at the daily ritual life and at 
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what motivated the changes on that mountain 
during the colonial period. 
 After all, Namsan was considered a sacred 
space during the whole period of rule by the 
Chosŏn-dynasty, due to geomantic and shamanist 
principles. Thus, Namsan remained the only 
mountain in Seoul untouched by lumbermen and 
free of gravesites. In 1900, three years after the 
declaration of the Korean Empire, former king 
Kojong now as emperor had an altar built to honour 
those who died for the country, which primarily 
meant those who died in resistance to Japan. From 
the onset of Japanese rule, many shrines and 
buddhist temples were built on the mountain, 
erasing the earlier functions it held for the Korean 
state. In succession Namsan was turned into a sort 
of theme park of Japanese religion, ritual and 
culture. A stroll over Namsan enabled Japanese in 
the colony to reassure themselves of being Japanese 
citizens, while Koreans could learn about Japan in 
many facets. The Japanese authorities appropriated 
Namsan, which had been a ritual space over 
centuries, and overwrote its meaning to supplant a 
Japanese image of life and duties on to the Koreans. 
So to say, Namsan came to be used as a basis for the 
assimilation of Koreans, long before the “official” 
assimilation policy set in, and in that respect Shintō 
in Korea worked quite close to a religion, and not 
according to the official stance on Shintō as a non-
religious ritual of state.  

Applying the theoretical background of 
political religions, I came to see that State-Shintō in 
the colonial context was hardly justifiable as non-
religious ritual of state, because the religious appeal 
had to be fostered in order to turn Koreans into 
“citizens of the empire": Shintō was a necessary tool 
to incorporate Koreans into the Tennō familism of 
the day. On top of that, Buddhist facilities close to 
Shintō shrines on Namsan “obscured” the non-
religious meaning of Shrine Shintō that was 
postulated by the government in order to avoid 
conflict with the Japanese constitution, that by the 
way never was extended to Korea (Biontino 2016). 
Still, religious freedom was granted by an order 
along the lines of the constitution (Abramson 2004, 
p. 21). In sum, colonial authorities were unable to 
dissolve the contradictions of Shintō in terms of its 
religiosity. After all, Japanese authorities had 
nothing else to ideologically assimilate Koreans into 
Japanese than Shintō: the much praised “colonial 
modernity” Korea is said to have enjoyed was 
mostly controlled by the Japanese, and not enough 
a reason for Koreans to happily agree to being a 
“citizen of the empire”. In the end, climbing up the 
impressive stone stairs of Namsan itself became a 
loyalty check: Namsan was a place of forced 
compliance, a place for wartime education that 
glorified death and violence (Biontino 2016). 
 Presenting my findings, the biggest 
criticism I received from my committee then was 
essential to the core. My thesis could be read as a 
“Japanese history” or “Japanese studies” thesis, but 
not as one of Korean History because I obviously 
had ignored what all my inquiry really meant to the 

Koreans living during those times. Even though, as 
I mentioned earlier, the department had a liberal 
atmosphere, my thesis at that time did not fit the 
structural requirements of my program – after all, I 
was registered for Korean Modern History inside 
the department of History Education. Fortunately, 
this problem could be addressed and solved by 
rather simple restructuring, because I indeed had 
considered and written about Koreans and their 
reactions, but this was not evident from my table of 
contents and chapter headings. Thus I was advised 
that many a Korean reader would have put down 
the thesis even though the content might have been 
appropriate. 
Interdisciplinary approaches: From history to 
religious studies and anthropology 

In Korean academia, I was almost 
exclusively perceived as a foreigner, as a “German” 
wanting to work on Korean history with a 
background in Japanese studies at best. Because of 
such perceptions, from my very first year in Korea, 
I was considered as somebody working on the 
intersections of Western and Korean history, that is 
the period from the opening of ports in 1876 to 1905, 
before Korea was put under Japanese protectorate, 
even though I understand myself as historian 
studying the period of Japanese rule over Korea. 
 Because it seemed to me that it was this area 
where my skills were needed, I happily agreed to 
take part in several projects concerning the German 
Peasant War and the Tonghak Movement of 1894. 
This not only in historiographic terms but also in 
terms of memory culture (Biontino 2011). Both are of 
interest to Korean historians because the Tonghak 
Movement over time was also interpreted as 
peasant war and more recently as revolution (Shin 
and Lee 2008). I wrote several papers in Korean that 
concerned Western Views on Tonghak in past and 
present (Biontino 2013), and I cooperated with 
Korean professors to work interdisciplinary on 
Tonghak applying history and philosophy as 
method, for the simple reason that the backgrounds 
of the various Tonghak leaders and their own 
approach to the Tonghak thought was essentially 
different and had yet to be properly considered in 
Western scholarship on Korean history and religion. 
 Even though finally achieving recognition 
in the field of history (Biontino and Yim 2016), prior 
to that several journals of religious content in 
Germany as well as in the English-speaking 
countries were reserved against our work 
considering that Tonghak was “some strange 
religion” or that our research was “biased because 
of religious issues”. Such stances are first of all 
linked to a reluctance to accept Tonghak as an 
indigenous thought or religion rich in content 
because of the lexical knowledge on Tonghak 
available in the West, which tends to describe it only 
as a distorted form of Catholicism or a blend of ideas 
that had been around before. This is of special 
relevance in Japanese Studies, because many 
historians active in Japan have worked on Tonghak 
issues as well, and their work is also often cited in 
Korea. Secondly, such views stem from the fact that 
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Ch'ŏndogyo (the belief in the Heavenly Way) 
developed out of Tonghak during the colonial 
period, and also that there are several other new 
religions in Korea, some acting internationally, 
which found their belief on teachings of Tonghak or 
implement those in their own belief system. 
 The problem is that because of such 
attitudes, a controversial topic of one country, that 
could benefit deeply from recognition and 
consideration by scholars outside that country, in 
terms of Tonghak in fields such as history, religious 
studies or philosophy, remains ignored. Korean 
historians struggle with the role of Tonghak and its 
thought in the huge peasant rebellion of 1894, which 
is often considered as one reason of the outbreak of 
the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895). Of course, 
there are also English language studies on Tonghak, 
but most of them are only produced as monographs 
or published inside area studies journals, and thus 
outside of the field of vision of many who adhere to 
the current trends of online publishing and short 
articles. This is especially a pity considering the 
many possibilities that a transnational approach to 
peasant protest studies could gain from considering 
East Asian peasant movements as well. 
 The key issue is that whilst Japanese and 
Korean scholars are keen to receive Western 
scholarship important to their relevant fields, these 
fields are in the West not considered by the 
according field, but almost exclusively inside 
Japanese or Korean studies. Works produced in the 
framework of Japanese Studies and Korean Studies 
relevant to certain fields outside this framework 
remain thus unnoticed in most cases. Issues from 
inside area studies hardly can come into 
consideration or discussion outside of these fields in 
the “West”. Thus, I argue that the job of a Japanese 
Studies scholar should not primarily be to try to be 
read in Japanese by a Japanese audience in the way 
Japanese history scholars suggest. Their main task 
should be to try to disseminate information about 
Japan as a case study in the respective field of 
theoretical inquiry the Japanese Studies scholar is 
engaged in, next to pursuing original research as 
part of Japanese Studies. This way, area studies, 
often only considered as so-called “orchid majors”, 
beautiful and exotic, but idealistic and unnecessary 
fields, can gain the reputation they actually deserve. 
This does not mean that the Japanese Studies 
specialist, or in extension any area studies specialist, 
should only function as a medium to introduce and 
discuss issues for his or her “home audience”. If 
“Japan”, “Korea” or “East Asia” or whatever other 
country could become the very method of how ideas 
of established fields of inquiry such as history can be 
challenged, or a method of how problems arising in 
such more traditional fields can be tackled, then area 
studies will arrive at a whole new level of 
importance. 
 Another problem that needs to be overcome 
is that historiography or other traditionally 
established fields are rather conservative when it 
comes to interdisciplinary approaches, as an 
example from Korea may serve that scholars are 

rather reluctant to take in methodology or topics 
from other fields such as religious studies, literature 
or anthropology. This I experienced when studying 
colonial policy and came to learn about Japanese 
graveyard policy in Korea, which was one of the 
biggest issues of Korean discontent with Japanese 
rule (Yanaihara 1937, p. 392). Whilst in Western 
historiography, the study of death has also been 
tackled from a historical perspective, it is no easy 
task to convince Korean historians in general to 
allow for an analysis of the “inner world” (naimen 
sekai, kor. naemyŏn segye), be it as part of death 
studies or more conventional fields such as the 
history of movements (Biontino 2015). 
Conclusion 

 After being educated in Japanese studies, I 
spent nearly six years as PhD student in a history 
department in Korea. Then I returned to Japan as 
faculty of a department for Liberal Arts and Sciences 
that also features a “Japanese Studies” major. Some 
might find it strange that as a German I went by the 
way of Japan to go to Korea and then came back in 
a sense, and because of that may question my 
objectivity. If Japanese historians working on Korea 
deem Korean “historiography” before 
democratization of no use at all and unreliable 
because of political bias, this is a huge 
misapprehension in the sense that most 
historiography, if not all science, is dependent of 
politics – as unfortunate as this may be. More often 
than not, I am supposed to have a clear stance on 
historical issues that are nowadays heavily 
politicized, such as issues concerning Comfort 
Women or territorial claims between Korea and 
Japan. As a scholar, I can only say that I do not 
believe there is something as pure objectivity, and 
especially the historian is in his judgment bound to 
the sources available. It is often said I am “a third 
party” when looking at Japan, Korea, or East Asia. 
But, in a sense my educational background and the 
fact I live in East Asia belie this. But being educated 
not only in Japan and South Korea, the impact of 
History Education in reunified Germany surely 
made me skeptical concerning historical revisionism 
of all political spectrums, and critical of nationalist 
paradigms, but also aware of sentiment and moral 
concerns when dealing with historical issues. 
 Returning to Japan also meant a reunion 
with old teachers. They obviously had the answer to 
my externally-imposed identity crisis. Having 
studied more about Korean history than the average 
Japanese, I shall now be considered a historian of 
Korea (chōsenshi kenkyūsha). So ironically enough, 
what Korean scholars denied me to be, Japanese 
scholars did accept. Thus ends my anecdotal 
introspection, and whilst for others the questions 
about my identity seems decided, I allow myself to 
not label myself anymore, so to speak literally to 
enjoy the “liberal” in “liberal arts”. 
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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” 
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(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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THE POLITICS OF CONFUCIANISM IN CONTEMPORARY 
JAPAN 

 
ALEXANDRA MUSTATEA 

In recent years, Shinzo Abe’s policies have come 
under scrutiny following his undeterred efforts 
towards the modification of Article 9 of the 
Constitution and what is viewed as a re-
introduction of a highly controversial curriculum of 
moral education in primary schools starting from 
2018 (‘Opinion: Kawaru Dōtoku Kyōiku’ 2017). In 
liberal circles, his recent policies, accompanied by 
his affinity with the controversial nationalist group 
Japan Conference (Nippon Kaigi) amount to a push 
towards a pre-war-like ultra-nationalistic Japan, 
where civil liberties, gender equality and freedom of 
speech will be heavily curtailed (Yamaguchi 1999, 
Mark 2016, Fujiyu 2017, ‘Japan Should Extol, not 
Negate, 70-year History of Constitution’ 2017).  
 One of the most controversial points about 
the issue of moral education for primary schools 
deals with the current Cabinet’s views on the use of 
the 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education (kyōiku 
chokugo) as teaching material (‘Abe Cabinet Allows 
Schools to Study Banned Imperial Order’ 2017). The 
issue gained public attention after a private primary 
school close to Abe, Moritomo Gakuen, was found 
using the Rescript in a fashion reminiscent of the 
pre-war era, with children memorising it (Sugihara 
and Fujita 2017, Watanabe 2017).   
 When it was initially adopted, in 1890, the 
Rescript was presented as a divine commandment 
from the Emperor to all his subjects and famously 
served as one of the main instruments of nation-
formation during the Meiji period. By combining 
Confucian values such as filial piety, loyalty, 
benevolence, moderation and decency with state 
Shintō elements, the conservative Meiji government 
rolled out the document as a moral compass for the 
people ( 国 ⺠  kokumin), in a time of perceived 
‘moral decay’ ushered in by the intense imports of 
Western science and values in the first decade of the 
Meiji period. The Rescript was distributed to schools 
all around the country and ordered to be memorized 
and read out loud (Suzuki 1999). Later on, in the 

years leading up to WW2, the content of the Rescript 
was heavily stressed during intensive Moral 
Instruction (shūshin) classes.  
 In the wake of WW2, on June 19, 1948 the 
document was abolished, having been identified as 
one of the main instruments by which the pre-war 
militarist government had pushed its fascist agenda. 
The most problematic elements which led to its 
abolition were the divine origin of the emperor and 
the commandment of sacrifice for the state and the 
emperor, principles which were now seen as 
unconstitutional and denying basic human rights 
(House of Councilors, the National Diet of Japan 
1948).  
 Recently, however, the debate on the 
constitutionality of the Rescript and its controversial 
heritage was rekindled by the statement the prime 
minister made on April 1st 2017 – that, insomuch as 
the document is used in a way that “does not 
contravene the Constitution or the Fundamental 
Law of Education,” he will not prohibit its use as a 
teaching material (Abe, quoted in Mizusawa 2017).  
 The Cabinet’s position on the Rescript is not 
unknown to the public, but it has become more 
nuanced in recent years, following a strong backlash 
from public opinion. In 2006, former Defense 
Minister Tomomi Inada (one of the least popular 
LDP ministers as of 2017 and who was replaced in 
August) seemed to particularly value those 
controversial aspects of the Rescript which asked the 
individual to sacrifice himself for the country in 
times of need. However, she recently decided on a 
more benign public approach to the topic, quoting 
the universality of such values as good relations 
within the family, love for one’s friends and filial 
piety: 

I am of the understanding that elements of the 
Imperial Rescript on Education that touch upon 
filial piety, or having good relations among 
married couples and taking care of one’s friends 
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form the core of the thinking about the moral 
nation that Japan should become in order to be 
respected by the world (Inada, quoted in 
Sugihara 2017). 

While the members of the current Cabinet almost 
unanimously focus their argument on the 
universality and desirability of the Confucian values 
described in the Rescript, its detractors view the 
document as an ‘order that denies freedom of 
conscience’ (Mitani Taichirō, quoted in ‘Kyōiku 
Chokugo no Honshitsu’ 2017) and the Cabinet’s 
position as nothing short of an effort to revive pre-
war kokutai elements such as imperial authority, 
thought control, blind loyalty to the state and 
reduced human rights. Some, like the WW2 
historian Masanori Tsujita, view even the commonly 
accepted Confucian virtues advanced by the 
Rescript as mere instruments used for the benefit of 
the imperial system and for the suppression of 
human rights (‘Abe Cabinet Allows Schools to 
Study Banned Imperial Order’ 2017).  
 While opinions situated on either extreme 
of this dichotomy are dominating the debate, there 
are also more moderate voices on the topic. Senzaki 
Akinaka does not focus so much on the Rescript’s 
content and its pre-war misuse but rather on the 
function it serves. Just as in the Meiji period the 
Rescript functioned as a “sign of standardization in 
a time of unrest,” Akinaka believes that it is serving 
a similar purpose in contemporary Japan. He reads 
into the renewed interest in the Rescript a need to 
‘cover up the anxiety that affects both ideology and 
spirituality’ in the post-economic bubble era – now 
that the days when ‘economic abundance was the 
foundation of life’ are long gone, both the Left and 
the Right have started experiencing a deep 
insecurity towards immaterial things and, on the 
other side of the same coin, an excessive sense of 
justice (‘Kyōiku Chokugo no Honshitsu’ 2017).  
 Amidst the seemingly endless political 
controversy on the issue of the Rescript, Confucian 
morality seems to have drawn the short straw in 
contemporary Japan. While the more conservative 
politicians routinely bring the universality and 
desirability of Confucian values to the fore (more 
often than not as a pretext for pushing a more 
nationalistic agenda), many public liberal 
intellectuals denounce them specifically on the basis 
of this association with the conservative agenda. The 
dynamic of this particular political debate has 
remained almost unchanged in the past decades. 
However, the entire thing seems to ring hollow, and 
leaves one with numerous questions about the 
Confucian heritage in contemporary Japan. Is there 
even such a heritage to speak of in today’s society? 
Or has Confucianism been soiled by its pre-war 
association with the government’s militaristic 
agenda to such an extent that it has been rendered 
completely irrelevant? Or is it that we are looking at 
the problem all wrong?  
Is Confucianism taboo in contemporary Japan? 

 According to (Paramore 2016), who 
dedicates a chapter of his book, Japanese 

Confucianism, a Cultural History, to the 
development of Japanese Confucianism after WW2, 
the answer to this question seems to be a 
disheartening one. After several centuries in which 
it had been a “key element in modern and 
premodern history” (Paramore 2016, p. 2), after 
influencing science and advancing concepts of 
liberalism and ultra-individualism during the first 
decades of Japan’s modern history, Paramore 
suggests that its association with the pre-war fascist 
political discourse has dealt a heavy blow to 
Confucianism, incapacitating it and reducing it to 
the status of taboo in post-war Japan. The three main 
arguments he brings in support of this theory are 1) 
a general avoidance on the part of public 
intellectuals and politicians to associate with 
Confucianism, 2) society’s lack of involvement with 
Confucianism and 3) Confucianism’s so-called 
intrinsic incompatibility with democracy, 
modernity and human rights.  
 But is it really so easy for us to dismiss 
Japanese Confucianism as irrelevant – as a taboo – 
in contemporary Japan? Paramore confidently 
concludes so, and a superficial look at the never-
ending public debates on its “paraphernalia” 
(conservatism, moral education, the Imperial 
Rescript etc., without actually uttering the word 
“Confucianism”), seems to suggest so. However, it 
seems highly unlikely that an intellectual tradition 
as lasting and adaptable as Confucianism has 
proved itself to be – throughout Japanese history – 
to have been so swiftly numbed in all aspects of 
contemporary Japanese culture, in just a matter of 
decades. Has its unfortunate pre-war political 
legacy dealt it such an irreversible blow that it has 
been rendered incapable of renegotiating itself in the 
context of modernity and democracy? I will try to 
answer these questions by discussing the three main 
arguments Paramore puts forth.  
Confucianism as taboo in the political and public 
intellectual sphere 

 As previously discussed, the current public 
debate on the issue of the Rescript seems to suggest 
that Confucianism has indeed become taboo, at least 
in the political sphere. While Confucian ethical 
values frequently pop up in public discourse, they 
are usually referred to as universal moral values, 
and no mention of the term “Confucian” is ever 
made. It would be thus easy to assume that this 
‘silence’ equals a form of taboo-isation.   
 Paramore explains this phenomenon as 
follows: after “attempts in the post-war to revive the 
conservative practical Confucianism of the 20th 
century, Japan seemed ultimately unable to 
disengage the laudable ideal of Confucian practice 
from the millennial aspects of mid-20th century 
Japanese fascist nationalism” (Paramore 2016, 
p.171), and this further led to a gradual renunciation 
of Confucianism in the public and intellectual 
sphere. His view is that ultimately, Confucianism’s 
failure as a project in post-war – and by extension in 
contemporary – Japan, was decided by the 
commonly held view amongst leading intellectuals 
and liberal politicians that Confucianism had not 
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been just a ‘rhetorical appropriation’ in pre-war 
militarism (Tsuda Sokichi), but a “real facilitator” of 
it (Maruyama Masao). In other words, 
Confucianism had proved to be inherently 
incompatible with modernity, leading to an 
increasingly isolated and almost exclusively 
academic interest in Confucian ideology.  
 As evidence for this taboo-isation he 
identifies in the public intellectual sphere, he quotes 
the sudden disappearance of Confucianism from the 
work of Maruyama Masao in the post-war period, 
presumably as a gesture of disavowment, after 
having played a central role in his earlier research. 
As a result of this shift in Maruyama’s stance, 
Paramore suggests that all post-war scholars of 
Confucianism have started observing the so-called 
“Maruyama rule,” by avoiding the use of the word 
completely, and opting for “alternative Western-
originated culturalist packaging instead” (Paramore 
2016, p. 180). As such, with the exception of 
“restricted cloistered academic activity,” the role of 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan has been 
reduced to a very safe and uncontroversial one, of 
“cultural preservation, heritage, and knowledge” 
(Paramore 2016, p. 181).  
 Paramore is not the only one to suggest a 
dilution of the term ‘Confucianism’ in the post-war 
public sphere (Collcutt 1991, Tucker 2017). 
However, the reasons for this dilution are yet 
unclear, and Paramore’s analysis doesn’t do enough 
to clarify them. As far as his main argument goes – 
the ‘Maruyama rule’ – Tucker points to an important 
overlook on Paramore’s part: a 1980 essay on 
Yamazaki Ansai, “wherein he mentions 
Confucianism seven times in the opening three 
pages” (Tucker 2017, p. 178). As for the overall 
taboo-isation in the public intellectual space, that 
does not seem to be the case either, at least not in 
recent years. Today, a quick search in Kinokuniya’s 
online store will reveal some 640 titles containing 
the keywords Confucianism (儒教 Jukyō) and Japan 
(⽇本 Nihon), out of which 16 titles were published 
after January 1st 2017. In 2014, Contemporary 
Philosophy (Gendai shisō), a leading journal in the 
field of Japanese philosophy, published a volume 
dedicated entirely to Confucianism’s relevance in 
contemporary Japan (Ima naze jukyō nanoka). In it, 
(Tsuchida 2014) discusses the way in which 
Confucianism has proved relevant to the Japanese 
construct of society, starting from the example of the 
unity (danketsuryoku) shown by people in the 
Tohoku area in the wake of the 2011 Great Kanto 
Earthquake, which was mistakenly interpreted, he 
said, as an “old Japanese social form” which 
survived unchanged until today and which, in fact, 
evolved under the influence of Confucianism 
during the Edo period. He points to the way in 
which Confucianism’s innate mundane quality 
(unlike Buddhism, for example, which strives to 
‘extract’ the self from the material world) has helped 
shape Japanese ideas of society, community, and of 
daily life, and thus provided (and still provides) a 
source of inspiration in times of distress, when 
people needed to “reconstruct their daily lives.”  

 These are only a few examples and by no 
means sufficient to draw a conclusion on the extent 
of involvement with Confucianism in the public 
intellectual sphere. However, I believe we cannot 
really speak of a “taboo-isation.” On the one hand, 
as we have seen previously, Paramore’s own 
argument on the ‘Maruyama rule’ does not seem to 
hold, and on the other hand, interest in approaching 
the Confucian heritage in contemporary Japan 
seems to be increasingly growing, both outside 
(Paramore 2016, Tucker 2015) (Collcutt 1991) and 
inside Japan (Ima naze Jukyō nanoka 2014). 
Although more research on the topic is definitely 
needed, 600 titles on one online bookstore 
containing the word “Confucianism” itself hardly 
seems to suggest “taboo-isation.”  
Society’s lack of involvement 

On the point of society’s lack of 
involvement with Confucianism, Paramore claims 
that starting with the post-war period, ‘there was no 
structural positioning of Confucianism in general 
society in any way which would have people reflect 
on its ethical meaning or history of social and 
religious practice’ (Paramore 2016, p. 167). To 
support this view, he brings forth the argument that 
“in the only field [it] had occupied with influence 
post-Meiji, ethics teaching in schools”, 
Confucianism was replaced in the post-war period 
with “U.S. originated civics education” and the only 
traces remaining were just “a couple of passages 
from Confucius’ Analects [used] as language 
curriculum in high-school.” It is unclear where 
Paramore got this information from, but even a very 
superficial overview on Ethics textbooks for middle- 
and high-school published between the 1940s and 
the 2000s tell a very different story.  
 Analysing a series of Ethics (rinri) textbooks 
published by Yamakawa Shuppansha (8) and 
Shimizu Shoin (23), two of the major social sciences 
textbook publishers for middle- and high-school, 
which have published constantly between 1944 
(1938, respectively) and 2016, there seems to be no 
such ‘uprooting’ of Confucian ethics. A simple 
keyword search in the textbooks’ Table of contents 
reveals not only that Confucianism has never been 
removed, but the structure of the chapters remained 
mostly intact throughout the past decades. Both 
publishing houses largely position Confucianism in 
the same chapters with Shintō and Buddhism, as 
part of the development of Japanese thought. There 
have been some minor changes along the years in 
terms of chapter titles, but hardly pointing to a 
major shift of focus: up until 1955, the Yamakawa 
textbooks have categorized Confucianism under 
‘Ethical Thought and Contemporary Issues - The 
Development of Japanese thought’ (Rinri Shisō to 
Gendai Mondai – Nihon no Rinri Shisō no Hatten) and 
after 1990 under ‘The Japanese and the World – 
Japanese Culture and Thought’ (Sekai no Naka no 
Nihonjin – Nihon no Bunka to Shisō). 

The Shimizu textbooks have also had a 
similar trend, although a little less consistent in 
terms of titles: in between 1938 and 1956, the 
chapter’s title was kept as ‘The Way of Thinking of 
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the Japanese’ (Nihonjin no Kangaekata), but it was 
changed quite often during the last two decades: in 
1994, Confucianism was approached as a 
subchapter under ‘Internationalization and the 
Japanese Consciousness – the Japanese Cultural 
Climate and the Reception of Foreign Ideas’ 
(Kokusaika to Nihonjin toshite no Jikaku – Nihon no Fūdo 
to Gairai Shisō no Juyō), only to change names a few 
more times and then, in 2016, to return under a 
similarly titled ‘The Consciouness of Being a 
Japanese Living in a Global Society’ (Kokusai Shakai 
ni Ikiru Nihonjin no Shikaku – Nihon no Fūdo to Gairai 
Shisō no Juyō). 
 In terms of minute content, I have chosen 4 
textbooks from each publisher (1944-45, 1955-56, 
1993-94 and 2016-17), to try and identify a change in 
rhetoric and topics discussed in the context of 
Confucianism in Japan. As a general rule, all the 
textbooks focused on topics such as the role 
Confucianism has had in shaping a new moral code 
for the military class in times of peace (Hayashi 
Razan, Yamaga Sokō), the universality of principles 
such as loyalty and love, the innateness of ‘morality’ 
(良知 Ryōchi, the innate ability of any individual, 
irrespective of class, to distinguish between good 
and evil) (Nakae Tōju), principles of equality (Nakae 
Tōju, Itō Jinsai), social agency (Itō Jinsai) and a 
morally ideal model of governance (Ogyū Sorai).  

I did identify some differences in rhetoric 
surrounding the topic of Confucianism, with a more 
pronounced ‘patriotic’ tone in the 1944-5 textbooks, 
using expressions such as ‘Confucianism became 
Japanese’ (Rinri 1944, Shimizu Shoin, p. 118) or 
drawing stronger links to concepts such as social 
hierarchy and the state, whereas recent textbooks 
(1993-94 and 2016) focus more on associating 
Confucian values with contemporary, relevant 
concepts such as democratic principles, ideas of 
requital and equality, love and respect in the family 
and society. However, the attitude towards 
Confucianism as an essential part of Japanese ethical 
thought and social fabric was constant throughout. 
To give only a few examples:  

Even today you can see the influence of 
Confucianism in the way the Japanese, as 
members of a group, pay special attention to 
interpersonal relations (Shimizu Shoin 1993, p. 
155). 
 
Japanese Confucianism has formed ties with 
various other schools of thought such as Shintō 
or Buddhism and thus spread out. This is the 
particularity of Japanese thought – not to 
absolutize one single thought, but to combine 
various ideas. Furthermore, the Confucian law 
of nature 理  was not some pretentious 
‘principle’; it rather valued the ‘logical sequence 
of things’ and it was often interpreted as a 
practical principle (<practical learning>), in line 
with the familiar daily life (Yamakawa 
Shuppansha 1993, p. 147) 

 

Edo Confucianism protected the social order 
and valued interpersonal relations, and 
influenced the traditional moral outlook of the 
Japanese, who devoted themselves to the world. 
This can also be seen in the way of life of the 
Japanese who worked diligently for their 
families and for society and accomplished 
Japan’s modernization and economic 
development (Yamakawa Shuppansha 2016, p. 
85). 

If anything, more recent textbooks (like Rinri, 
Yamakawa 2016) have treated the subject more 
extensively, either by including column articles such 
as “The Japanese People and Confucianism” 
(Nihonjin to Jukyō) or short, meaningful quotes from 
the authors studied or by including more topics 
addressed by Confucian thinkers, such as nature 
and environment (Ando Shōeki, Ninomiya 
Sontoku), pointing to new ways in which 
Confucianism can prove relevant to contemporary 
Japanese life. The more easily observable differences 
in rhetoric and content could be seen in the 
treatment of topics adjacent to Confucianism (in 
terms of chapter structure), such as Shintō  and 
Kokugaku  – Shintō and the commentaries on the 
individual and the state were discarded as separate 
subchapters, and Kokugaku was dealt with in terms 
of literary scholarship rather than ethical ones 
(Shimizu Shoin 1944, Shimizu Shoin 1993).     
 Furthermore, there is a 1997 qualitative 
analysis of two Moral education (Dōtoku) textbooks 
for primary school (Khan 1997) which brings further 
proof that an ‘uprooting’ of Confucian values from 
society was far from what befell Confucianism in 
post-war (or contemporary) Japan. Khan analysed 
volume I and volume II of Moral education (Dōtoku), 
published by Shoseki Co, formulating a claim quite 
opposite to Paramore’s – not only that Confucian 
values still make up the core of moral education in 
Japan, but that in fact, the content of current moral 
education closely resembles the “moral-political 
foundations enshrined in the first ‘modern’ 
educational mandate, the Imperial Rescript on 
Education of 1890” (Khan 1997, p. 15). Khan’s 
analysis is relevant insomuch as it focuses on 
minutely describing the content of all the lessons 
(including descriptions of the images or translations 
of the texts) and on the mapping and comparing of 
contemporary moral values with their pre-
surrender instances (either referring to elements 
found in the Rescript or to the pre-war Shūshin 
textbooks. His interpretation aside, his analysis does 
enough to prove that Paramore’s claim of 
Confucianism being eliminated from formal 
education is an exaggeration, at best. Khan goes 
even further, saying that contemporary moral 
education itself is nothing more than an extension of 
pre-war moral instruction, still focusing on values 
such as moderation and modesty, good behaviour, 
thoughtfulness, honesty, benevolence, love for the 
family (filial piety) and school, perseverance, 
respect for rules, cooperation in the group (advance 
public good) etc., but his is hardly a positive 
appraisal: “While dramatically different in 
appearance and rhetoric, the content of current 
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moral education closely resembles, and can even be 
seen as an extension of, the moral-political 
foundations enshrined in the first ‘modern’ 
educational mandate, the Imperial Rescript on 
Education of 1890.” (Khan 1997, p. 15).  
 Khan (1997) sees in this perpetuation of 
Confucian values at the core of moral education a 
sign of cultural stagnation, a mere repackaging of 
essentially Shūshin content into the form of Moral 
education. He further claims that the goal of the 
Japanese school today is “not to produce democratic 
moral individuals in pursuit of universal human 
rights,” but rather to perpetuate a morality imbued 
with “aspects that suppress individual rights.” 
Although he identifies in his analysis values such as 
democracy, freedom, cultivating individual 
character and respect for life, he claims that these 
values are “nebulous” and “unemphasized,” and 
that the core moral education curriculum “makes 
illegitimate the notion of individual human wishes 
and rights” and represents “the interest of the 
government as society’s intent.” (Khan 1997, p. 210). 
Essentially, he adheres to the same stance that 
Paramore quotes as the reason for Confucianism’s 
failure in post-war Japan – its inherent 
incompatibility with democracy.  
 While further proof as to the extent of social 
involvement with Confucianism in contemporary 
Japan is needed, I believe that Khan’s analysis of 
Moral education textbooks (although problematic in 
itself in terms of data interpretation) and my 
overview of the 1944-2016 Ethics textbooks are 
enough evidence that we cannot, in any case, speak 
of an “eradication” of Confucianism from “ethics 
teaching in schools” and from general society, as 
Paramore suggested.  
Confucianism’s overall incompatibility with 
modernity and democracy 

 As Paramore also states, at the heart of the 
controversy surrounding the Confucian heritage in 
the post-war period is its perceived role in the pre-
war militaristic propaganda. While some, like Tsuda 
Sokichi, viewed Confucianism – alongside the 
emperor system – as a collateral victim of fascist 
propaganda (Paramore 2016, p. 173) (and probably 
historically and culturally salvageable), others saw 
it as a ‘real facilitator’ of fascism, like Maruyama. 
Paramore himself seems to fall on the same side of 
the argument as Maruyama, deeming Confucianism 
a failed project in the context of modernity, reduced 
to the status of a taboo constantly shoved under a 
cultural rug, an awkward symbol ‘of the old’. 
 What seems to lie at the heart of this 
controversy is Confucianism’s intrinsic adaptive 
potential in the contemporary context. Its more 
negative appraisals quote an innate incompatibility 
with modernity and its values, and focus mainly on 
the pre-war fascist blunder as undeniable proof of 
this (Khan 1997, Maruyama as quoted by Paramore 
2016), while the more positive ones seem to focus on 
Confucianism as a highly adaptable and versatile 
system of thought (Tucker 2015). The former group 
deems Confucianism to be an old and stagnant 

system of thought, essentially incapable of co-
existing with democratic principles, individualism, 
human rights and globalization. But rather than 
making a point for democracy and liberalism, these 
views often seem to operate with very stiff and 
stagnant concepts themselves, and prove to be 
counter-productive. If anything, the insinuation that 
Confucianism proves incapable to adapt to 
democratic concepts (Paramore 2016, Khan 1997, 
Collcutt 1991) assumes a very narrow, Western-
centric definition of democracy itself. On the other 
hand, the latter group approaches Confucianism’s 
dynamic within the contemporary zeitgeist in a 
much larger context, drawing examples from its 
long history and offering a much more nuanced 
perspective on its mechanisms, as well as offering 
new directions for the interpretation and 
renegotiation of Western concepts such as 
democratic practices. For example, by reiterating 
Susan Pharr’s line of thought – that the legacy of 
grass-roots protests predated the influx of Western 
notions of democracy in Japan – and by establishing 
‘conflict’ and ‘opposition’ as two essential aspects of 
mature democratic practice, Tucker finds that 
“predating the import of Western democratic 
concepts, Confucianism has shaped the sense of 
reciprocity in the social ‘contract’ between the lord 
and his subjects, creating expectations of a 
benevolent government or righteous lords, and 
entitlement to protest in case of its failure to provide 
such benevolence” (Tucker 2015, p. 30).  
 Confucianism has always been a 
philosophy deeply rooted in the public sphere, that 
has never really separated from its social and 
political function, and signs of it can be easily 
observed to this day (Shimizu Shoin 1993, 
Yamakawa Shuppansha 2016, Collcutt 1991,Tucker 
2015); always dedicated to an ideal model of 
governance, it has constantly provided an 
instrument of political and social criticism, but more 
importantly it is a philosophy that advocates life 
among other people, a philosophy that ‘refuses to be 
alienated from daily life and requires effectiveness 
in that space itself’:  

When the Great Kantō Earthquake happened, 
the unity (danketsuryoku) of the people in the 
Tōhoku region came into the spotlight. In it, 
people saw the survival of the old Japanese 
social forms. However, […] the ancient 
[Japanese] society did not simply survive as it 
was up until this day. The community (村 mura, 
lit. ‘village’) has been regenerated by 
overcoming migration and immigration. […] 
There have been a lot of Confucian thinkers who 
have tried to build a system of thought that 
addressed not only emergencies such as fires, 
but also the ordinary daily life. And those were 
the very ideas that would have influenced 
people’s minds when they were trying to 
rebuild their everyday life. […] That is where 
lies the key to the fundamental question of 
Japanese daily life (Nihon no nichijō). 
Confucianism is a philosophy that is 
characterized by its very function within social 
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life (shakai seikatsu). […] It is a philosophy that 
refuses to be alienated from everyday life and it 
is, furthermore, a philosophy that requires 
effectiveness in that very space (Tsuchida 2014, 
p. 53). 

 While surely enough Confucianism was 
used by the Meiji government to forge a strong sense 
of national identity and later shrewdly misused by 
Taishō ideologues to advance their fascist agenda, 
Confucianism still pervades all aspects of Japanese 
life, ranging from family life and school education to 
public life and corporate ethics, standing for 
universality and harmonious social interaction 
rather than a fascist and feudal social order. Values 
such as respect for parents and seniors, loyalty to 
one’s employer, a sense of civic duty, focus on 
education, diligence and hard work are by no means 
incompatible with contemporary society. As 
Collcutt (1991, p. 153) argues: 

Probably very few Japanese would attribute 
their recent economic success to Confucianism; 
but […] such qualities as stability and order in 
family relationships, harmony and hierarchy in 
the workplace, loyalty to employers and 
superiors, and the importance of education, 
diligence and self-cultivation, many would be 
willing to concede that these qualities have 
played some role. [...] Some of the values that 
were encouraged and spread as part of the 
diffusion of Confucianism proved surprisingly 
durable and found acceptance within the ethical 
fabric of modern Japan. 

If anything, it gives a more humane, considerate tint 
to human interaction, business practice and overall 
life. It has survived, more than anything, as a 
philosophy of the everyday, as Tsuchida (2014) calls 
it. Denying its relevance and versatility would only 
impoverish the conversation on contemporary 
Japanese morality, social space and political and 
intellectual thought.  

It is surprising that Paramore himself 
seemed to favour the somewhat reductionist view 
he is assuming in his chapter Confucianism as 
Taboo. Especially since just a few chapters before, 
discussing the development of Confucianism in 
Meiji, his position seemed to be a lot more nuanced: 
“Confucianism mediated Japanese assessments of 
Western governance – like democracy, liberalism, 
egalitarianism, capitalism etc.” while at the same 
time functioning like a “Tokugawa shogunate 
memory,” which allowed it a “critical engagement 
with modernity” (Paramore 2015, p. 119). It thus 
seems hard to believe that a philosophical (and also 
political, ethical and social) tradition as versatile as 
Confucianism can be so easily discarded as 
irrelevant in the recent context, as Paramore’s 
chapter seems to suggest.  
 Khan (1997) and Paramore (2016) hold two 
radically opposing views on the issue of Confucian 
ethics teaching in post-war Japan, and yet are 
unexpectedly similar in a larger context. While 
Paramore claims that Confucianism had become 
taboo in post-war Japan, partly due to a so-called 

incompatibility with democracy and partly from a 
sense of shame over its pre-war fascist associations 
(and the consequent WW2 atrocities), further 
leading to a completely sterilized version of it in 
contemporary Japan (as a mere ‘cultural heritage’), 
Khan states quite the opposite – that ‘Confucian 
tradition is still operating and serving Japanese 
society’ (Khan 1997, p. 210), perpetuating an 
anachronistic moral core which hinders Japan’s 
evolution into a democratic society. Both their 
positions, however, stem from a very similar, 
Western-centric line of thought which holds 
democracy as the locus of ideal and infallible 
political organisation and which seems to imagine 
Japan as a sort of unruly disciple who stubbornly 
refuses to evolve and to renounce what Western (or 
Western-educated) intellectuals identified as the 
source of all evil (the fascist pre-war government 
and the WW2 behaviour) and of Japan’s 
‘backwardness’. Take, for example, the following 
quote from (Khan 1997): “Possibly because of 
Japan’s closed and isolated history, and certainly 
because of the nationalism spawned by the Rescript, 
Kokutai and Shūshin, Japan became an aggressor-
nation. History is witness to the inhumanity 
committed by the Japanese Army in China and 
Korea in the name of the Rising Sun” (Khan 1997, p. 
208). And now, Khan suggests, the Japanese 
government’s control over public schools’ moral 
education curriculum keeps Japanese society from 
evolving. “What is taught as moral education in 
Japanese school is not adequate to the solution of 
internal societal problems” (Khan 1997, p. 208). 
 In their search for a clear-cut answer to their 
inquiries, both Khan and Paramore seem to fall into 
the trap of exaggeration, which is understandable to 
some extent, but certainly not desirable; especially 
when approaching a topic as complex as 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan. Research on 
the topic is still scarce, and both Paramore’s and 
Khan’s analysis provide unique insights into its 
social, political and cultural aspects. However, proof 
that such clear-cut conclusions cannot be supported 
is abundant (Collcutt 1991, Tucker 2015, 2017, 
Tsuchida 2014). On the one hand, Confucianism – 
even with its somewhat controversial heritage – 
could never really be brushed off as a socially 
irrelevant actor, as Khan’s analysis and my 
overview of Ethics textbooks showed. If anything, as 
previously discussed, the lack of its public mention 
would rather suggest a complete assimilation within 
the core Japanese moral fabric. Furthermore, taking 
into consideration Confucianism’s centuries-old 
history in Japan, its thorough pervasion through all 
strata of society, its intellectual effervescence and 
multi-polarity throughout the Tokugawa and Meiji 
eras, its constant engagement with social and 
political spheres, and, in Paramore’s own words, its 
potential for ‘critical engagement with modernity 
and capitalism’ in the Meiji period, it seems 
reductionistic to assume that such a vibrant 
component of Japanese morality/political and 
intellectual thought/philosophy can be simply 
silenced and quietly pushed under the rug.  
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 As far as the larger issue of Confucianism’s 
incompatibility with democracy goes, I would agree 
with Tucker (2015) when he says that Confucianism 
– rather than being incompatible with democratic 
practices – has in fact helped shape a sort of proto-
democratic principle in Japan as early as the 
Tokugawa period, with its long-standing focus on 
benevolent governance (jinsei). By imbuing the lord-
vassal relationship with a sense of reciprocity that 
required the ruler to govern with benevolence (仁 
jin) and his subject to be loyal ( 忠  chu), 
Confucianism has provided, in Tucker’s words, the 
“indigenous roots” to democratic practices such as 
post-war activism, nurturing expectations of fair 
ruling and “entitlement to protest in case of its 
failure to provide such benevolence” (Tucker 2015, 
p. 30). My analysis of the Ethics textbook suggests 
the same – in speaking of the people’s “potential to 
perform social reform” (Sorai, quoted in Yamakawa 
1993) and “equality” (Tōju and Baigan, quoted in 
Yamakawa 1993), Japanese Ethics textbook authors 
seem to identify similar proto-democratic 
principles. Due to its unfortunate association with 
the pre-war National Polity (Kokutai no hongi) and 
the Rescript on Education, there is no doubt that 
Confucianism still has a mixed heritage to tackle 
with, but it is simplistic and counter-productive to 
reduce its philosophical, moral, social and political 
influence in contemporary Japan to the status of 
taboo. Short-sighted by the necessity to find a culprit 
for Japan’s pre-war fascist past and WW2 sins, many 
studies (not just Paramore’s chapter or Khan’s 
analysis), as well as (mainly the liberal) public 
opinion have chosen Confucianism as a sort of a 
historical scape-goat, citing its innate 
incompatibility with democratic principles, its so-
called authoritarian tendencies and opposition to 
essential concepts of human rights. But can we, as 
researchers, accept such a reductionist view and 
honestly claim understanding? 
 There has definitely been a certain taboo-
isation of the term Confucianism in the political and 
public sphere after WW2, together with other 
‘buzzwords of shame’ such as Kokutai, Shūshin, 
Rescript on Education, emperor worship and any 
terms reminiscent of pre-war fascism. But the 
domain of politics cannot and should not give the 
measure of an entire culture’s involvement with a 
complex philosophical tradition.  
 Furthermore, as noted earlier, the reasons 
for the dilution of the term Confucianism itself can 
be manifold and need to be further analysed, ideally 
using cross-disciplinary research methods. As far as 
society’s apparent lack of engagement with it goes, 
again, the reasons for it might be very different than 
an ashamed ‘taboo-isation’. Although Paramore 
speaks of a so-called purging of Confucian elements 
from the post-surrender Ethics textbooks, that is 
hardly the case, as we saw earlier. The fact that only 
a few people would identify an explicitly Confucian 
component in their moral, ethical or intellectual 
fabric is not enough proof of society’s ‘lack of 
engagement’ with it; especially when it can also be 
argued that Confucianism has by now become 

internalized to such an extent that it has become an 
unconscious moral operator, which can/will no 
longer be singled out as a foreign element. Of 
course, for the sake of simplicity, we can brush it 
away as a failed moral and intellectual project in the 
context of modernity, but it would be a lot more 
logical to assume that it has rather become part of 
what Maruyama Masao called the basso ostinato 
(Maruyama 1984) - a part of the core Japanese moral 
fabric, that continues to evolve and renegotiate itself 
within the ever-changing zeitgeist, adapting to 
contemporary concepts of democracy, globalization, 
human rights or even social media. Whichever it is, 
more thorough and complex research is still needed 
before we can offer a definitive answer. 
Concluding remarks 

 The (still) commonly held perception of 
Confucianism as an essentially undemocratic and 
backward social code or philosophy – which also 
often claims that post-war ethical education was 
purged of Confucian values due to some pervasive 
sense of shame on the part of the Japanese for the 
country’s (pre-)war sins – is, more often than not, a 
measure of the critic/researcher’s own cultural 
biases, rather than of the subject of study. After 
WW2 – to this day – there are a few pervasive 
underlying assumptions in many Western (or 
Western-influenced) studies of Japanese culture –  a 
subtle yet ever present assumption of  ‘Japanese 
guilt’ following WW2, a very clear-cut view of 
specific cultural culprits to blame for the Japanese 
army’s behaviour in WW2 (essentially all the 
elements of the 1890 Rescript – state Shintō, 
Confucian values, the loyalty to the emperor and the 
state etc.), to be purged so as to clear the way for a 
clean democratic state (and state of mind) to take 
roots in Japan. But this often sounds more like yet 
another Western-centric, orientalising discourse 
which builds on the idea of Western democracy as 
an infallible, immutable and the only desirable form 
of governance, and which aims at finding culturally 
embedded explanations for some perceived 
historical fault. And if so, what solutions are 
available to us, if we are to make our research on 
Confucianism more relevant?  
 For certain, there is no easy solution to this 
pervasive Western-centrism and incessant search 
for clear-cut (even if exaggerated) answers in 
research. Understandably, the researcher is by 
default embedded and to a certain extent defined by 
their own cultural context, and it might seem 
foolishly idealistic to call for pure objectivity in the 
research of such a complex philosophical system as 
Confucianism is. So, can we have somewhat of a 
trade-off?  
 Although the ‘objective truth’ might be 
realistically unattainable, maybe we would stand a 
better chance at understanding our subject of 
research if we choose to break away from the type of 
calcified approaches that still tend to view 
Confucianism as a monolithic system of thought, 
incapable of adapting to new cultural forms and 
mechanisms, and move towards a more open-ended 
model of research. Extending on Ghilardi’s concept 
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of intercultural thought and Walzer’s (1984) 
conceptualisation of morality, we can say that 
cultural identity, moral culture, philosophy – 
culture in general – are concepts and processes that 
“continuously mingle and intertwine with each 
other” (Ghilardi 2015, p. 11), fluid and often 
contradictory, constantly negotiating and 
metamorphosing into new forms. As such, there are 
no definitive answers to be found. In the context of 
Confucianism in contemporary Japan, there is no 
need to either brush it off as a taboo and denounce 
its lack of adaptability, or to deny its troubled legacy 
in the wake of WW2. The best we can search for is 
opening up the conversation and laying down all 
the cards.  
 But to be able to do so in an honest and 
relevant manner for our respective fields, we need 
to constantly address our own limitations, to 
become more aware of our own (ideological) biases 
and strive to find criteria of evaluation that are 
internal and directly relevant to our subject, rather 
than try to fit it into the mould of Western 
conceptualisations. We need to learn how to break 
away from the stiff conceptual definitions we are 
equipped with and try to position ourselves inside 
our subject, understand its processes, mechanisms 
and internal dynamic. As Walzer puts it ‘the 
outsider can become a social critic only if he 
manages to get himself inside, enters imaginatively 
into local practices and arrangements’ (Walzer 1984, 
p. 37). Only from there, research and criticism 
(social, political, moral or cultural) can hope to 
become relevant both to its subject and to the larger 
field of Japanese studies.  
References 

‘Abe Cabinet Allows Schools to Study Banned 
Imperial Order’ 2017, The Asahi Shimbun, 5 April. 
Available from: http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. 
[Accessed 21 May 2017] 

Brown, J., 2017. Shinzo Abe and the Arrogance 
of Power, The Japan Times, 1 June. Available from; 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/. [Accessed 17 
August 2017] 

Collcutt, M., 1991. The legacy of Confucianism 
in Japan. In: G, Rozman, ed. The East-Asian region: 
Confucian heritage and its modern adaptation. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 111-154. 

‘Editorial: Japan Should Extol, not Negate, 70-
year History of Constitution’ 2017, The Asahi 
Shimbun, 3 May. Available from: 
http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 16 August 
2017] 

Fujiyu, A., 2017. Media Spotlight on Kagoike 
Hurts and Helps Nippon Kaigi, The Asahi Shimbun, 
19 April. Available from: 
http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 16 August 
2017] 

Ghilardi, M., 2015. The line of the arch: 
Intercultural issues between aesthetics and ethics. Milan: 
Mimesis 

Khan, Y., 1997. Japanese moral education: Past and 
present. Massachusets: Associated University 
Presses. 

‘Kyōiku Chokugo no Honshitu: Mitani 
Taichirō-san, Senzaki Akinaka-san’ 2017, The Asahi 
Shimbun, 19 April. Available from: 
http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 21 May 
2017] 

Mark, C., 2016. The Abe Restoration: 
Contemporary Japanese politics and reformation. 
Maryland: Lexington Books. 

Maruyama, M., 2011[1984]. In search of a 
ground. In: J.W. Heisig, T. Kasulis, J. Maraldo, eds., 
Japanese philosophy: A sourcebook. Hawaii: Hawaii 
University Press, 922-929 

Mizusawa, K., 2017. Kyōzai ni Kyōiku 
Chokugo, Hitei sezu – Seifu <Kanpō ni hanshinai 
Katachi de>, The Asahi Shimbun, 1 April. Available 
from: http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 21 
May 2017] 

‘Opinion: Kawaru Dōtoku Kyōiku’ 2017, 
Mainichi Shinbun, 24 February. Available from: 
https://mainichi.jp/. [Accessed 15 August 2017] 

Paramore, K., 2016. Japanese Confucianism. A 
cultural history. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Sugihara, S., 2017. Abe Pushing Boundaries 
with His Stand on Imperial Rescript, The Asahi 
Shimbun, 1 April. Available from 
http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 1 April 
2017] 

Sugihara, R. and Fujita, M 2017, ‘Kyōiku 
Chokugo, Kyōzaika ni Dōsetsu: Dainiji Abe Seiken 
de Hyoka Aitsugu’, The Asahi Shimbun, 1 April. 
Available from: http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. 
[Accessed 21 May 2017] 

Suzuki, R., 1999. Survey about the Memorizing 
of Kyōiku Chokugo III. Educational Science. Bulletin 
of Faculty of Education, Nagasaki University, 56, 47-
61.  

Tatsumi, Y., 2017. ‘Abe’s New Vision for 
Japan’s Constitution’, The Diplomat, 5 May. 
Available from http://thediplomat.com. [Accessed 
15 August 2017] 

Tsuchida, K., 2014. Nichijō toshite no jukyō. 
Gendai shisō tokushu: Ima naze jukyō ka, 42(2), 52-59. 

Tucker, A.J., 2015. Protest Confucianism and 
post-war Japanese democratic practice. In: J. Fuh-
sheng Hsieh, ed. Confucian Culture and Democracy. 
Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co., 21-32. 

Tucker, A.J., 2017. Book Review: Kiri Paramore, 
Japanese Confucianism: A Cultural History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 
Taiwan Journal of East Asian Studies, 14-1(27), 171-185. 

Walzer, M., 1984. Interpretation and social 
criticism, Harvard: Harvard University Press. 

Watanabe, T., 2017. ‘Moritomo Mondai de 
Chumoku, <Kanpō ni Hansuru> Shiteki – Sengo 
72nen, Ikikaeru Kyōiku Chokugo’, The Asahi 
Shimbun, 14 August. Available from: 
http://www.asahi.com/ajw/. [Accessed 16 August 
2017] 

Yamaguchi, T., 2009. Impartial observation and 
partial participation: Feminist ethnography in 
politically charged Japan. In: J. Robertson, ed. 
Politics and pitfalls of Japan ethnography: Reflexivity, 
responsibility and anthropological ethics. London: 
Routledge, 59-77. 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  39 

House of Councilors, The National Diet of 
Japan 1948, Kyōiku Chokugo no Shikkō ni kansuru 
Ketsugi. Available from: 
http://www.sangiin.go.jp/japanese/san60/s60_sh
iryou/ketsugi/002-51.html. [Accessed 21 May 2017] 

 
 

  



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  40 

WRITING EAST ASIA AND JAPAN FROM LATIN AMERICA: 
LITERATURE, NATIONALISM AND CRITIQUE IN THE WORKS 

OF ENRIQUE GÓMEZ CARRILLO 
 

FACUNDO GARASINO1

This paper is an attempt to open, expand and 
diversify the cartographies of Japanese Studies into 
intellectual, literary and cultural encounters with 
Latin America. For this purpose, this paper focuses 
on the writings of literary critic, journalist and travel 
literature author Enrique Gómez Carrillo (1873-
1927) on East Asia and Japan at the closing and the 
aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War (1905-1907). In 
the field of transnational intellectual history, much 
has been discussed regarding the Russo-Japanese 
War as a moment when the emerging Japanese 
Empire became a focus of global attention as an 
alternative model in discussions and movements for 
achieving emancipation, criticizing imperialism, 
and reinterpreting modernity in non-Western 
societies (Aydin 2007). However, this paper focuses 
on a space that remains largely overlooked, that of 
the intellectual encounters between East Asia and 
Latin America at the turn of the twentieth century. 
By analyzing Enrique Gómez Carrillo’s 
commentaries on Japan’s debates over the 
intellectual and cultural implications of the Russo-
Japanese War, and his accounts on the political 
situation of East Asia, it will become possible to 
illustrate the impact of Japan’s modern experience 
on the Latin American intellectual sphere. This 
analysis will demonstrate that the dialogues 
between Asia and Latin America have not just the 
potential to reframe the prevailing cartographies 
and routes for mapping modern transnational 
intellectual history, but also to challenge and 
decenter hierarchical divisions of West and East, the 
very categories that have been central for navigating 
it. 
 As Konishi Sho indicates, categories of East 
and West, as the particular temporal and spatial 

                                                
1 This research was supported by the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science. I would also like to express 
my sincere gratitude to Yasuko Hassall Kobayashi, and to all my colleagues in Osaka University, who 
provided me with insightful comments which were of immense help to improve the manuscript. 

order of Western modernity for mapping the World, 
have been central to defining political identities, 
boundaries and agencies in transnational 
intellectual encounters (2013, p.14). Consequently, 
in Japanese Studies the idea of Western modernity 
has also been the focal point for historical 
scholarship on modern Japan (Konishi 2013, p.3). 
Within this framework, Western modernity has 
been regarded as the ultimate engine of Japan’s 
modern development, therefore narrating Japan’s 
modern intellectual history either as to embrace, 
negotiate with or resist to ideas and categories 
originated in West Europe and North America, 
namely the prime locus for modern intellectual 
history. This East-West binary framework for 
mapping intellectual history, logically resembling 
Eurocentric Orientalism, does not leave much 
margin for focusing on other geographies as 
relevant spaces for intellectual production. That is 
not to ignore that inter-Asian approaches have been 
a rich field for exploring modern intellectual 
encounters beyond the purported East-West divide. 
Yet, this paper is another attempt to shift the East-
West divide, by introducing a different 
transregional framework between Japan and Latin 
America. This scope will aim at overcoming familiar 
boundaries of Area Studies defined by continents 
and other geographical and political conventions.  
 As will be explained below, Migration 
Studies and Latin American Literature have started 
to explore the space open by the encounters between 
Asia and Latin America, challenging the 
Eurocentrism inherent in national and regionalist 
narratives. Moreover, in the field of Japanese 
Studies, notwithstanding the pioneering works by 
Tsuda (2003), Masterson and Funada-Classen 
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(2004), and García (2014) in accounting historical 
and contemporary migration between Japan and 
Latin America, Japanese connections with Latin 
America remain largely unexplored. Therefore, this 
paper shall explore Carrillo’s writings on East Asia 
and Japan as an attempt to re-frame the intellectual 
encounters between Asia and Latin America within 
the field of Japanese Studies. This exploration shall 
also demonstrate that Carrillo destabilized and 
suspended hierarchical constructions of the East-
West divide through explorations of world 
literature, in the context of the encounter with East 
Asian societies at the end of the Russo-Japanese 
War.  
 Important studies on travel writing and 
practices of world literature in Latin America have 
focused on the contestation of ubiquitous protocols 
of representation in European exotic travel writing 
in Carrillo’s texts (Colombi 2004). Among this line, 
Siskind (2014) stresses that Carrillo’s interventions 
contradicted Eurocentric Orientalism by opening up 
a counterpunctual space of cosmopolitan 
contestation (228). However, while Siskind centers 
on the transatlantic space, this paper focus on the 
displacement to a transpacific intellectual space 
opened by the encounters between Japan and Latin 
America. This will render a new space for counter 
hegemonic interventions outside the alleged 
centrality of European intellectual arenas. 

In analyzing Carrillo’s encounters with 
Japan and East Asia, this paper also engages in 
dialogue with reformulations of Orientalism in 
Latin America. López-Calvo (2012) and Camayd-
Freixas (2013) argue that the concept of Orientalism 
as the intersection between knowledge about the 
“others” and the ideological and institutional 
structures of power and domination (Said 2003), 
must be reformulated for discussing representations 
of Asian and Middle Eastern worlds in Latin 
American literary and cultural productions. They 
characterize representations about the so-called 
“Orient” in Latin America as representations of non-
West formulated by another non-Western subject. 
Therefore, this encounter between formerly 
colonized and continuously marginalized subjects 
enables autonomous South-South dialogues, 
disrupting Eurocentric paradigms of the West as the 
exclusive and original center of modernity (López-
Calvo 2012).  
 Acknowledging influence from the above 
work, this paper attempts a further critical 
exploration by problematizing subjects oscillating 
amid centrality and marginality, challenging clear-
cut lines dividing the Global South from the Global 
North. It will offer an account for the historical 
complexities and ambivalences of subjects partaking 
in the intellectual encounters between Japan and 
Latin America. While the current theorizations 
endorse subaltern subjects by dint of their radical 
difference towards the West as the privileged 
agency for counter hegemonic contestation of 
Eurocentric structures (López-Calvo 2010, p.5-6), 
this paper will aim to de-privilege the subaltern 
subject by focusing on subjects wandering in the 

ambiguous nodal point between Global North and 
Global South, the West and the Rest.  
 As it will be explained in the following 
sections, Carrillo’s condition as a Latin American 
intellectual writing from Paris located him in a 
marginal positionality, he gained literary and 
commercial success mediating global modernity to 
Latin American audiences from the European 
metropolis (Colombi 2004). Comparably, even when 
popular European and North American perceptions 
may have regarded Japan as inferior vis-à-vis 
Christian and white nations, at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Japan emerges as a colonial 
empire exercising hegemony over its Asian 
neighbors. Therefore, by looking critically at 
marginalized subjects in the non-West engaging 
with hegemonic structures, this paper will explore 
how subjects in a colonized intellectual space can 
challenge the claimed division between the West 
and the rest, from a position oscillating between 
Global South and Global North, the East and the 
West, thus complicating and disrupting the very 
structures creating their peripherality. 
 The first section considers how Carrillo 
defined his critical positionality between his 
centrality as a cosmopolitan intellectual writing 
from Paris, and his marginality as a Latin American 
in the European metropolis. Delving into Carrillo’s 
ambivalent positionality will allow light to be cast 
on the historical complexities confronted by the 
subjects implicated in intellectual encounters 
between Japan and Latin America, oscillating in the 
blurry line between the West and the Rest  
 The second section explores how Carrillo 
critically interpreted world literature from his 
location and juxtaposed that literature as 
independent entities, not in a hierarchical structure. 
It will demonstrate how his nation-centered 
conception of the world literary field destabilized 
the colonial divide between the West and the Rest, 
both in the literary and the political spheres. In 
addition, his explorations of non-Western literature 
through the encounter with East Asia at the closing 
of the Russo-Japanese War redefined cultural 
nationalism as an anti-colonialism that challenged 
the legitimacy of imperialist competition over the 
influence over Korea.   
 The third section shows how Carrillo’s 
ambiguous position as one Global South elite in the 
Global North colonial metropole would not miss the 
hybrid Japanese position, namely a racialized 
country trying to modernize following the model of 
the Western powers by colonizing its neighbors. 
Previous studies on the global impact of the Russo-
Japanese War have dealt with discussions of Japan 
as an alternative model to for modernization and 
nation building (Laffan 2007). In contrast, this 
section centers on Carrillo’s criticism of Japan’s 
emerging imperialism. It will make clear that by re-
interpreting Orientalist imagery about Japan 
through his nation-centered conception of world 
literature, Carrillo praised and appropriated Japan’s 
nationalism as a model for modernization while 
criticizing its colonialism and self-celebrating 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  42 

theories on the “merging of East and West”. This 
will enlighten the critical potency that Orientalist 
narratives took in the intellectual space between 
Latin America and Japan for decentering hegemonic 
hierarchic structures. 
 Finally, this paper provides an overview of 
a novel research field by focusing on the intellectual 
space opened by the dialogues between Asia and 
Latin America.  
Enrique Gómez Carrillo (1873-1927): Writing 
between the West and the Rest 

Recent studies have stressed the central role 
of Enrique Gómez Carrillo in mediating global 
modernity (Colombi 2004) and introducing 
literature utterly strange to Hispanophone 
readerships at the turn of the twentieth century, 
creating a cosmopolitan world literary moment 
within Latin American modernismo (Siskind 2014). 
In contrast, this section will problematize Carrillo’s 
intellectual centrality in conjunction with his 
marginality in negotiating his fragile status as a 
Latin American writing from the European 
metropolis. By clarifying how he wandered between 
established national and regional boundaries, 
hegemonic and peripheral positionalities, and the 
West and the Rest, this section will elucidate the 
ambivalent complexities of challenging hierarchical 
constructions of East and West at the crossroads of 
Japan and Latin America’s modern experience. 
 As Argentinian writer Manuel Ugarte 
recalled, in Paris at the outset of the twentieth 
century Carrillo “occupied every crossroad of the 
city, keen to look like the center of anything the 
Ibero-Americans in France attempted to do" (1947, 
p.133). His name would be associated with an 
eclectic constellation of topics encompassing the 
multiple faces of an expanding global modernity. 
Born in Guatemala in 1873, he left for Madrid in 1891 
and settled in the French capital soon after. From 
there, Carrillo authored a vast array of articles for 
newspapers and magazines of Latin America and 
Spain, and published dozens of books throughout 
his career. Early works such as Foreign Literatures: 
Cosmopolitan Studies (1895) commented and 
introduced to Spanish for the very first time a wide 
arrange of world literatures, as he was able to read 
through French translations (Siskind 2014, p.150). 
Sensations of Paris and Madrid (1900) accounted for 
the latest aesthetic trends among the boulevards, 
literary cafes, and theatres of the two cities. 
Additionally, From Marseille to Tokyo (1906), Greece 
(1908), Jerusalem and the Holy Land (1910), and The 
Sphinx’s Smile (1913) depicted distant lands to a 
readership hungry of exotic scenes. Finally, he 
reported on the Western Front at World War I in 
From the Trenches (1916) and The Feats of the Legion 
(1918). Altogether, Carrillo was celebrated for 
presenting rare landscapes and for the poetic power 
of his prose in bringing aesthetic renovation to 
Hispanophone literature. 
 Moreover, this centrality as an all-
encompassing cosmopolitan was inseparable from 
performances to negotiate his marginality as a Latin 

American writing in Paris before the inquisitive 
metropolitan gaze. Carrillo’s autobiographical 
account of what he calls the initiation into the 
bohemian nightlife of the French capital is 
representative of this imposture and simulation. 
Carrillo ventures alone in a café in the midst of the 
Latin Quartier for the very first time. There, a young 
woman approaches him, intrigued by seeing 
someone drinking absinthe after dinner time, 
something that even the most hard-drinking 
bohemians of Paris would not usually do. Curious 
about this eccentric behavior and the peculiar facial 
features of the young drinker, the woman inquiries 
about Carrillo’s origins, guessing whether he was 
“Romanian” or “Greek”. Then, when Carrillo 
revealed he was “from Guatemala”, the woman 
suddenly bursts into laugh, nervously and soundly. 
Unable to restrain herself, she exclaimed “gratte moi 
là…!”, meaning, “scratch me there”. Carrillo 
discovers with indignation and sadness "the comic 
insignificance of the American countries with odd 
names" (1919, p.28) to the eyes of a Parisian. 

My luminous Guatemala […] had turned, in the 
mouth of a Parisian in good moods, into a 
Rabelaisian country called “scratch-me-there”, 
situated on a fabulous continent. […] The same 
wound was suffered nearly by all the Hispano 
Americans in Europe. “From Guatemala, From 
Venezuela, from Uruguay, from Bolivia”. These 
are words that a Frenchman or an Englishman 
would pronounce with the same accent than 
Montesquieu's famous character who said, 
“How can one be Persian?” In effect, it cannot be 
conceived, neither at Piccadilly nor at the 
Boulevard, how a gentleman who speaks 
properly, who dresses well, and who does not 
have a monkey face, could possibly be from 
those exotic regions. (1919, p.28) 

The woman at the Latin Quartier examining the 
drinker symbolizes the gaze of European hegemonic 
structures of cultural and racial difference 
questioning Carrillo’s legitimacy to participate in 
European metropolitan culture. It made no sense 
that someone speaking French and drinking 
absinthe, the green muse of Verlaine and other 
decadent poets, could ever be from an unheard of 
and almost circus-like country. Therefore, the 
metropolitan gaze exposes Carrillo’s exteriority in 
approaching the central locus of the modern 
aesthetics. 
 Still, Carrillo does not confront the 
hegemonic gaze bluntly, but rather negotiates his 
difference by a productive performance of 
marginality in the metropolitan space. Back to her 
senses, the woman asks if "Gratemoila" had actually 
been a joke. Carrillo answers affirmatively, 
"cowardly denying my birthplace as Peter denied 
his master" (p.28). And “choosing among the 
nationalities she offered” to him “the most flattering 
one”, he added: “I am Greek...from Athens”. 
Carrillo accepted a subaltern position by performing 
a foreign boulevardier that, although bearing the 
marks of difference, is still entitled to partake in the 
metropolitan space, yet as Europe’s periphery.  
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 Negating his national and Latin American 
cultural identity cost him harsh critics and disdain 
from his contemporaries. Nonetheless, just as he 
took an overnight Greek citizenship, later in Japan 
he would find he had an "Oriental artist’s Soul" 
(Carrillo 1906, p.ix), and even legally took Spanish 
and Argentinian citizenships. In doing so, he 
relativized national and regional identities 
performing a protean cosmopolitanism. Paris would 
provide the stage for that performance by rendering 
visible a wider world beyond the Eurocentric 
transatlantic field, yet remaining a central locus of 
global modernity. Standing in the misty zone 
between America and Europe, hegemony and 
marginality, Carrillo would explore non-Western 
literatures and Japan’s modern experience, 
complicating categories of hegemony and 
subalternity, 
Mapping the World: Literature, Orientalism and 
the Nation 

 This section explores Carrillo’s encounters 
with East Asia through the practice of world 
literature. Although he regarded French Symbolism 
among other fin de siècle European literatures as the 
standard for reading world literatures (Siskind 2014, 
p.150), this section will illustrate how he 
destabilized hierarchical divisions of East and West, 
both in the literary and political spheres. 
 Carrillo appears in literary circles, 
introducing the latest aesthetic trends in French 
literature, eager to cooperate with fellow young 
Latin American writers in constructing aesthetic 
modernity (Carrillo 1891, p.12). This endeavor can 
be identified with modernismo, the first 
manifestation of a distinctively American voice in 
Spanish literature, and the first aesthetic response to 
Latin America's uneven modernization. Seeking to 
counter the positivism and social Darwinism of the 
hegemonic landowning oligarchy, and the 
materialism of the rising commercial bourgeoisie, 
intellectuals and authors constructed a parallel 
aesthetic world (Miller 2008, pp.12-14). It was in this 
context that Carrillo opposed the symbolism of Paul 
Verlaine, Jean Moréas and others to Spanish poetic 
tradition and its prevailing naturalism. 
 Still, broadening the scope of Spanish 
literature to shape modern aesthetics would lead 
him to venture out the Western Europe-centered 
transatlantic literary field. Essays such as 
“Alexander Pushkin”, "Contemporary Greek 
Literature", "The Egyptian Molière", which 
discussed Egyptian Jewish author Yaqub Sanu, and 
"Great Japanese Female Writers" which introduced 
Murasaki Shikibu, Sei Shōnagon and others, were 
pioneering in rendering visible new literatures for 
Hispanophone readers. These literary travels would 
open a non-Eurocentric literary field, envisioning a 
space to connect the literary and intellectual 
production of Asia with that of Latin America. 
 It can be noted that Carrillo regarded the 
nation as the primal unit for organizing the world’s 
literary corpus, as shown by the gentilics prefixing 
the titles of essays on “Young French Poets", 

"Contemporary Greek Literature" and "Japanese 
Plays". Carrillo thus defined the nation as the prime 
agency for participating in the world literary field, 
expressing literarily the nineteenth century ideal of 
the nation as the requirement for defining an 
autonomous identity in the world.  
 Although Carrillo’s navigation of rather 
heterogeneous literatures could seem eclectic and 
erratic, by commenting on multiple national 
literatures, he attempted to organize within a 
unified totality the world’s literary diversity. Or 
rather, by navigating national literatures the world 
itself appears as a unity composed of interconnected 
literatures, as expressed in the below commentary 
on Chinese Tang poetry read through French 
translations. 

What provoked for me the greatest admiration 
when I first read Pavie's book, was the multiple 
similitudes existent between the Chinese poets 
of the seventh century and our contemporary 
poets. “Li-Tai-Pe”, I said to myself, “is a 
precursor of Baudelaire, a grandfather of 
Wyzewa, a master of Ruben Dario” (Carrillo 
1895, p.98). 

Carrillo reads the poetry of Li Bai (romanized as “Li-
Tai-Pe”) to reveal an interconnected network of 
national literatures which makes possible to connect 
Tang Chinese aesthetics not only with the 
symbolism of Charles Baudelaire and Téodor de 
Wyzewa, but also with the contemporary Latin 
American modernist poetry of Ruben Darío. This 
inter-connectedness and mutual resonance of world 
literatures disrupts colonial patterns of influences 
permeating from the West to the Rest, suggesting 
that aesthetic influences could go the other way. Yet 
from a twenty-first century perspective, it is 
problematic to echo directly contemporary 
aesthetics familiar to the reader with those of a text 
historically and culturally afar. Ignoring the 
distance kept by the cultural specificity of the source 
text could lead into a monophonic discourse that 
may translate diverse literatures as a watered-down 
version of oneself (Damrosch 2003, p.163). 
Nevertheless, the above parallelisms suggest that 
literary works never enclose themselves within their 
self-sufficient cultural particularity, but are most 
productively read in dialogue with other traditions. 
This scope will allow Carrillo to subvert a-priori 
hierarchical divides between literatures written in 
the West and those of the Rest. 

[In exploring non-European literatures) 
surprises abound, as Mr. Pavie and Mr. de Saint-
Denys know by experience. They both set on a 
literary journey to China, searching for horrific 
monsters, and yet they only encountered with 
civilized men. […] I too expected to find a great 
procession of monsters coming out from the 
anonymous works of China […]. The 
disappointment was as absolute as it was sweet. 
(Carrillo 1895, pp.88-89) 

Carrillo debunked prejudices about the aesthetic 
value of literary works based on their origin in either 
the West or the Rest, self-reflectively denaturalized 
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his own desires for encountering exoticism and 
awkwardness in Chinese literature. He suggested 
that all literatures deserved being appraised on 
equal footing, destabilizing hierarchical divides 
between the West and the Rest.  
 Carrillo would reframe his aesthetic 
principle of equality and commensurability 
amongst national literatures (Lyon 1994, p.230) 
crossing from the literary into the political sphere 
thus challenging the colonial divide in East Asia at 
the closing of the Russo-Japanese War. In late June 
1905, Carrillo headed to Japan to report to 
Argentinian and Spanish newspapers on the social, 
political and intellectual situation of the country’s 
struggle with Russia. He travelled with the French 
navy company Messageries Maritimes, calling at 
Port Said, Djibouti, Colombo, Singapore, Saigon, 
Hong Kong and Shanghai before landing in 
Yokohama. Carrillo moved among the colonial 
networks of British and French empires at their 
height and the emerging Japanese Empire. He 
would leave a testimony of the colonial situation in 
East Asia as he navigated through the Korean Strait 
by introducing the classic Chunhyangjeon, which he 
read in the joint French version by Hong Jong-u and 
Léon de Rosny. Making a comparison between the 
international notoriety of Japanese literature and 
arts with the invisibility of Korean works, Carrillo 
emphasized the meaning of studying Korean 
literature in the context of an inter-imperialist war: 

At these moments, when two great predator 
nations are disputing the dominance over the 
gentle country of the Morning Calm, nothing is 
more interesting that analyzing this unique 
novel. (Carrillo 1906, p.126) 

At a time when Korea’s sovereignty was at stake, 
Carrillo’s pioneering reading of Chunhyangjeon 
affirmed the legitimacy of Korean literature to 
participate in the world literary field against its 
precarious political condition between two empires. 
By doing so, Carrillo projected his notion of the 
nation as the core agency for partaking in the world 
literary field, into a political agency challenging the 
divide between colonizer sovereign-nations and 
subjects denied that right. The author emphasized 
the universality of Chunhyangjeon, a story of two 
lovers which overcome familiar and societal 
obstacles until a happy conclusion of dramatic 
reunion (Kwon 2015, pp.101-102), and its artistic 
value which positioned the Korean classic among 
the most sophisticated European novels in aesthetic 
sensibility and dramatic impact. Carrillo’s assertion 
of the autonomy of Korean literature challenged not 
only the alleged subalternity of non-Western 
cultures against the West, but also the illegitimacy 
of imperialist policies towards a nation with its own 
autonomous culture. 
 Although analogies with works of 
preeminent European authors at the outset of the 
twentieth century such as Gabriel D'Annunzio and 
Paul Bourget were also present in asserting the 
aesthetic value of Chunhyangjeon, his commentary 
nevertheless destabilized Eurocentric perceptions of 
the backwardness of non-Western cultures. 

Traveling across the networks of imperialism in 
Asia and Africa, Carrillo’s world literary readings 
denaturalizing the colonial divide would provide a 
scope for engaging critically with Japan’s modern 
experience. 
Writing Japan for Latin America: Nationalism and 
Critiques to Imperialism  

 This section will unfold Carrillo’s 
discussions on Japan’s modern development at the 
closing of the Russo-Japanese War. It is well known 
that the Russo-Japanese War marked a momentum 
when Japan was globally discussed as a model for 
achieving national emancipation in anti-colonial 
struggles, criticizing imperialism, and 
reinterpreting modernity in non-Western societies 
(Aydin 2007, Kowner 2007). Nevertheless, it is not 
clear how the self-emancipating and anti-imperialist 
celebration of Japan’s military victory came up to 
terms with the expanding imperialism that emerged 
as a result, especially towards Korea. This section 
will describe how Carrillo, although celebrating 
Japan’s nationalism, managed to hold a critical 
scope over Japan’s crescent imperialism. 
 Since the 1870’s, diplomats, scientists and 
government officials from Mexico, Brazil, Argentina 
and other countries visiting Asia focused on Japan’s 
advancement in public health, education, military 
and industrial development. Having gained 
independence through the first two decades of the 
nineteenth century, Latin American countries 
followed a technocratic model for modernization. 
Largely inspired by positivism and social 
Darwinism, political elites attempted to eliminate 
the negative consequences of Spanish colonialism 
and racial mixing by promoting industrialization 
and agricultural colonization by European 
migrants, advocating for foreign models especially 
in the United States, France and Britain (Miller 2008, 
p.16). Within this picture, Meiji Japan seemed an 
alternative model for transforming a pre-modern 
non-European people into a modern nation capable 
of embodying Western civilization, attaining 
political stability, national unity and economic 
progress (Gasquet 2007). Therefore, travelogues and 
other reports on Japan’s modern development held 
a high public value and found easily their way into 
the press.  
 When the newspaper La Nación of Buenos 
Aires announced Carrillo’s departure to Japan on its 
issue of the 20 of June 1905, it did so among the same 
eagerness to learn from that “palpitating example of 
what a good organization and a clear plan are 
capable for the development of nations”. Carrillo 
boarded the “Sydney” from French navy company 
Messageries Maritimes at Marseille, sent by the 
influential La Nación of Buenos Aires and El Liberal 
of Madrid. Until his return on October, he published 
numerous articles in both newspapers, later 
compiled in three books, From Marseille to Tokyo 
(1906), The Japanese Soul (1907), and Heroic and 
Gallant Japan (1912). These enjoyed positive critiques 
in Europe and America that prompted French and 
Portuguese translations. 
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 Carrillo did not diverge from the editorial 
line of accounting Meiji Japan as an exemplary case 
for Latin American societies. Indeed, he dedicated 
The Japanese Soul to Guatemala’s president Manuel 
Estrada Cabrera, stressing that the two countries 
shared awareness on the importance of popular 
education for nurturing national morality (Carrillo 
1907).  
 Moreover, as his writing stood close to 
modernismo’s aesthetic reaction against the 
materialism of the conservative oligarchic state, 
Carrillo expressed his gaze on Japan’s modern 
development through highly idealized exoticist 
motifs about things Japanese. In the prologue of 
From Marseille to Tokyo, Carrillo announced that he 
had encountered a country of “dolls and smiles”, 
not different from the Japan of Pierre Loti, Rudyard 
Kipling and Lafcadio Hearn (1906, p.ix). 
Accordingly, he wrote about "The Samurai", 
"Yoshiwara" and "The Temples of Nikko", but he 
interpreted aestheticized Japanese cultural 
traditions as supplying the values for nurturing 
national subject’s morality. 

The nationalist sentiment takes advantage of all 
the warlike legends. The learned one’s account 
for more than one hundred poems and up to 
two hundred plays inspired in the veridical 
story of the forty-seven Ronin […]. Today, the 
Japanese worship these heroes as their holiest 
saints, and their forty-seven tombs […] compose 
an altar in where every good subject of the 
Mikado swears to emulate the sublime conduct 
of the Ronin if someday circumstances oblige 
him to do so (Carrillo 1907, pp.44-46). 

Carrillo reinterpreted Orientalist motifs (which he 
accessed through accounts of A.B. Mitford, Pierre 
Loti and Lafcadio Hearn) through his literary and 
politic nationalism, to envision Japan as an 
exemplary model of a successful nation-state 
encompassing both distinctive and sophisticated 
cultural traditions and political autonomy. 
Nevertheless, Carrillo’s conviction on the mutual 
equality of nations on their diversity, much in the 
vein of the cultural nationalism delineated by 
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), would be at 
odds with attempts of one nation-state to conquer or 
colonize the others (Lyon 1994, p.230). Having 
access to publications such as Kokumin Shinbun, 
Shinjin and Taiyō, mediated by the selection and 
Spanish translation of a Japanese collaborator 
related with diplomatic circles, he was able to read 
about the discussions over the postwar policies 
towards Korea at the close of the Russo-Japanese 
War:  

But as the intellectuals argue, the bureaucrats 
and the military are acting. And to act, between 
the Japanese who today engage with the 
colonization or conquest of Korea, means to 
abuse, to tyrannize, to humiliate. (1907, p.222) 

Although Japan may have been in its “heroism, 
adoration of justice, loyalty and chivalry” (1906, 
p.218) a model for envisioning national unity, and 
its artistic traditions and local lifestyles seemed to 

embody the modernista aesthetic ideal of "living 
among beauty", Japan’s success as a nation did not 
grant rights for colonial tutelage against Korea. 
Carrillo’s re-readings of canonical Orientalist 
imagery encompassed an ambivalent movement of 
aligning with Japan’s nationalism whereas rejecting 
its imperialism. Hence, his writings on Japan 
presented a criticism that question binary categories 
of resistance to hegemonic structures against 
acquiescent assimilation in discussing Intellectual 
History in the non-West.  

The same posture can be seen in Carrillo’s irony 
towards the cultural and racial exceptionalism seen 
in discussions about the “merging of East and West” 
(Tōzai Bunmei Yūgōron), notorious in public and 
intellectual discourses after the war. These sustained 
that Japan, having internalized modern civilization, 
had come to stand in equality with the Western 
powers as the representative of the Orient, while 
holding rights for tutelage over the modernization 
of its Asian neighbors. It was argued that this 
prominent position between two civilizations had 
given Japan the unique mission of forging a new 
civilization out of the merging of East and West 
(Yamamuro 1996). Summarizing the opinions 
expressed by bureaucrat Watanabe Kunitake in 
Taiyō, protestant religious leader Ebina Danjō in 
Shinjin, Nichiren Buddhist scholar and activist 
Yamakawa Chiō in Jidai Shichō, and philosopher 
Inoue Tetsujirō in Nihonjin, Carrillo disapproved the 
claims of Japanese racial superiority and its 
privilege to become the new center of civilization. 

On the Nihonjin, Inoue Tetsujirō answers to 
those who ask about the reason of Japanese 
greatness: “The reason is that Japan has always 
avoided intermarry with other people”. Hardly 
could someone be more nationalist. It must be 
said that in this delightful country, where 
everyone smile and all foreigners are respected, 
the contempt against everything that is not from 
here is universal.  
[…]“Our navy”, Inoue Tetsujirō says, “is like 
England’s, our army like Germany’s, our artistic 
culture is like France’s […] But besides all of 
this, we have our soul, which fusions and 
embellishes everything” Oh, admirable, oh 
adorable, oh ingenuous pride! 

Though Carrillo was the most notorious 
Hispanophone author celebrating the beauty of 
Japanese artistic culture and the greatness of its 
modern development, he relativizes the 
aestheticized “delightful country” to expose the 
racial and cultural exclusivism in postwar 
intellectual discussions. His re-reading of 
Orientalist narratives as an expression of a robust 
national tradition supporting Japan’s political 
autonomy was incompatible with self-celebrating 
exceptionalism over other national cultures. This 
critical scope makes Carrillo stand out from 
prevailing attitudes among nineteenth century 
English-speaking writers that favored the Japanese 
over other Asians who supposedly were incapable 
of awaking themselves from their "Oriental 
lethargy" (Starrs 2006, p.205), and from other Latin 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  46 

American commentators that applauded it 
uncritically as an example of patriotism and political 
efficiency. Carrillo’s literary and intellectual 
endeavor between Asia and Latin America shows 
that nationalism and Orientalism, as malleable 
ideologies, can acquire critical potency to decenter 
hegemonic structures, although always in complex 
relations to structures of power.  
Conclusion 

 This paper illustrated Enrique Gómez 
Carrillo's writings on East Asia and Japan at the 
closing of the Russo-Japanese war to expand the 
scope of Japanese Studies into the intellectual 
encounters with Latin America. Carrillo was the 
most prominent Hispanophone writer in illustrating 
Japan’s literary and cultural traditions as source of 
inspiration for achieving aesthetic literary 
renovation and national development in Latin 
America. His writings highlight the shared 
experiences of Japan and Latin America for defining 
modern agencies in a world marked by colonial and 
imperial differences. This endeavor revealed an 
intellectual space for mapping modern 
transnational intellectual history beyond the 
prevailing boundaries of Area Studies.  
 Carrillo’s accounts destabilized and 
suspended hierarchical constructions of the West 
and the Rest in defining a literary and modern 
political agency. His conviction of the equality and 
commensurability among national literatures 
questioned prejudices about the aesthetic value of 
literary works based on their origin in the West or 
the Rest. Additionally, Carrillo projected his notion 
of the nation as the core agency composing the 
world literary field into the inter-national political 
field, denaturalizing the colonial divide between the 
West and the Rest. This scope was the basis for 
portraying Japan as an ideal case of correspondence 
between robust national literary and cultural 
traditions, and its apparent success in modernizing, 
yet at the same time openly criticizing its crescent 
imperialism and the self-celebrating exceptionalism 
in post Russo-Japanese war prevailing in intellectual 
discourse.  
 Yet, this paper problematized the fact that 
the above critical scopes emerged by internalizing 
and working with the very Eurocentric hegemonic 
categories producing Latin America and Asia’s 
marginality in the modern world. Indeed, Carrillo 
adhered to French Symbolist and other European 
authors’ work as the global standard for measuring 
and comparing diverse world literatures. 
Additionally, Carrillo deeply identified with 
nineteenth century French and English Orientalist 
and exoticist literature, thus carrying out a romantic 
essentialization of Asian societies. Altogether, 
Carrillo stood between marginality in the 
metropolitan center as a Latin American, and 
centrality in the Hispanophone intellectual space 
backed by the prestige of European culture. Hence, 
Carrillo’s ambivalent positionality shaped a 
criticism that strays out from the univocal 
emancipatory and subversive political authenticity 

of the Global South against the oppressive Global 
North.  
 Resembling Eva Illouz’s notion of “impure 
criticism” (2007), Carrillo’s interventions in 
destabilizing Eurocentric hegemonic categories had 
some empowering implications for marginalized 
subjects, yet they were indivisible from the 
interiorization and appropriation of the same 
categories. Indeed, Carrillo’s resort to French 
translations and metropolitan aesthetics testify the 
weight European culture had for the transatlantic 
Hispanophone intellectual sphere, yet they actually 
connected the Latin American and East Asian 
literary fields to overcome Eurocentric views of the 
world.  
 Additionally, Carrillo’s distinction between 
the praise of an Orientalized Japan from the critique 
of its imperialism and jingoism provides a critical 
scope for accounting the multiple and contradictory 
outcomes of marginalized subjects’ attempting to 
disrupt colonial divides in a colonized intellectual 
space. In sum, Carrillo’s accounts of Japan at the 
turn of the twentieth century, itself marginalized by 
hierarchic racial structures yet developing itself as 
the hegemon in East Asia, show how subjects 
defining modern agencies in the non-West were 
deeply within the very power structures they were 
attempting to criticize. Further research must 
contextualize historical, social and cultural 
implications of competing and overlapping notions 
and practices of race, nation, colonialism and 
imperialism in the Japanese migration to the 
Americas, diplomatic relations between Japan and 
Latin American countries, and the literary, 
journalistic and scholarly discussions of Latin 
American intellectuals towards Asia. 
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THE RIGHT TO MISUNDERSTAND JAPANESE CINEMA: 
TSURUMI SHUNSUKE, IMAMURA TAIHEI AND MUTHU, THE 

DANCING MAHARAJA 
 

REA AMIT 
In October 2010, the Hindustan Times published a 
letter by a Japanese fan of the south Indian film star 
Rajnikanth (Rajni, as he is known in Japan), titled 
“More Rajni please, we are Japanese”. In it, she 
laments that, since the surprising success of the film 
Muthu (in Japanese, Mutu: Odoru maharaja), no 
film starring the popular actor has been released in 
Japan. The fan wrote: “Every time I read about the 
world release of a new Rajni film, I feel sad that 
Japan is not in that world” (cited in Srinivas 2013, p. 
629). In the following, I use this particular case to 
discuss a possible theorisation of the Japanese film 
world (nihon eiga kai) that can include Muthu. To do 
so, I refer to two sources that might seem worlds 
apart. I actively open up discussions on film and 
aesthetics by renowned philosopher, Tsurumi 
Shunsuke, who published his work in the first 
decades after the war, but I do this in light of film 
theorist Imamura Taihei’s publication on Japanese 
film during World War II.  
 Among Tsurumi’s enormous corpus of 
publications, only a fraction discuss film. Among 
these, the most notable is undoubtedly his 
monograph, Gokai suru kenri: Nihon eiga o miru (The 
Right to Misunderstand: Watching Japanese 
Cinema), which is a compilation of various articles 
he wrote up to 1957. The book does not present a 
single thesis on Japanese cinema, nor does it 
theorize about what Japanese cinema might be. 
However, Tsurumi’s interest in the nationality of 
cinema is evident in the few articles on cinema he 
published after his book was released. For instance, 
in early 1960, Tsurumi published an article on the 
film Painappuru butai (Pineapple Unite, 1959), which 
depicts the Korean War experience by an American 
soldier of Japanese descent from Hawaii. Although 
Tsurumi does not offer a theory of nationality in this 
article, he does imply a consideration of the 
nationality of the film, for instance, by comparing 
adherence to the Emperor of Japan to the adherence 

of the American soldiers depicted in the film and to 
the abstract notion of freedom (Tsurumi 1960b, p. 
21).      
 In an article he published a few months later 
on Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator (1940), 
Tsurumi provides another insight, perhaps a more 
profound one, into the discussion regarding the 
nationality of cinema. He first praises the film for 
being as good as if it were a film that can make both 
victims and victimizers laugh about Japan’s military 
aggression in Asia (Tsurumi 1960a, p. 17). This 
reference to Japan, albeit brief, is not random, as 
Tsurumi continues to weigh various international 
possibilities of watching Chaplin’s film.  
 Tsurumi further considers international 
ways of watching films in an article about another 
film, called Supai Zoruge: Shinjuwan zenya (Spy 
Sorge: The Night Before Pearl Harbor, 1961), which 
was set during the war. Tsurumi discusses the 
possibility of multinational ways of watching this 
film, which he considers to be a French–Japanese 
production about a man who had “two 
motherlands” (Tsurumi 1961, p. 15). In fact, 
although the film’s director was French, as were 
several cast and staff members, it was actually a 
Japanese production by Shochiku’s studios, which 
distributed it in a double bill with Koi no gashū 
(Love’s Book of Paintings, 1961), another local 
production.  
 Although it is possible to try and parse the 
nuances of the national or Japanese way of watching 
films, which these articles might allude to, I only 
mention them to show how attentive Tsurumi was 
to the problem of film’s nationality. It is precisely 
Tsurumi’s overall approach that I want to stress, and 
which I intend to expose with regard to two of his 
monographs, the previously mentioned one about 
Japanese cinema and one about aesthetics.            
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 First, however, it is necessary to discuss the 
work of Imamura Taihei, as Tsurumi admits in the 
postscript to his only monograph on film that he has 
been influenced by Imamura (Tsurumi 1959, pp. 
241-242). He does not elaborate on a particular 
influence from Imamura’s writings on film, nor does 
he even describe Imamura’s theory of Japanese 
cinema. In another article, however, on an entirely 
different topic, he does allude briefly to Imamura, 
summarising what he understands to be Imamura’s 
definition of film: “Film, according to Imamura, 
while being a special level of production in a 
particular society, is also, for both filmmakers and 
audiences, an imaginary process of thought” 
(Tsurumi 1965, p. 44). Tsurumi does not explain how 
a given film can simultaneously be a cultural 
product and an imaginary process of thought. 
Elsewhere, I detail how this process in Imamura’s 
theory of Japanese art and film can be explained 
(Amit, Japanese Cinema, forthcoming). In this 
paper, however, I only try to explain Imamura’s 
appeal to Tsurumi, in order to introduce Tsurumi’s 
own thought process on the matter. 
Imamura’s influence over Tsurumi 
 Imamura Taihei is considered by many to be 
the first film theorist in Japan, and he is known 
chiefly for his grand theories on documentary film 
and animation. Yet, at the same time, Imamura 
developed a third no less ambitious theory, that of 
nationality, or perhaps even the Japanese-ness of 
Japanese cinema, in which he specified the specific 
artistic characteristics of Japanese cinematic 
appreciation.  
 From the late 1930s until the last years of 
World War Two, Imamura published a series of 
essays and books that demonstrate his latent yet 
consistent interest in the role of perception. They 
also showcase his appreciation for various art forms, 
including premodern theater; emaki scrolls; 
painting; and modern media, such as photography 
and, most of all, cinema. Unlike others who 
theorized that Japanese films were a direct 
continuation of premodern art forms, Imamura 
explicitly rejected traditionalism and avoided 
evaluative judgment. Instead, his own 
interpretation of Japanese cinema in light of older 
“traditional” art forms was more epistemological or 
psychological than textual or one that is based on 
films’ narratives. This implies that the Japanese film 
world can be defined as a specific collective 
community of filmgoers, regardless of the location 
of the films’ production. In terms of appreciation for 
cinema as a cultural or artistic product, Imamura 
tentatively suggests that watching a film is similar 
to enjoying premodern art forms, because culture is 
the decisive factor that governs aesthetic experience 
(see Imamura 1991, p. 135). This theorization 
enables Imamura to discuss Japanese culture as a 
continuous entity against the evolution of media 
and technology.    
 In his writings on Japanese cinema during 
the war, Imamura did not dedicate any special 
attention to specific aesthetic terms, nor did he 
directly point to the social structure of his day as a 

more decisive force in informing the cinematic 
experience. Imamura’s main contribution to the 
discussion is his shift from considering Japanese 
national cinema to be an object of the public’s 
perception to acknowledging it as a sociocultural 
event in the postwar era. In a few essays that he 
published in the postwar era, he demonstrated a 
retreat from his former conceptualisation of 
Japanese cinema as an, to use Tsurumi’s terms, 
“imaginary process of thought” (Tsurumi 1965, p. 
44).  
 Although Imamura was not as prominent a 
film critic and theorist in the postwar era, he 
contributed one notable essay on Japanese film to a 
special 1951 issue of the journal Shisō (Thought), in 
which he painstakingly focuses on recent Japanese 
productions. For instance, Imamura discusses 
several films by Ozu Yasujirō, including Banshun 
(Late Spring, 1949), Munekata kyōdai (The 
Munekata Sisters, 1950) and Bakushu (Early 
Summer, 1950). In these three films, Ozu, according 
to Imamura, showcases his own nostalgia for the 
past and ambivalence towards the present. 
Imamura then unveils his judgmental side as a critic, 
rather than the more detached theoretical position 
he held earlier in his career, by dismissing another 
Ozu film, Kaze no naka no mendori (A Hen in the 
Wind, 1948). The film’s problem, Imamura argues, 
is the director’s failed effort to depict reality 
(genjitsu) and his futile attempt to examine the 
contradictions of real life (Imamura 1952 pp. 80-81).  
 Imamura continues by discussing the 
affection for old Japan (furui Nihon e no aichaku) in 
Mizoguchi Kenji’s recent films, such as Yuki fujin 
ezu (Portrait of Madame Yuki, 1950) and Oyū sama 
(Miss Oyu, 1951), and in Abe Yutaka’s Sasameyuki 
(The Makioka Sisters, 1950). These films, Imamura 
concludes, reflect various forms of the public’s 
popular imagination of old Japan. Imamura 
identifies a more progressive consideration (yori 
susunda shisō) of Japan’s past in a contemporary 
setting in Yoshimura Kōzaburō’s Itsuwareru Seisō 
(Clothes of Deception, 1951), a film that he 
proclaims to be a masterpiece. Indeed, Imamura 
states that the film presents a special combination of 
present and past, fostering a peculiar sensitivity 
(fushigi na bikan) that only a Japanese person can 
understand (Imamura 1952, p. 82).  
 His choice to abandon his previously held 
position on Japanese cinema indicates his newfound 
interest in the public in the postwar era, as well as a 
return with a difference to the debate on Japanese 
film, art and tradition within a socio- and 
psychocultural discourse. This is, I believe, what 
attracted Tsurumi’s attention to Imamura. 
Tsurumi’s notion of the aesthetics of people 

 A few years before he published his 
monograph on film, Tsurumi had already 
introduced his aesthetic concept, genkai geijutsu. On 
the first day of 1956, the magazine Nihon dokusho 
shinbun published an influential teidan (a form of 
public conversation) between three acclaimed 
intellectuals, concentrating on aspects of culture, 
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such as art, tradition and aesthetics (Anon. 1956). 
The first two participants of the conversation were 
Tsurumi Shunsuke and novelist Hasegawa Kōen (as 
the conversation reveals, also a person with a 
profound interest in and knowledge about 
premodern Japanese culture). The third participant 
was a philosophy professor at Hōsei University, 
Fukuda Sadayoshi, who, despite holding an 
academic post, published numerous essays and 
books that catered to nonacademics and who 
dedicated much of his intellectual vigor to 
philosophising popular culture and to popularising 
philosophy. He also dealt with film both as a critic 
and as an academic. 

The term genkai geijutsu is translated into 
English as “border art” (Kinsella 1996, p. 110), 
“marginal art (Berndt 2008, p. 303)” or “liminal art” 
(Fabian 2009, p. 34). However, neither these 
translations nor the 1956 teidan offer a satisfactory 
definition. Although it was Tsurumi who coined the 
concept, Fukuda is the one who first broached the 
topic during the conversation. Rather than 
suggesting a possible definition, however, the men 
limited their discussion to whether particular 
Japanese art forms could be seen as representing it 
or not. Among other forms, the men discussed 
ikebana and yose performances, such as naniwabushi, 
manzai and rakugo (Tsurumi 1996, pp. 136-137). The 
conversation lingered on the characteristics of these 
art forms and their different types and genealogies, 
as well as their reception via various media outlets 
and their commercial aspects. The discussion 
situated the term in the context of modern Japan and 
then specified it as a postwar phenomenon, 
hovering on the margins of both “popular” and 
“high” arts; thus, the appeal of labeling it “marginal 
art”. However, the members of the discussion 
agreed that, as a continual practice, only matsuri, the 
Japanese local festival tradition, is a proper example 
of such a widely performed art form (Tsurumi 1996, 
pp. 146-151).           
 Although the conversation did not yield any 
conclusive assertion about any of the terms 
discussed, it paved the way for a new discourse on 
popular arts and tradition, or indeed, on a modern 
Japanese aesthetic. In other words, given that 
Tsurumi labeled his general philosophy as a 
philosophy of the people (hitobito no tetsugaku; cf. 
Simon 2008, pp. 711-742), his contribution to the 
public intellectual exchange can be considered to be 
the spark that ignited an aesthetics of the people.  
Towards the cinema of the Japanese people  

 Before Tsurumi further developed his 
influential concept, he republished some of his 
essays on film in the aforementioned monograph, 
The Right to Misunderstand: Watching Japanese 
Cinema. It is not clear from the title if the 
misunderstanding Tsurumi advocates is his 
conception of Japanese cinema or his intentional 
failure to understand films in the more literal sense, 
that is, based on their narratives.  
 In the postscript, however, Tsurumi 
explains that misunderstanding is simply a problem 

of communication between the sender of a message 
and its addressee. As previously mentioned, he 
states that he was much influenced by Imamura 
Taihei, arguably by the theorist’s thesis on Japanese 
cinema. However, he adds that he wants to preserve 
a certain right to communicate his own personal 
misunderstanding of Japanese cinema (Tsurumi 
1959, pp. 241-242). This is a peculiar statement, 
given that he just equated misunderstanding with 
miscommunication; it suggests that the book 
expresses his misunderstanding of Japanese cinema 
as much as it miscommunicates his ideas about what 
Japanese cinema might be.  
 The reason for the confusion is Tsurumi’s 
preferred methodology as a professed pragmatist 
(Sato and Hanada 2000, p. 14). That is, Tsurumi 
examines a range of possibilities for the 
functionality of watching cinema, rather than the 
medium as an object of study in and by itself. 
Despite being a scholar of mass communication, for 
this project he assumes a nonprofessional 
perspective to depict his personal view of the 
Japanese film world as a representative of the taishū, 
or the broad public. This does not mean that his 
writing is purely intuitive or that he pretends to be 
a “common man” by hiding his identity as a 
profoundly knowledgeable academic. Rather, as 
Gerow points out, this was a mode of argumentation 
that “prompted bold new attempts to garner 
meaning from films” (Gerow 2014, p. 70). More 
precisely, and beyond film criticism, Tsurumi’s 
position is founded on two premises. First, he claims 
that popular cinema is a type of experience and not 
a film style or a genre. Second, he himself, as an 
individual, shares this experience with the broader 
public of Japanese viewers; therefore, he has the 
right to communicate his private experience on their 
behalf.   
From film theory to pragmatic aesthetics 

 Throughout the monograph, Tsurumi pays 
a significant amount of attention to specific films, 
provides detailed comments about their narratives 
and painstakingly lists the names of the individuals 
involved in their production. Although the book is 
not a single work, but mostly a compilation of 
previously published essays, Tsurumi re-edited 
them and placed them in a new order, based on 
careful deliberation.  
 To situate Tsurumi’s position on Japanese 
cinema, it is helpful to consider it in light of his 
theory of aesthetics. Although he did not write 
much about cinema as an art form, his views on the 
matter can be inferred by referring to the term genkai 
geijutsu, which he first introduced in the teidan 
discussed earlier. Tsurumi did not develop the 
concept in writing before 1967, when he published a 
monograph that he dedicated to the concept and 
titled it, accordingly, as Genkai geijutsu ron. Despite 
the near decade that separates it from The Right to 
Misunderstand, it is productive to read these two 
monographs side-by-side, for, despite some 
discrepancies and unavoidable complexities, the 
latter facilitates an understanding of what is, 
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ostensibly, an intentional miscommunication of his 
views on Japanese cinema.         
 However, several difficulties arise when 
these two texts are read together. One is that 
Tsurumi himself translated his aesthetic category 
into English as “marginal art” (Tsurumi, 1969, p. 7). 
In addition, while Tsurumi does list, as mentioned 
before, the Japanese folk festival as a prime example 
of this category, he places almost all of the films 
produced in Japan at the time in a different category: 
taishū geijutsu, or popular art. Thus, it seems as if 
Tsurumi’s thesis does not regard Japanese film 
culture as folkloristic in the sense suggested in 
Imamura’s discussion during the war, or as 
pertaining to Tsurumi’s own development of his 
aesthetic category. However, I would like to argue 
that, in effect, in The Right to Misunderstand, Tsurumi 
provides a description of Japanese cinema that 
inevitably causes it to fall equally into both of these 
categories.    
 Tsurumi considers genkai geijutsu to be the 
origin of all art forms and the most basic of aesthetic 
sensibility. He argues that there are two main 
meanings to this artistic category. From a 
phylogenetic perspective, he links the category with 
the notion of asobi, or play, and for the second 
meaning, he specifies children’s activities that can be 
seen as artistic from an ontogenetic perspective 
(Tsurumi 1969, pp. 7-8). As an example of the latter, 
Tsurumi names crafts, such as paper-made kabuto 
masks; yakkodako (warrior-shaped kites); and 
shinkozaiku, a type of miniature sculpture carved 
from pickles. While the cultural specificity of these 
examples is obvious, the former category seems 
more universal. After all, Emanuel Kant, one of the 
pioneers of modern aesthetics, placed much 
importance on the idea of “free play” in the 
judgment of art and cognitive perception. However, 
the Japanese word used for play in Kant’s Critique 
of Judgment is not asobi, but rather tawamure (cited 
in Utsunomiya 1994), which, beyond the 
disciplinary context, refers to playful acts or 
performances. 
 Some aestheticians, such as Nishimura 
Kiyokazu, argue that, in principle, the different 
vocabulary used in Japanese to refer to various types 
of play does not necessarily signify the 
fundamentally alternate phenomenon referred to in 
German by the word Spielraum, or the scope of 
playful actions and thoughts (Nishimura 1989, pp. 
22-25). Others, however, like Amagasaki Akira, 
argue that asobi is unique, even when compared 
with the compound yūgi, which combines the 
characters of asobi and tawamure. Amagasaki argues 
that, unlike other concepts, asobi tends to signify 
pleasure derived from mental activities; the word 
largely ignores direct references to the world 
outside the subject. This conception, he concludes, 
can be described using other Japanese terms, but 
asobi is the one that points to a certain lineage of 
Japanese thought within a specific state of affairs 
(kyōchi, a word that literally means bounded area; 
Amagasaki 1990, pp. 106-107).    

 Tsurumi, whose knowledge of aesthetics, 
both Western and Japanese, is unquestionable, 
surely selected his terminology scrupulously. His 
own playfulness on the borders of the discipline 
(which in Japan is a separate field from philosophy) 
can thus explain both his decision to use the 
culturally charged Japanese term for play, as well as 
his claim for misunderstanding Japanese cinema in 
a way that only Japanese viewers can. Tsurumi’s 
aesthetic term, genkai geijutsu, is, therefore, key to 
unpacking his theory of Japanese cinema within the 
philosopher’s broader vision of culture, art and the 
masses.  
 The term genkai geijutsu is composed of two 
words; the latter is the most common equivalent of 
the English word art. Although a full philological 
analysis would likely reveal complex undercurrents 
in the composition of this word as well, I will focus 
on the former word of the compound, which has a 
less obvious translation in Western languages. To be 
sure, marginal is indeed one such option, but not the 
only one, and in this case, not the most accurate. It is 
formed by two Chinese characters: gen, which 
usually means limit, and kai, which means border, 
society, or more commonly, world. I thus interpret 
these terms together to mean limited world, and by 
adding geijutsu, or art, realise the phrase art of a 
limited world. In this way, I use the term to refer to 
a “limited” Japanese view of art in its “world”, in 
contrast to Stanly Cavell’s approach of a “world 
viewed,” which refers to a wider view of the world 
as seen through film (Cavell 1979, pp. 24-25).   
 Similar to The Right of Misunderstanding, 
Genkai geijutsu ron, or Theory of a Limited World’s Art, 
is also a compilation of various publications. Apart 
from the first main essay, which focuses on the 
concept of the book’s title, all other essays in the 
book had been previously published elsewhere, 
even as early as 1948, years before Tsurumi coined 
the concept. Moreover, all the essays in The Right of 
Misunderstanding, including one taidan (a dialogue 
between two people, as opposed to the group 
conversation of a teidan), regard Japanese film, those 
in Theory of a Limited World’s Art do not converge on 
any specific common theme, offering instead a 
general aesthetic notion of popular culture.  
Cinema as experience 

Tsurumi opens his monograph on Japanese 
cinema with a general statement about his 
experience at the film theater, and he praises the film 
Meshi (A Repast; Naruse 1951) as an epitome of 
beauty (utsukushisa) that Japanese cinema possesses 
(Tsurumi 1959, pp. 3-4). He does not link the notions 
of experience and beauty as a single aesthetic 
concept, although he does link them when defining 
aesthetic experience in Genkai geijutsu ron. Drawing 
on John Dewey, whose published lectures from 
Harvard on art as experience were fundamental 
when Tsurumi studied there only a few years after 
the philosopher delivered them, Tsurumi (1967, p. 3) 
offers the following explanation:  

No matter how valued any experience may be, 
if esteemed as one that leaves a strong 
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impression, and if one maintains this as a kind 
of object for itself, then we can call it an aesthetic 
experience.    

Therefore, according to Tsurumi, art is an 
impression or the experience between a specific 
object and subject. As such, it can occur anywhere, 
to anyone and at any given time. Tsurumi’s decision 
to base a theory of film on his own private 
experience is consistent with this logic. Expanding 
his personal impressions into a “single theory of 
Japanese cinema” (hitotsu no Nihon eigaron), 
Tsurumi, rather recklessly, perhaps, postulates that 
“the whole of Japan is one village” (Tsurumi 1959, 
p. 9). This is not, however, an essentialist 
assumption about the nature of the Japanese public 
or taishū, but a premise about the Japanese way of 
life at the time. It is a perspective that he shares with 
several other thinkers who see Japanese culture as 
rooted in a premodern or pre-urban social 
psychology. On this theoretical foundation, 
Tsurumi then establishes his categories of art, which 
are not meant for critical evaluation, but rather for 
articulating personal and communal experiences.  
 Despite his general aesthetic conception, 
Tsurumi’s “film theory” contains few descriptions 
of actual experiences; instead, it mainly provides 
details about films’ narratives. From these, he 
speculates about certain images of Japanese social 
formations, such as Japanese men, mothers and 
feudalism, and he expresses doubts about the 
alleged discrepancy between the “high” and “low” 
arts. However, the project is of theoretical value 
from the standpoint of pragmatic aesthetics, as 
films’ narratives are the best means to communicate 
the experience of watching a film with average, 
nonacademic filmgoers. Seen in this light, Tsurumi’s 
miscommunication is such only insofar as an 
academic or professional discussion of film is 
concerned. Moreover, he does not lower the content 
of his ideas in order to cater to the lowest common 
denominator. Rather, he presents his often complex 
and insightful thoughts in aphorisms embedded 
within or around seemingly simple descriptions of 
films as stories. Thus, his self-professed 
acknowledgment of misunderstanding cinema is, in 
effect, a methodological tool that allows films to 
communicate “theory” as both a personal and 
communal experience. From this position, he offers 
a reflexive definition of cinema in Japan as a popular 
medium, based on an appreciation of traditional art 
forms: 

Popular entertainment, in addition to the 
folklore (minkandenshō) that we (watashitachi) 
grew up on, bears true possibilities in many 
directions. This does not mean that the form 
needs to be the same (for example, the rhythm 
line in haiku of five, seven, five syllables). By 
adjusting to the line of change and repetition 
that has continued until today, development 
that reflects Western modernity is becoming an 
unavoidable part of us (Tsurumi 1959, pp. 23-
24).                    

 The idea in this passage that guides him 
throughout his entire book is that of a Japanese “us” 

that he and the public share as a common practiced 
tradition, as well as a special relationship with the 
West, modernity and history. 
Film criticism within a limited world  

 Although Tsurumi often draws his 
impressions about films on an evaluative note, 
stating whether a film is “good” or not, he is not 
offering a critical assessment of cinematic qualities. 
Instead, based on his position on aesthetics, these 
conclusions should be seen as expressing his own 
private experience and impression of any given film. 
Based on these notions, he thought it plausible to 
generalise pieces of theory for the greater public.  
 One example of this small-scale theorization 
is his analysis of the 1956 war film Gunshin 
Yamamoto gensui to rengō kantai (Admiral Yamamoto 
and the Combined Fleet). As a pacifist who objected 
to his country’s actions in World War II, he finds the 
film, which portrays the war rather heroically, 
aesthetically repulsive (bitekini minikui; Tsurumi 
1959, p. 27). However, seeming to contradict 
himself, he concludes that, while he objects to the 
film politically, he “holds a favorable impression 
[bigakuteki niwa kōkan o motsu] of it” (Tsurumi 1959, 
p. 30). Thus, Tsurumi performs an assessment of 
Japanese sensitivities to the film, rather than placing 
judgment on any message the film might convey.    
 For Tsurumi, who lived through the darkest 
days of the war, the film revives difficult memories 
and images. However, in his current moment in 
postwar Japan, he sees in the film a dramatic 
reflection of a Japan that could have continued, but 
that changed for the better. As an individual, he 
condemns the film politically, but as a member of 
the public, he believes that its questionable affective 
qualities serve a pedagogical purpose (see 
Shusterman Spring 2009, p. 22); it serves as a 
warning against the “nationalistic nihilism” that 
victimized the national taishū (kokumin taishū; 
Tsurumi 1959, p. 32). In other words, as a 
cosmopolitan, Tsurumi finds the film faulty, but 
from a Japanese perspective, precisely because he 
personally objects to both the film’s theme and the 
manner in which it is depicted, he feels that the film 
achieves an important aesthetic goal by making a 
strong negative impression on the Japanese viewer, 
due to (and not despite) the features that otherwise 
would have led him to condemn it as a problematic 
cultural product.   
 Tsurumi’s theory of the limited world’s art, 
as detailed in his 1967 thesis, adds one crucial 
component to his categorisation of Japanese arts: 
production. In a clear and coherent language, he 
distinguishes three categories: pure, taishū and 
marginal arts. The first is produced by experts for 
connoisseurs of refined tastes. The second category 
is what Tsurumi simply calls, in English, popular 
art, signifying works produced by experts for mass 
consumers, while the third category, the main one of 
the thesis, refers to works by nonprofessionals and 
consumed by nonexperts (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 20-21).  



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  53 

 In addition to the simplicity of his 
categorisation, Tsurumi departs from some of his 
earlier preconceptions about the third category. 
While he still maintains that festivals are the prime 
example of marginal art, he recognises that there is 
no single formation of this tradition and that, in the 
past, festivals may have fallen into his “pure” or 
“popular” categories (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 23-25). He 
does not consider other ways to appreciate art, ways 
that could require different categories.               
 Rather than as categories of production per 
se, however, the conception that I have discerned 
from Tsurumi’s theorisation concerns a Japanese 
viewership as a limited world. Although Tsurumi 
does not promote his main concept along these lines 
in an explicit way, a few solid hints affirm such 
reading.  For example, Tsurumi provides strong 
support for this theorisation in his discussion of 
Miyazawa Kenji, a poet and author of children’s 
literature. He singles out the poet’s works as 
emblematic of “marginal arts” by a “marginal artist” 
who is also a critic of such artistic categories. In his 
discussion, Tsurumi highlights one line: “First, raise 
large aspirations for the world” (Tsurumi 1969, p. 
54) 
 He then pays attention to the word that I 
translated as aspiration (kigan), which is, indeed, a 
rather uncommon one, given the Chinese characters 
that Miyazawa uses. Tsurumi labels it as a “vision” 
for the creation of the kind of art that would belong 
in his third category (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 54-55). 
However, Miyazawa’s perception was not of the 
world at large, but rather of a limited view of his 
immediate surroundings, and of firmly and rightly 
living (tsuyoku tadashiku seikatsu seyo) in a specific 
“limited” world. Tsurumi extends Miyazawa’s 
vision from the rural world of the poet to speak 
about art in Japan as another limited case within the 
greater world. From this standpoint, it is possible to 
see a specific view of Japanese cinema through 
Tsurumi’s perception of a particular form of 
Japanese art, a view that extends his individual 
vision into a theory of a limited (Japanese) film 
world. From his personal experience, then, arises the 
view of a cinema for and by the Japanese people, 
regardless of the factors that produced, distributed 
or exhibited the world that was viewed.  
Theorising Japanese cinema as a limited art world 
 To better synchronise Tsurumi’s views on 
art and cinema, and to bridge the gap between the 
philosopher’s notion of the Japanese public and “art 
of a limited world”, it is necessary to consider his 
theories from the perspective of aesthetics. Between 
the publications of Tsurumi’s monographs on art 
and film, American philosopher Arthur Danto 
theorized one of the most influential concepts in 
twentieth-century philosophical aesthetics: the 
“artworld”. Tsurumi never cites Danto; even if he 
were aware of Danto’s work, he was probably not 
influenced by it. Nonetheless, in the same way that 
aesthetician George Dickie elaborates on Danto’s 
work as a “creative misunderstanding” of the 
“artworld”, I would like to extend Tsurumi’s “right” 
to perform a creative “misunderstanding” in his 

Right to Misunderstand, in order to accentuate 
aspects of difference and repetition in 
conceptualising the theoretical grounds from which 
to view Japanese cinema as a festival-like, 
participatory, communal phenomenon.  
 However, unlike Tsurumi’s theoretical 
framework for communication and understanding, 
my point of departure is a brief and rather tentative 
analogy by the philosopher in his aesthetic thesis:  

In terms of either verbal or other linguistic 
expressions, different types of limited words’ 
art seem to appear like an all-star cast during 
festivals. Cinema is a comprehensive public art 
in the same sense that festivals are 
comprehensive limited world’s art (Tsurumi 
1969, p. 23). 

Thus, taking Tsurumi’s words literally, Japanese 
cinema, within the combined contexts of his 
writings on film and aesthetics, is a comprehensive 
folkloric artworld. The two sentences quoted above 
are written in a transitional paragraph, before he 
moves on to draw more distinctions between his 
aesthetic categories. However, the passage reveals 
the inherent links between the pragmatics of 
communicating ideas to the wider public in a 
language they can understand, with a (perhaps 
much more telling than intended) comparison 
between a festival’s participants, as if they were a 
given film’s “all-star cast”, and audiences watching 
films in a particular cultural setting.    
 Brian Moeran (1997), a social anthropologist 
of Japan, suggests using Danto’s concept to 
contextualise the mingei Japanese folk art movement 
of the 1920s and 1930s within a social and aesthetic 
order that he pronounces, after Danto, to be an 
“artworld”. Moeran carefully delineates the 
intricate relationship between practice and theory 
behind the movement, and he uses Danto’s concept 
as a framework to specify the human environment 
in which the movement emerged and the view it 
presents for the discourse on Japanese craft and folk 
art. Focusing on a specific community of potters, 
however, Moeran ultimately limits his discussion to 
craftsmanship in the physical sense. Although he 
does not cite Tsurumi’s aesthetic categories, his 
understanding of pottery in the rural community 
that he studies would fall under the category of the 
“limited world”, since he stresses appreciation as 
much as production (Moeran 1997, p. 19).  
 Alternatively, Yuriko Saito emphasises the 
placement of a given artistic object within an 
“artworld” for its categorisation, in line with 
Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (Saito 2007, p. 
79; Walton 1970, pp. 334-367). To showcase links 
between the everyday and art as ushering in a 
similar aesthetic experience, she refers to several 
Japanese forms that, she argues, are indicative of a 
broader way to categorise these seemingly distinct 
categories. She discusses both Japanese traditional 
gardening (which Tsurumi categorises as “pure” 
art) and packaging (which Tsurumi never mentions, 
but would surely label as “marginal” art). However, 
she does not claim that Japan accommodates an all-
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inclusive “artworld” for and by itself, or that such 
an “artworld” can be formed around an 
appreciation for a given medium in a specific time 
and place. In essence, Saito argues for the expansion 
of the aesthetic notion of appreciation from a 
distinctly artistic discourse to include some 
phenomena and objects that otherwise might be 
categorised as nonart or nonaesthetic. Far more 
inclusive or radically exclusive is Katya Mandoki, 
who claims that all experience, being a sensory 
phenomenon, is, by definition, aesthetic (Mandoki 
2007, p. 35).  
 While disciplinary aestheticians are 
reluctant to ponder categorisations within cultural 
boundaries as Tsurumi does, it is Danto himself who 
provides an insightful, if somewhat vague, means to 
flexibly theorize with Tsurumi’s limited view of the 
Japanese film world. Danto explains that differences 
in attitudes towards the same object separate 
aesthetic experiences from nonaesthetic 
experiences. He mentions the famous short tale, or 
kōan, about the monk who looks at the same 
landscape, but sees it differently each time. It is the 
different vision the monk possesses, Danto explains, 
that entails an “artworld” based on epistemological 
or psychological conditions. Art, too, he argues, is 
such a method of seeing, and thus, in order to see it, 
there must be a shift of attention from the artistic 
object to those in possession of the right expertise 
(Danto 1964, pp. 579-580).  
 Although Tsurumi argues for a view by 
nonprofessionals, following Danto’s logic, in order 
to construct a view of the world of Japanese cinema, 
it is necessary to acquire the epistemological 
standpoint of a member of this world. This, even if 
it is not acknowledged as such, is precisely 
Tsurumi’s “theory”, and it is based not on academic 
or industrial knowledge, but on an intuitive, 
pragmatic, or user-level experience as a form of 
expertise.     
Conclusion 

 As the opening of the paper stated, my aim 
is not to expose theories of Japanese cinema, but 
rather, to discuss those that might aptly explain the 
inclusion of Muthu the Dancing Maharaja into the 
Japanese film world. The path opened by Imamura 
and Tsurumi, about a view of a limited Japanese 
world, makes it possible, in my opinion, to discuss 
the film along such lines.  
 The film was so successful in Japan that it 
enjoyed a longer run there than it had in its original 
country (see Matsuoka 2015, p. 178). It was followed 
by screenings of other, unrelated Tamil language 
films, such as Yajiman odoru maharaja 2 (actually 
produced and screened in India two years before the 
alleged “first” maharaja film). However, the goal of 
this paper is not centered on cultural appropriation, 
but rather, following my intentional 
misunderstanding of Tsurumi, about locating 
Muthu within a limited Japanese cinematic artworld 
(Amit, 2017).    

 Thus, the Japanese film world that 
embraced Muthu and similar Indian films never did 
so as act of opening to the world as such. Following 
Imamura’s initial speculative theorisation of 
Japanese cinema, as well as my intentional 
misunderstanding of Tsurumi’s film aesthetics, I 
argue that it was simply a matter of misconception 
that entertained the notion of a postnational or 
global definition of Japanese cinema. Instead, a 
more compelling working platform from which to 
theorize the Japanese film world would be one that 
continues to allow the appropriation of media as 
well as transnational flows today within a “limited 
artworld”, a local, festival-like communal, as well as 
participatory, realm of limitless possibilities. 
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CRITIQUE IN EARLY JAPAN: ISHINPŌ AS A CASE STUDY 
ON HOW TO READ A TEXT 

 
M. A. MUJEEB KHAN 

Early Japan is a period often termed ancient Japan 
and occasionally described as medieval Japan by 
non-specialists who opt for the terminology of the 
medieval period (ca. 500 – ca. 1500) rather than local 
expressions of periodization in an attempt at a 
global scale of study. The terminology to describe 
Japan can itself be an object of criticism, but for this 
article, early Japan will include Heian Japan (794-
1185) and the focus will be on a text from the mid-
Heian period as well as on how this text has been 
conceptualized in contemporary scholarship. 
 As with periodization, themes of 
intellectual history differ significantly based on the 
purpose and area of study. An investigation of the 
local development of customs in Japan versus an 
analysis of intercultural exchange of these customs 
could present a reader with two different 
conclusions regarding the same custom. It is often 
disciplinary boundaries or extant scholarship that 
distorts the nature of research and not the biases of 
individual researchers. For example, researching the 
history of a particular form of music in Japan might 
lead to an examination of music throughout East 
Asia or, alternately, draw attention to music and 
similar forms of artistic performance in Japan. The 
difference between these it the approach to the 
study. An oft-overlooked aspect of the late Edward 
Said’s criticism of scholarship is precisely how a 
concept or culture is situated (Said 1978, pp. 16-28). 
The task, and difficulty therein, of situating 
knowledge and intellectual traditions has been 
considered in regards to various traditions, 
including the problematization of this act of 
‘situating’ in the Islamic and Korean intellectual 
traditions (Sabra 1996, Kim 2014).   
 The focus here is to understand the issues 
that arise when attempting to situate knowledge in 
early Japan. As a case study of both the development 
of knowledge and critique in early Japan, this article 
employs the early Japanese medical work Ishinpō 醫
⼼⽅ (Essential Medical Methods, Ch. Yi xin fang). 

Before an analysis of Ishinpō and critique is 
undertaken, the article’s first section examines 
critique and essentialization to better situate the 
discussion of Ishinpō. Essentialization plays an 
important role in the discussion as both what to 
critique and how a tradition is defined are often 
demarcated by the frame of reference a study 
employs. Therefore, various issues of 
essentialization will also be treated throughout the 
case study of Ishinpō. 
Critique and Ishinpō 

 Ishinpō was compiled by Tanba no 
Yasuyori 丹波康頼 (912-995) and presented to the 
court in 984; it is the earliest extant Japanese medical 
work. At thirty volumes, it is a large, comprehensive 
work that covers various issues related to medicine, 
from traditional concepts of diseases to those of 
deontology and cultivation. Its content, however, is 
almost wholly composed of quotations from other 
works. The length of Ishinpō attests to its breadth 
and also the extent of Yasuyori’s familiarity with 
earlier texts containing medical content. The 
comprehensiveness of the text and the range of 
excerpts reveal a critique of continental Chinese 
medical literary tradition, but the emphasis here, 
though, is on how Ishinpō can be understood as a 
critique of earlier literature. How Yasuyori 
conceptualized medicine or understood these earlier 
sources reveals Yasuyori’s critique of the earlier 
continental medical literary tradition from which he 
drew approach and medical knowledge (Khan 
2016). Moreover, Yasuyori’s compilation of Ishinpō 
as a collection of sources functions as the most 
explicit extant critique of the continental medical 
literary tradition from early Japan. However, the 
concept of critique needs to be better understood. 
Criticizing earlier works or providing a thorough 
overview of a tradition are various approaches to 
the concept, but how does critique work and how 
did it exist? 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  57 

 To understand this critique, the following 
subsections will address the concept of critique and 
issues of essentialization when examining any 
tradition, especially transcultural ones as in the case 
of the continental medical literary tradition.  
Critique and Essentialization 

 Whereas the focus of this article is on 
critique in early Japan, it does not consist solely in 
an examination of direct criticism as traditionally 
imagined, but also as an exploration of how critique 
existed without explicit criticism. Geoffrey Lloyd 
(1996) has noted how approaches to criticism can 
vary between cultures. Lloyd’s case studies are the 
intellectual traditions of ancient Greece and China. 
The case of China is particularly important as early 
Japan’s intellectual heritage drew on the intellectual 
traditions of the continent. Lloyd argues that direct 
criticism was an integral aspect of scholarship in the 
Greek and Hellenistic worlds whereas, in China, for 
the very same purpose of establishing oneself, he 
alternatively notes that the practice was to 
incorporate one’s predecessors. In other words, in 
both Greece and China, the works of earlier scholars 
were manipulated for legitimizing oneself: through 
explicit criticism in the former and through 
ostensible subordination in the latter.  
 While an important facet of critique, 
criticism can also be applied to a far greater number 
of cases than simply formal analysis. Its negative 
connotation, often drawing on its colloquial usage, 
relegates the term to a context of disparagement 
rather than engagement. However, in both the case 
of the Greeks and Chinese, it was through 
engagement with earlier and contemporary 
intellectuals that scholars were able to achieve their 
status or argue their positions effectively. Although 
Lloyd’s analysis of early China and, through 
extension, the concept of criticism in early Japan 
identify a methodology of critique founded in 
engagement and appropriation of earlier sources, 
this does not indicate an absence of explicit criticism 
in early Japan, nor obviously in China. Lloyd’s 
argument should be understood as demonstrating 
that elaborate critique of a tradition does not require 
explicit criticism.  
 Larger trends in a tradition and how we 
define a tradition develop from our attempts to 
better understand the nature of these trends and the 
individuals partaking in them. Therefore, 
investigating these critiques facilitates 
essentialization, which, in the case of Ishinpō, can 
result in distortions of the actual historical realities 
during the time of Yasuyori. At the same time, these 
aspects of essentialization are applicable to how 
Yasuyori conceptualized the continental tradition 
that he appropriated as a part of his compilation of 
Ishinpō.  
 In analyzing how individuals critiqued a 
native or foreign tradition, the complexity with 
which non-essential features to the study are 
investigated remains a decision of the researcher. 
These non-essential or non-central features are often 
essentialized for purposes of simplification. In the 

case of Ishinpō, this applies both to how Yasuyori 
compiled his work and how later observers have 
considered Yasuyori’s undertaking. Here, there are 
two easily essentialized aspects of this study: the 
continent and the continental medical literary 
tradition. On the former, China and ‘Chinese’ things 
will necessarily be contrasted with what is Japanese 
and, therefore, be significant only in the context of 
Japan.  
 Similarly, the latter case of the medical 
literary tradition presents a tradition that is 
continental to identify its overseas origins. 
However, unlike China as a region or source, the 
continental medical literary tradition existed in 
historical Japan under different names, including 
kanpō 漢⽅ , a designation popular colloquially in 
contemporary Japan. In the study of Japan, there are, 
thus, two continental medical literary traditions: one 
that was understood and practiced in Japan, 
whereas the other was what was created and 
continued on the continent. The former functions as 
an actual historical reality, experienced by scholars 
in early Japan dealing with a local Sino-Japanese 
medical literary tradition whereas the latter is a 
perceived historical reality, whose accuracy is less 
important than what it conveys about how the 
continental tradition was understood at the time. 
 In particular, the main issue to be addressed 
is the reality Yasuyori faced. Historians can only use 
contemporary and later sources to reconstruct this 
reality, but to do so necessitates an exploration of 
various facts that inevitably lead to essentialization. 
Essentialization will be divided into two categories 
for ease of discussion: essentialization of the obscure 
and of culture. Both these categories and their 
subcategories are arbitrary divisions employed with 
the intent of providing a clear examination of 
various issues in the essentialization in the study of 
Ishinpō.   

The essentialization of the obscure can be 
further divided into three subcategories: (a) 
anachronistic fantasies, (b) biased readings, and (c) 
creation fictions. The first simply describes 
presentism in the reading of the past, the second 
preconceived approaches influencing how the past 
is interpreted, and the third, instead of an 
essentialization of factors due to presentism or set 
biases, is the creation of explanations that are 
untenable based on sources. In this way, obscurity 
identifies not the obfuscation of the past, but the 
inadvertent act of rendering obscure issues relevant 
and essential aspects of the past. The difference 
between this form of essentialization and that of 
culture is simply that cultural aspects did exist in the 
past, but their essentialization distorts the reality, 
that is, the weight of their existence in a society at 
any given time.  
 These issues of essentialization will be 
considered as Ishinpō is examined as a text of 
Yasuyori and a product of early Japan in its critique 
of the continental medical literary tradition.  
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Ishinpō and Critique 

 Being Japan’s oldest extant medical work is 
one unique feature of Ishinpō, but, that it survives in 
a critically edited twelfth-century recension, 
provides its readers with information on earlier 
recensions of the text (Khan 2016). The critical 
nature of the Nakarai 半井 manuscript also sheds 
light on Yasuyori’s own critical approach to 
medicine.  
 Tanba no Yasuyori was a bureaucrat 
working in the Japanese medical bureaucracy of 
Heian Japan. He held the post of Erudite of 
Acupuncture 鍼博⼠ (Jp. hari hakase, Ch. zhen boshi) 
(Hattori 1955). This bureaucracy was modeled on 
Japan’s Sui and Tang neighbors from the continent 
(Hattori 1955). It is no surprise then that Yasuyori 
operated under a continental medical literary rubric. 
That is, the medical framework he utilized 
originated in the continent as did the textual sources 
he employed in his compilation. Ishinpō is therefore 
both a work of the continental literary tradition and 
one that is distinctly Japanese. This latter point has 
been expressed best as a ‘Japanese filter’ by Yamada 
Keiji (Yamada 1997) although others have described 
it varyingly (Khan 2016, pp. 162-98).   
 As a compilation almost entirely composed 
of excerpts, Ishinpō has faced an odd fate. On the 
one hand, its preservation of numerous excerpts 
from texts no longer extant or from those with only 
later edited versions extant has made the text a 
treasure trove for philologists, historians, and others 
(Ishinpō 1984). Preserving earlier continental texts 
has led scholars studying the continent to find 
interest in the work, but Yasuyori and his 
compilation are often considered only as a source for 
these earlier works. On the other hand, as a Japanese 
work, it seen as a source for Japanese medicine or 
Japanese ideas. Neither of these approaches, 
however, appropriately considers Yasuyori’s 
critique of the continental medical literary tradition. 
Kosoto Hiroshi’s examination of Ishinpō (1996), 
Yamada Keiji’s comments (1997), a recent article by 
Jen-der Lee (2004), and other work have shed light 
on this relationship between Yasuyori, Japan, and 
the continental medical literary tradition. This has 
led to a more nuanced treatment of Ishinpō and, as 
with Lee’s work (2004), its critique of the earlier 
continental medical literary tradition.  
 With a text compiled almost entirely of 
excerpts from earlier continental texts, how can 
critique be understood? Yasuyori faithfully excerpts 
from earlier texts in the tradition and, therefore, a 
study of his critique of the tradition cannot be 
understood as one of which quotations he chooses. 
Here, Jen-der Lee’s aforementioned work is a useful 
case study of the complicated nature of enlisting 
Yasuyori’s text as a work of critique. Lee’s article is 
largely an extension of earlier Japanese scholarship, 
but focuses on women’s medicine through an 
analysis of how Yasuyori addresses and, thereby, 
changes accepted standards in the continental 
medical literary tradition. However, if Ishinpō is 
compiled of excerpts, then how different from the 

continental medical literary tradition can it be? One 
problem of this approach, exemplified in Lee’s 
article, is that utilizing one text over another does 
not detract from Yasuyori’s participation in the 
continental medical literary tradition. The question 
then becomes how he participates within it and 
returns to the essentialization of certain writers or 
works. If Yasuyori chose a less-established text or 
recipe, this simply emphasizes a broader approach 
to textual selection and in no way identifies a move 
away from the continental medical literary tradition. 
However, as Lee’s analysis shows, it does 
demonstrate that Yasuyori did not follow what was 
found in what are now considered standards of the 
medical literary tradition. This, therefore, can be 
considered an essentialization of culture. How, and 
in what way, did the continental medical literary 
tradition exist in Japan is difficult to understand 
since, while Lee’s article is informative and 
important in conceptualizing Yasuyori’s approach 
to women’s medicine, it conflates the tradition as it 
existed on the continent with how it existed within 
Japan. If anything, Lee’s work articulates the active 
nature of Yasuyori as a collator of continental 
medical knowledge, reiterating the statements of 
Yamada Keiji and Kosoto Hiroshi. 
 Even so, Lee along with earlier scholarship, 
has shown that Ishinpō is an invaluable source for 
understanding the continental medical literary 
tradition as it existed in Japan and such a project has 
been undertaken elsewhere (Khan 2016). Since an 
examination of excerpts in Ishinpō provides 
evidence of how Yasuyori appropriated the 
tradition, it is possible to utilize these sources to 
reconstruct his critique of that tradition. Jen-der 
Lee’s study of women’s medicine and Yamada 
Keiji’s of acupuncture both demonstrate how 
Yasuyori conceptualized medical literature 
differently from standard texts of the period. 
Similarly, Kosoto Hiroshi details the wide range of 
sources that Yasuyori incorporated in his text (1996). 
The following subsections therefore examine 
explicit criticism within Ishinpō that demonstrates 
Yasuyori’s critique of the continental medical 
literary tradition. 
Explicit Criticism 

 Recent research demonstrates that 
Yasuyori’s compilation was not only different from 
earlier texts in the continental medical literary 
tradition, but that his voice also exists within the 
text. This current study examines Yasuyori’s 
authorial voice as a form of criticism. His exhaustive 
exploration of the continental medical literary 
tradition is most evident in these examples of 
explicit criticism.  
 Ishinpō as a text is divided into different 
volumes, or scrolls as they exist in the Nakarai 
manuscript. Each volume consists in topical 
chapters, normally addressing a specific disease or 
condition, and it is within these sections that 
Yasuyori collated excerpts. The first example is an 
outstanding example of Yasuyori’s explicit 
engagement with the continental tradition. In 
volume three, on wind disease, Yasuyori excerpts 
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from numerous continental sources. In chapter 13, 
which deals with wind-choking, there is a note by 
Yasuyori that states: 

今案病源論雜有五噎⽽⽆聲噎⾵噎候  (Ishinpō 
vol.3 ch.13) 

今案ズルニ病源論ハ五噎有リト雖モ声噎⾵噎ノ
候⽆シ  

Now, I have found that although Bingyuan 
contains five types of choking, there is nothing 
on voice-choking or wind-choking (Khan 2016, 
p. 109). 

The Bingyuan cited here by Yasuyori is the well-
known Sui-period nosological text compiled by 
Chao Yuanfang 巢元⽅ (d. 630) Zhu bing yuan hou 
lun 諸 病 源 候 論  (Treatise on the Origin and 
Symptoms of Diseases, Jp. Shobyō genkō ron). Most 
chapters in Ishinpō volume 3 utilize Bingyuan as a 
theoretical source. However, despite the text’s 
importance as a theoretical source and its historical 
significance in the medical literary tradition, 
Yasuyori envisaged medicine that was not confined 
to Chao Yuanfang’s organization of medical 
knowledge. This is further emphasized in that 
Yasuyori collates sources for medical recipes from 
the continental medical tradition in spite of 
Bingyuan not having a section related to the 
aforementioned issue of wind-choking. Besides the 
context of this issue, there are also other aspects of 
Ishinpō that evidence this explicit criticism such as 
the information Yasuyori chose to include in the 
text, both in terms of what he did include, as in this 
example, and what he excluded like pulse theory 
(Kosoto 1996). 
 Although these interlinear commentaries 
are limited in number, they are indicative of 
Yasuyori’s critical appraisal of the continental 
medical tradition. Unlike an explicit change in text, 
this commentary provides evidence of Yasuyori’s 
participation in the tradition which he critiques. 
Other examples of Yasuyori’s explicit criticism are 
also observable in Ishinpō. For example, Yamada 
Keiji’s study of acupuncture reveals how Yasuyori 
restructures the knowledge in volume 2 on 
acupuncture and moxibustion (1997, pp. 18-26). His 
emphasis on moxibustion over acupuncture reflects 
trends in Tang-period medicine (Vigouroux 2015, p. 
107), but, at the beginning of this volume, Yasuyori 
includes a clear statement, in his voice, of why he 
chose the source and method that he did for 
organizing acupuncture and moxibustion 
(Goldschmidt 2001, p. 80).  
 Therefore, Yasuyori’s explicit criticism, in 
the form of statements and his use of information, 
reflects his critique of the medical literary tradition 
from the continent. His emphasis on certain issues 
demonstrates his own conceptual leanings, which at 
times is in opposition to accepted standards, such as 
with Bingyuan. How he structured the text also 
reveals his critique of the continental tradition, but, 
in both cases, his critique is a direct product of his 
use of and participation in the tradition. In other 

words, Yasuyori’s critique, observable is his 
collative methodology, is an engagement with the 
tradition and criticism an adjustment to it, or rather 
a corrective if considered from the perspective of 
medicine.  
Tradition and Critique 

 The tradition within which Yasuyori 
participated was not the actual continental medical 
literary tradition. He must be associated with the 
tradition as it existed in Japan. His criticisms, while 
applicable to the actual tradition on the continent, 
are reflective of his own position within Japan as a 
medical scholar and participant within a received 
tradition. It is difficult to separate the actual 
tradition on the continent from its perception within 
early Japan, especially since what early Japan 
believed the former to be is what was appropriated 
and put into practice. The existence of that tradition 
is problematic, since any definition of the 
continental tradition would essentialize it in 
contrast to Japan or some other concept of boundary 
or difference. In the case of early Japan, the solution 
to this problem is easily found in that what writers 
and compilers believed the continental tradition to 
be is also to what they responded. Yasuyori’s 
critique of the tradition and his compilation of 
Ishinpō are simultaneously two different pursuits 
present within one enterprise. As the preceding 
section noted that his critique of the tradition is also 
an examination of the tradition in addition to a work 
of medicine, this means that Yasuyori was not free 
of bias or essentialization. Stated another way, it is 
precisely because of his bias and essentialization 
that he was able to produce a critique of the tradition 
that diverged from its accepted, standard texts. 
Rather than issues of presentism or biases against 
content, it is his sociocultural circumstances that 
provided this impetus for his alternate reading of 
the tradition. This fact is not limited to Yasuyori or 
an engagement with a foreign tradition; changes 
and developments within and between traditions 
equally result from these circumstances. The 
concept of tradition is itself the result of 
essentialization, since it is an inevitable aspect of 
how a tradition changes as tradition in the context 
of Ishinpō is a term for a collection of medical texts 
authored by different people from different periods.   
 Ishinpō is as much a product of scholarly 
analysis of the received continental medical literary 
tradition as is any contemporary study of Ishinpō. 
For this reason, essentialization is a part of how 
Ishinpō is contextualized within the history of East 
Asian medicine, but it does not necessitate a linear 
connection with the tradition. Chao Yuanfang’s 
Bingyuan and Yasuyori’s Ishinpō are not only texts 
within a tradition but also approaches to medicine. 
By essentializing the tradition of medicine, the focus 
diverges from the actual conceptualization of 
medicine. Like Yasuyori’s critique of medicine, 
Chao Yuanfang’s treatise can similarly be situated as 
a critique of medical knowledge that preceded him. 
Yasuyori’s critique is not only a product of the 
tradition but a reflection of the medical reality that 
he either perceived or envisaged. If this is the case 
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for Yasuyori and other medical compilers, how 
should Yasuyori’s Ishinpō be understood? As a 
critique of earlier medical works, the answer is clear, 
but what type of critique is it? Should Ishinpō be 
understood as Japanese? This question has been 
considered elsewhere (Khan 2016), but how the text 
should, or rather can, be situated gives further 
insights specifically into the nature of Yasuyori’s 
compilation and about the way in which critique 
should be understood.   
Nature of the Text: How to Essentialize a Text 
 This final section of the article addresses 
what essentialization and contextualization mean 
for the study of a text. Through Ishinpō, it 
demonstrates the potential methods in a scholar’s 
repertoire for the investigation of a tradition. As the 
preceding sections have shown, Yasuyori’s Ishinpō 
is both a critique of the continental medical literary 
tradition and an independent undertaking of 
medicine. That is, as outlined earlier, Ishinpō can 
function as a Japanese text as described by Yamada 
Keiji’s ‘Japanese filter’ or in relation to the 
continental medical literary tradition like in Jen-der 
Lee’s work. In both cases, neither Japan nor the 
continent is excluded, but rather one is taken as the 
dominant trope in Ishinpō and the other understood 
within that context. To put it in another way, is 
Ishinpō’s Japaneseness observable in how Yasuyori 
diverges from the continental tradition? Or, is the 
continental influence over Yasuyori discernible in 
Ishinpō despite its Japanese origins? Both questions 
probe into similar issues, but the difference in their 
approach will produce very different narratives in 
response.  
 The essentialization of Ishinpō can be 
divided into three aspects: topical, tendencies, and 
the past. On topical considerations, Ishinpō’s history 
provides an example of how the interests of 
contemporary scholars have influenced the 
reception of the text. Whether this is an issue of its 
relationship with other medical texts of its period or 
the needs of contemporary scholarship. In the past 
century, the rediscovery of the Daoist medical 
classics encountered at the turn of the twentieth 
century (Rocha 2015) led to a labeling of Ishinpō as 
a work of sexual cultivation (Khan 2016). Even here, 
the question of ‘What is sex?’ should be 
contemplated, yet scholarly tendencies overshadow 
considerations of how to situate sex both within the 
pre-modern period and in the context of medicine.  
 Tendencies in scholarship engender the 
interpretation of texts in numerous ways. As the 
earliest extant and probably the first comprehensive 
medical work of Japan, Ishinpō can be considered 
the dawn of Japan’s medical literary tradition. 
However, the issue of transcultural exchange and 
Yasuyori’s appropriation of a distinctly continental 
tradition problematizes how to understand his 
approach to medicine within Ishinpō. Should these 
be understood as Japanese tendencies, a tradition set 
forth by medical writers, or simply the predilection 
of its compiler Yasuyori? Ishinpō is the work of 
Yasuyori, but how to situate the text affects how it is 
interpreted and thus contextualized.  

 Both the nature of the text and the nature of 
its tendencies can be linked to how its past is 
understood. Whereas labels and categories shaped 
how Ishinpō is interpreted within scholarship, the 
reconstruction of its past distorts how it is 
understood as a text. Its heritage in the continental 
tradition, or, rather, how it is often described, the 
Chinese tradition, creates a division between Japan 
and the foreign, but neither Japan nor the foreign are 
clear distinct entities. The difference exists only 
because of the terms. Without defining a difference 
between the two, these terms can only function as 
obfuscating Ishinpō’s actual past. For this reason, 
how a researcher conceptualizes the past then 
influences how Ishinpō is understood in the present.  
 These three aspects of essentialization occur 
at the level of researcher and do not exist prima 
facie. The reading of Ishinpō is therefore mired in its 
relationship with its interlocutors. This is also true 
of Yasuyori’s critique of the continental medical 
literary tradition in early Japan.  
Conclusion 

 This article has primarily focused on two 
issues: Ishinpō and essentialization. It has utilized 
Ishinpō as a case study of critique to understand 
how essentialization exists in scholarship, both at 
the level of text and at that of researcher. In 
particular, it has demonstrated the inevitability of 
essentialization and how it can distort the 
understanding of a text. In its final content section, 
however, the article also problematized the issue of 
tradition. Tradition, critique, and essentialization 
are all inseparable aspects of interpreting any form 
of literature. Here, the tradition of Ishinpō was 
questioned. Critique is an integral part of scholarly 
production of any period. Yasuyori’s 
conceptualization of medicine and compilation of 
Ishinpō reflect this critique of his predecessors, but 
how to define those predecessors and where to 
situate his text, it is hoped, has been demonstrated 
to be largely a result of scholarly interest. 
 In the study of any tradition, labels and 
definitions are required. The uncritical acceptance of 
these labels, however, will lead to misconstrued 
symbolism. In the example of Ishinpō regarding 
Bingyuan, it was demonstrated that this uncritical 
attitude was not shared by Yasuyori. However, it is 
important to note that even in his departure from 
Bingyuan, Yasuyori still functioned as a part of the 
tradition of texts from which it is claimed he broke 
away. Examining Ishinpō as an individual text still 
requires a consideration of the various traditions, 
which often cross-pollinated one another, and 
cultural regions related to Yasuyori’s intellectual 
heritage.  
 Although Ishinpō is a product of early 
Japan, this discussion can be applied to issues 
related to the medieval through modern periods. 
The question is not whether a tradition exists or not, 
but how those participating in what may be termed 
a tradition identify themselves. In other words, in 
the study of any text, how it is situated is largely 
dependent on the range of sources one considers in 
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its analysis. At the same time, rather than limiting a 
text’s essence, it is useful and instructive, instead, to 
provide an explicit frame of reference for its 
examination. Studies of Japan, therefore, need to be 
contextualized within both a transcultural 
framework and local arena, a fact already identified 
as a lacuna in scholarship (Kornicki 1999, p. 10).  
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MAPPING IMAGINED BOUNDARIES: RESEARCHING 

LINGUISTIC AND SPATIAL PRACTICES OF OTHERING AT A 
JAPANESE UNIVERSITY CAMPUS 

 
SATOKO SHAO-KOBAYASHI 

With the support of the Japanese government, 
universities in Japan are expected to double both the 
number of international students and the 
population of home students who study abroad. 
This would amount to hosting 300,000 international 
students and send 120,000 home students overseas 
by 2020 (MEXT 2014). Under this situation, 
“foreigners/Japanese,” “men/women,” “regular 
students/international students” – social identity 
categories including but not limited to nationality, 
gender, institutional status, language and religion 
we encounter at universities are becoming more 
diverse.  

Although social identity continues to alter, 
and the meaning of a category is hybrid in nature 
(e.g. Hall 1998), essentialization of social categories 
by highlighting the assumed specific characteristics 
tends to happen frequently in various domains from 
official governmental policies and media products, 
to university administrative decisions and 
discussion among staff and students. The impact of 
the educational environment on students’ social 
identity has been widely discussed over past 
decades from various prespectives including, but 
not limited to, social categories and group relations 
at school (e.g. Eckert 1989), race and space on 
campus (e.g. Taum 1997), second language 
curriculum and instructions (e.g. Heller 1987), and 
education policy (e.g. Dixon et al. 2000).  
 This study examines the production of 
borders between regular and international exchange 
students on university campuses. To do so, I employ 
multiple mediums to represent participants’ spatial 
and linguistic practices of identifying “us” and 
“others.” I hope this small case study reveals some 
of the possible critical approaches to understanding 
the institutionalization of otherness, which is 
detrimental to the realization of a collaborative 
learning environment among diverse students and 

to the empowerment of each student’s social and 
academic experience beyond borders or boundaries. 
Multivocality and Multilocality 
 Social identity research in geography and 
anthropology discusses ways in which people 
construct a physical space into a meaningful 
territory (e.g. Delaney 2002, Thomas, 2005), or how 
people think of a place like their hometown as in 
contrast which their current locale (e.g. Guerrero 
and Tinkler 2010, Liu 2017). Indeed, space may be 
physically, imaginatively or virtually organized, but 
it does not become a place if individuals do not 
implicitly or explicitly interact with it. Rodman 
(2012) points out that polyphonic voices, such as 
different opinions by multiple research participants 
from a demographically singular category group, 
and a shift in standpoints by a research participant 
over time or in different contexts, are often 
recognized and represented in several studies. 
However, the different relationships and meanings 
ascribed to a place, so called multilocality, tends to 
be overlooked by treating them as essentially a 
locale. 
 Moreover, Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 
claim from a sociolinguistic point of view that 
“[l]anguage is a primary tool people use in 
constituting themselves and others as ‘kinds’ of 
people in terms of which attributes, activities, and 
participation in social practice can be regulated.” In 
particular, social categories and labels are one of the 
important indicators of social boundaries, which 
enables us to see the continuous nature of group-
making by showing the insider-outsider 
dichotomization through either resisting or 
confirming one’s group membership (Barth [1969] 
1998, Bucholtz and Hall 2005). One of the concepts 
commonly used to understand differentiation 
among a seemingly homogeneous ethnic group is 
othering, “a process of internalizing the dominant 
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ideology and differentiating a particular group as 
the ‘others’ in order to maintain their own positive 
social position in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, 
class and language background” (Shao-Kobayashi 
and Dixon 2005, p.211). This othering practice 
becomes apparent and symbolic when distinct 
labels are acknowledged, shared and used among 
individuals. The use of labels and the notion of 
spatial proximity, namely territories, accelerate 
one’s assumption that the others are a homogeneous 
group. While social identity is certainly fluid, 
accessible linguistic and spatial resources impact 
and limit ways of representing and performing 
one’s own and others’ identities. Therefore, it is 
important to explore various approaches to reveal 
participants’ discursive and spatial ideologies and 
practices.   
Criticality in Research 

 A critical approach in research is important 
in every field of study. The concept “critical” is often 
interpreted differently even in academic areas of 
studies such as critical thinking which links to 
rationality (e.g. Siegel 1988), and critical pedagogy 
that focuses on the power structure of a society and 
action toward social justice (e.g. Freire 1970). By 
building on these previous discussions on “critical” 
and linking them with Butler’s gender 
performativity theory, Burbles and Berk (1999) 
explain the concept, criticality as follows:  

[Criticality is] a way of being as well as a 
way of thinking, a relation to others as well 
as an intellectual capacity…Because 
criticality is a function of collective 
questioning, criticism, and creativity, it is 
always social in character, partly because 
relations to others influence the individual, 
and partly because certain of these activities 
(particularly thinking in new ways) arise 
from an interaction with challenging 
alternative views (Burbules and Berk 1999 
p.62). 

This concept is applicable in anthropological (and 
other) research considering the implication of a 
researcher in a research context, which Labov (1972) 
calls the researcher’s paradox. In fact, it is 
undeniable that a research process, in which 
participants are asked to talk about what they 
usually may not necessarily think of, can implicitly 
or explicitly trigger reflection and revision in 
participants’ notions and actions. Indeed, data 
produced in research is interactionally created in 
response to academic stimulus prepared by a 
researcher. In other words, if a researcher attempts 
to investigate participants’ practice and 
understanding by using different research tools, the 
participants may reflect their practice and 
understanding from multiple points of views. 
Certainly, to what degree a study can have an 
impact on participants varies depending on how it 
is conducted; yet, a notion of criticality reminds a 
researcher to be extra careful, and critical of, her or 
his approach to research participants and a context.  
 

Research Setting, Participants, Pilot 
Methodological Approach 

 The Japanese Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) 
launched the project for the promotion of global 
human resource development from 2012 and the top 
global university project from 2014, which several 
Japanese universities, including the author’s 
institution – Chiba University (CU) – are part of. 
Under these projects, the universities are to 
“enhance the international compatibility and 
competitiveness of higher education in Japan” 
(Japan Society for the Promotion of Science 2016). As 
part of the extensive blue print, CU founded the 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences (LAS) (

 kokusai kyoyo gakubu) in 2015. According to 
the university’s website, this new college’s main 
feature is the blending of “global,” “Japanese” and 
“sciences,” with which students are expected to 
“make connections across disciplines and between 
current and new knowledge through a unique 
perspective of Japanese culture and technology, and 
applying that knowledge in professional and 
community life” (LAS 2015). Moreover, the college 
emphasizes international understanding and 
English language learning in its pedagogical 
approach, requiring its students to study overseas at 
least once before graduation.  
     CU also offers the Japan Program at Chiba, 
in which international exchange (IE) students study 
either in the Japanese studies (nihon kenkyū) 
program or in the international liberal arts (kokusai 
kyōyō) program, which is different from the LAS 
curriculum. Since the launch of LAS, the majority of 
IE students are affiliated with LAS except that some 
students with clear study foci are placed in more 
suitable departments. Given the increasing numbers 
of IE students in the international liberal arts 
program and regularly-enrolled CU students 
looking to study in English, CU started to offer a set 
of liberal arts courses, called Japanese Studies 
(japaniizu sutadiizu), JS hereafter, in which diverse 
students learn collaboratively in English or both in 
English and Japanese, since 2013. Due to the 
language(s) of tuition, most IE students in JS are not 
necessarily native, but are proficient in English.        
 Between 2014 to 2017, I collected data from 
ten IE students (five from the United States, three 
from Finland, two from Germany) and eight 
regularly-enrolled students from various 
departments in four of my JS courses (Race relations: 
Japanese in the US; Schooling and Diversity; Ethnic 
communities in Japan), where they engaged in 
collaborative learning with regularly-enrolled 
students. The data includes students' mental maps 
(Tuan 1975), reflection papers, in-class assignments, 
my class notes and follow-up interviews. In 2017, 
global positioning system (GPS) footstep tracking, 
using a smart phone application, was also 
conducted. Participants were asked to turn on the 
application once they arrived on campus and turn it 
off when they left or whenever it was inconvenient. 
Tracking lasted four to five days, and was then 
repeated every few months. Moreover, 18 LAS 
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regularly-enrolled students joined this study since 
2016, and I collected various data including mental 
maps, interviews, and GPS footstep tracking. 
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. I 
translated transcripts from Japanese into English. In 
this paper, I mainly focus on data by IE students and 
regularly-enrolled students affiliated with LAS to 
understand the borders and boundaries within the 
same faculty.  
 As a methodological trial to examine how 
an institutionally categorized border between 
regularly-enrolled students and IE students is 
shaped into a social boundary, this study compares 
participants’ activity space on campus through GPS 
tracking, free-drawing of campus mental maps, and 
linguistic practices of identifying “us” and “others” 
during the interviews. In recent social geography 
research, GPS data is used to understand actual 
spatial behavior in contrast to the cognitive notion 
of place as represented in a mental map (e.g. Raanan 
and Shoval 2014). As discussed in previous 
literature (e.g. Valentine 2008), physical distance 
does not necessarily generate close social distance or 
interaction. Individuals can be physically distant 
from their social or cultural group and yet feel and 
imagine connected with each other based on 
(imagined) common attributes (as in the case of the 
imagined communities of Anderson [2006]). Yet, it 
is also important to note that, according to 
Gurwitsch (1966), depending on the physical and 
social distance one feels, ways in which she or he 
perceives groups may differ: when individuals are 
or feel physically or socially close to a particular 
group, they understand it elaborately, while they 
tend to simplify differences among and within the 
group when they are physically or socially distant 
from it. It means that a physical encounter can have 
an impact on individuals’ perception of social 
distance with others, and vice versa. Therefore, this 
study investigates when and how physical and 
social crossings on campus occur or do not occur 
among participants by contrasting their daily spatial 
activities, which they may not necessarily conduct 
consciously but habitually, and their mental map 
along with linguistic data, which represent the 
participants’ awareness of spatial characteristics. 
 

 
 

“I am the other” IE students 

 As many international students may 
experience anywhere in the world, IE students 
often mentioned that they felt separate from the 
rest of the university. N voiced during an in-class 
discussion about their mental maps: “There is no 
chance or place to meet other students […] There 
really isn’t many places international students 
can go, except for CIRE (Center for International 
Research and Education) and English House” 
(2014 June 10). Indeed, due to the similar 
curriculum patterns among IE students, most of 
their mental maps and GPS tracking had many 
similarities. As described in a mental map by D 
(Figure 1), all IE students’ maps contained at least 
three places on campus: CIRE, English House, 
Life Center (University COOP). CIRE provides a 
support desk for international students/study 
abroad programs and offers Japanese language 
classes and most JS classes. IE students take them 
in this building every day, and many students 
are enrolled in JS classes also held at this 
building.  

On the other hand, English House is an 
English learning facility where coffee is available 
for students and staffs. Students are expected to, 
or at least try to, speak English as they casually 
hang out or take English language classes with 
staff. Many IE students, who are comfortable 
with speaking in English, commonly use this 
place. Although there are a few small COOP 

Figure 1 Mental map by IE student D (Apr, 2015) 

Figure 2 GPS data of IE student D (April 2017) 
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shops on campus, Life Center here indicates a 
central convenience store next to English House. 

 

 Contrasting the IE students’ mental 
maps with GPS tracking data, as shown in Figure 
2, their daily hangouts are indicated by the stars 
on the campus map in Figure 3. It is clear that 
their activity space is limited around the 
southwest edge of the campus. An IE student, H, 
was one of the few who drew a different building 
in her mental map. I asked why she decided to 
include that college building:  
 

Because I pass by this building every day 
since it is supposed to be my college. I 
wanted to take classes there, so I went in 
and asked about it. But they told me I 
couldn’t because my Japanese proficiency 
is not enough. So that was the only time I 
entered the building… I really don’t 
know what is going on at the university 
because everything is in Japanese and 
they barely send information in a 
different language (June 10, 2014). 

 
 A similar sentiment is shared by N in his 
reflection paper: “I feel I am an international 
student and I am the other at Chiba U. I wish 
there are more places where I can interact with 
different people and feel I am part of” (2014 July 
31). Indeed, IE students in this study understood 
that they are physically and socially 
marginalized and separated on campus due to 
the lack of encounters and interactions with the 
so-called home students. The limited numbers of 
regularly-enrolled students who IE students 
befriend with are often their tutors and regulars 
at the English House, who are willing to speak 
English with international students. These 
students are not always IE students’ best 
interests when they are seeking to improve their 
Japanese language skills or longing to make 
friends beyond interests in language proficiency. 
Because their academic and social anchor points 
are limited to CIE and English House, IE students 
barely encounter others except for the time they 
go to the Life Center – even then, IE students just 
“see” the home students and have no direct 
interaction with them.  

 
Gaikokujin (foreigners) and Ishiki-takai-kei (lit. 
highly conscious students): The others among 
LAS students 
 
     While IE students’ hangouts are very 
limited, there appeared to be a disparity in the 
activity space among regularly-enrolled 
students. For example, some individuals 
frequently use the English House when the 
others do not even know where international 
students are. The case of LAS students reveals 
how micro-management of othering among 
themselves impacts their utilization and 
cognition of campus, which in return affects IE 
students, implicitly and explicitly.   

 
The academic emphasis of LAS 

explained on the official website along with 
images of other kokusai kyōyō (International 
Liberal Arts) colleges and universities in Japan 
gave many incoming LAS students an idea that 
they would excel in the English language, 
participate in multidisciplinary studies and learn 

with international students on a regular basis. 
However, they soon realized that they never saw 
any international student in their department 
building (G1) or in their daily lives, much like 
other regularly enrolled students in the rest of the 
university’s departments. Y from the literature 
department reflected on her mental map and 
said, “many students in my department 
recognize CIRE and English House as places for 
international students. And they find no interest 

Figure 3 Campus map with IE students' 
hangouts 

Figure 4 Mental Map by R (LAS student, Feb 2017) 

Figure 5 Footsteps by F (LAS student, Feb 2017) 



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  66 

in them. They think it is none of their business.” 
(June 10, 2014). LAS students' maps show a 
similar pattern. For example, figure 4 above 
illustrates how R in LAS illustrates her 
department building, Life Center, English House 
with a label “foreigners (gaikokujin)” and many 
other places on campus. All mental maps by LAS 
students and other regularly-enrolled students 
describe the university campus in much more 
detailed, complex and varying ways than the IE 
students. In fact, LAS students’ GPS tracking 
(figure 5) confirms that they walk by CIE (CIRE), 
English House and Life Center daily, which are 
the core activity locations for IE students, yet 
most of the LAS students did not even include 
English House in their maps, and just one out of 
18 participants recognized CIE, while Life Center 
was commonly one of the key spots for them as 
well. Indeed, recognition of a place often takes 
more than just walking by every day.  
 
 In an interview, I asked R why she 
included English House in her mental map: 
 

Example 1: 
 
SSK:  You included English House in 
your map. Do you go there? 
R:      No... I was interested, so I’ve 
been there a few times in the beginning. 
I want to be able to speak English, you 
know. But people there are only like 
gaikokujin [foreigners] and ishiki-takai-kei 
[highly conscious people], so I felt out of 
place. It’s like you have to be super 
motivated to belong there.  

 
This interview data reveals that R not only 
marked English House as a hangout for 
gaikokujin but also for regularly-enrolled ishiki-
takai-kei students. By identifying the groups of 
people whom R imagines belong to the English 
House as “the others,” she draws a boundary 
between them and herself. In fact, most LAS 
participants who indicated English House in the 
mental maps were self-identified and identified 
by others as ishiki-takai-kei or diligent majime. 
 
 Just like many other trend words and 
concepts, the meaning of ishiki-takai-kei is not 
defined concretely or homogeneously. One 
explanation Furuya (2017) gives is that ishiki-
takai-kei often indicates individuals who like to 
use their Mac laptops at a café, are into self-
development seminars, and enjoy a fun-filled 
weekend. In the case of LAS students, being 
ishiki-takai-kei indeed shared part of the 
characteristics such as the use of Mac laptops, but 
the notion of its membership rather came from 
the group territory at the LAS students’ usual 
hangout, which is a large lecture room for LAS 
classes. LAS students used it as a common room 
during 2016 due to their college building still 
being under construction (their building opened 
in April 2017).  

 

 Figure 6 is K’s mental map of the 
common room for LAS students. As the map 
indicates, both her group and ishiki-takai-kei boys 
always occupied the front sections of the room. 
In an interview on February 3, 2017, Y, one of the 
ishiki-takai-kei boys answered how they formed 
their group and territory in the common room.  
 

Example 2: 
 
SSK:  How did you form these 
groups? 
Y:      Hm… Just naturally. Those of us 
who want to pay close attention to 
lectures sit in the front. ishiki-takai-kei 
people gathered.   
SSK:  Uh, ishiki-takai-kei. ((giggle)) 
Y:      Well, I don't think it’s 
necessarily a bad thing to be ishiki-takai-
kei. 
SSK:    That’s true.                 

 
As Y explains above, he felt it was “natural” to 
form his group because of the shared values and 
attitude toward classes. In fact, students in the 
front row may not be necessarily engaged in 
lectures actively, but teachers and students tend 
to share the notion that seating matters to 
academic identity and performance. Certainly, it 
cannot be ignored that many LAS students 
commented that specific individuals sit in the 
back rows because they are frequently late for 
classes.  
 
 Besides the value and attitude toward 
classes, another aspect to consider for the group 
formation is the impact of the curriculum. K 
reflects how she formed her group and said, “I 
am not sure… Oh I guess we were in the same 
required class when we just started as freshmen. 
Maybe around May (a month after the academic 
year began), we already had these different 
groups and claimed seats” (Feb 8, 2017). By 
befriending in the same classes by chance, they 
started to hang out outside of the classroom and 
began to stay together in the common room 
every day. As noted previously, this room is used 
for LAS majors’ large lectures a few times a week. 

Figure 6 Mental map of territory of common room 
by K (LAS student, Feb 2017) 
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Many instructors who teach in a large room like 
this tend to let students sit as they like – as a 
result, students stay in the same seats with their 
group members in and out of the class time and 
the common room becomes the students’ nest. In 
this way, the combination of these individual 
preferences and structural factors influence the 
reinforcement of students’ seating patterns, 
grouping, and territorialization by labeling and 
carving their daily places into "territorial 
preserves" (Goffman, 1971). Moreover, the 
process of group differentiation generates 
particular (and partly imagined) characteristics 
of each group both by the other groups and the 
group members themselves, which consequently 
influence their daily activities such as the use of 
English House among ishiki-takai-kei, and 
implicitly or explicitly make these behaviors and 
places boundaries that are difficult for other 
people to cross. 
 
Toward criticality: Piloting the shift of activity 
space 
 
 After the critical examination of the 
boundary formation, my colleague and I decided 
to implement small changes in the structures of 
Japanese Studies courses since 2016 academic 
year, in hope to improve the situation 
(Kobayashi, 2017). The individual preferences 
among students are not easy to tackle as faculty 
members, so we approached the structural 
factors. The soft side of the structure, such as 
course arrangements influenced ways students 
formed groups and ideologies; thus, we 
attempted to make JS classes more visible and 
available by opening varieties of JS classes 
throughout the week and publicizing them 
broadly. On the other hand, the hard side of the 
structure such as physical arrangements of 
classrooms and buildings influenced students’ 
notion of belongingness and physical encounters 
with others; thus, we held our JS courses in a 
different building on the north side of the 
campus.   
 

The temporary impact we found is a shift 

in activity space and cognition of space among IE 
students. Figure 7 is a mental map by J, a student 
from the United States. Her angle of vision is 

similar to that of D’s in figure 1, but the major 
difference is that J included the G building, 
where we offered our JS classes, and the building 
of the Faculty of Engineering, where she can take 
a few classes related to her major in English. 
Indeed, by having G building in the walking 
routine, at least IE students’ physical activity 
space became widened as shown in figure 8. 
Certainly, these small structural changes do not 
generate a quick and “magical” effect of 
eliminating students' notion of “us” and “them”; 

however, they at least contribute to changing 
students’ and others’ everyday normalized 
scenery by increasing chances of direct or 
indirect encounters.  
 
Rethinking boundaries: From “us” and 
“others” to “research” and “practice” 
 
 With issues of multivocality and 
multilocality in mind, this pilot study examined 
the spatial and discursive practices of othering 
among international exchange students and 
regularly-enrolled students by mapping their 
cognitive and activity boundaries from multiple 
angles using different mediums such as mental 
maps, GPS tracking, and linguistic data. The first 
part of the analysis revealed the match of IE 
students’ mental map and activity space, and 
how the limited activity space led IE students to 
feel separated from the mainstream, and 
marginalized as "the others." In contrast, the 
second part illustrated that LAS students’ mental 
maps and activity space did not necessarily 
correlate with each other. Instead, the data 
showed that students actively associated a place 
with a group of certain characteristics by labeling 
and territorializing it, and controlled their 
movement accordingly. The notion and daily 
practices by IE and regularly-enrolled students 
implicitly and explicitly created a boundary 
between "us" and "them."  
 

What is important to note here is the 
impact of soft and hard structural restrictions on 
students' movement along with their individual 
preferences. Given these analyses, the third part 
described our pilot approach to shift students' 
movement by arranging the soft side of the 

Figure 7 Mental map by 7 (IE student, Nov 2017) 

Figure 8 Shift in activity space among IE students 
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structure -- as a result, IE students' notion and 
activity space displayed a small but important 
difference.        
 
 Through the process of this pilot study, 
the participants reflected on their linguistic and 
spatial practices, which they usually do not even 
think of as it is rather habitual. During the 
interviews, many students made comments such 
as "I had never thought of this before" or "I didn't 
even know I do this." Indeed, the research 
process cannot be neutral (Labov 1972) – it makes 
them aware of their actions and notions. In this 
study, not only did I seek for possibilities of 
utilizing different tools to investigate students' 
multilocality and multivocality, but I also hoped 
that shedding light on the students' daily routine 
from multiple angles would make the students 
reflexively and critically ponder over their own 
spatial and discursive practices -- possibly revise 
their practices.  
 
 By critically reviewing the learning 
environment that we co-create, we may be able 
to alter, to some extent, an existing and 
unnecessary boundary. Indeed, individuals' 
micro practices are interactionally organized 
with other people, the physical environment, and 
institutional systems. Indeed, criticality is crucial 
to be pursued by, between and among students 
and academic staffs in this rapidly globalizing 
educational setting. 
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VIEWING VIOLENT EXTREMISM THROUGH THE LENS OF 

INDUSTRIAL POLICY: GOVERNMENT’S ROLE IN MANAGING 
FAITH 

 
HILARY DAUER1

Countering violent extremism (CVE) has become a 
buzz-term dominating discussions about terrorism. 
In particular, eradicating the root causes of violent 
extremism has been presented as a means to counter 
the so-called Islamic State’s recruitment. As a result, 
there has been concomitant attention paid to civil 
society and how to strengthen its resiliency to 
extremism of all sorts. However, relatively little 
attention has been paid to the role governments play 
in creating the religious milieu in their countries. To 
the extent this topic is covered at all, it usually 
devolves into facile, normative judgments.  To wit: 
some states are bad because they export extremism, 
others are good as they are beacons of tolerance and 
religious moderation, and so on. Irrespective of their 
relative truth, such statements do not, 
unfortunately, provide much of a framework with 
which to understand the relationship between 
government and religion.    
 Perhaps because the environment around 
terrorism is so politically and morally charged, it 
would make sense to look at other types of analyses 
to provide a structure for analyzing the way 
governments – especially in the Muslim world – 
approach religion.  One such approach can be found 
in the arena of Japanese studies.  Specifically, the 
work of Chalmers Johnson is potentially applicable. 
In the 1970s, Johnson took a novel approach to 
understanding why Japan was suddenly 
outstripping the United States in any number of 
economic indicators. His seminal work on Japan’s 
Industrial Policy, MITI and the Japanese Miracle 
(1982), became a lens through which American 
policy makers could understand both the tactics and 
motivations of the Japanese government.  Indeed, 
the term Industrial Policy was almost entirely 
unknown in America at the time.  Rather, there was 

                                                
1 The author is a member of the United States Foreign Service.  The views expressed herein do not reflect 
those of the United States government.  All opinions are the author’s alone.   

a mistaken understanding that because both 
America and Japan were broadly capitalist 
countries, their approach to economic policy was 
based on a similar set of principles. If that was true, 
though, why, then, was Japan able to avoid many of 
the economic plagues affecting America at the time? 
For the first time, Johnson elucidated Industrial 
Policy in English and, in so doing, introduced a new 
way of understanding diversity within capitalistic, 
market-oriented economies as well as how that 
diversity could influence economic performance. 
 Johnson (1982) had two groundbreaking 
insights. First, though capitalist, Japan’s 
government played an active role in the economy. 
Second, though it eschewed state control of 
industry, the Japanese government actively sought 
to pick winners amongst private enterprises rather 
than let the “free hand” of the market decide. In the 
years since Johnson’s work there has been much 
debate regarding the accuracy of his model for 
predicting Japanese economic success. Indeed, the 
nearly quarter century of underwhelming economic 
performance in Japan belies the fact that 
governments can do better than the free market in 
fostering economic prosperity, some argue. 
Nonetheless, the descriptive elements of Johnson’s 
thesis remain useful – even if, as some like Karl 
Zinsmeister (1993) have argued, that the 
government did not take a systemic approach to 
governing the market. Specifically, Johnson’s 
analysis provides a systemic approach to 
understand how governments play in the free 
market and attempt to influence the outcome.   
 Nearly every government in the Islamic 
world plays an active role in the religious sphere 
and nearly every Muslim majority country has a 
Ministry of Religious Affairs and/or a Ministry of 
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Religious Endowments -- perhaps as part of what 
British commentator on comparative religion Karen 
Armstrong has described as “the struggle to 
enshrine the Islamic ideal in state structures” 
(Armstrong 2002, p.163). And, just as the Japanese 
Ministry of Industry and Trade “intervened” in (the 
Western ideal of) the free market, Ministries of 
Religious Affairs involve themselves in the 
(according to the Western mindset ideally free) 
market place of faith. Moreover, they have very 
specific reasons for doing so. A plan, if you will. 
 Johnson (1982) describes Japan in the period 
from 1925-1975 as a “plan-oriented” market system. 
Johnson explains the idea of plan versus market 
thusly, “At the most basic level the distinction 
between market and plan refers to differing 
conceptions of the functions of the state in economic 
affairs” (Johnson, 1982, p.18). Johnson later asserts 
that under a plan-oriented market system, the state 
sets economic and social goals (Johnson, 1982, p.19). 
 Could there, then, be a plan-oriented 
religious sphere? It would seem Johnson’s construct 
of plan-oriented could be transposed onto the 
religious policy of the governments of many Muslim 
majority countries, where the state sets religious and 
social goals. The Syrian scholar and academic Aziz 
al-Azmeh described the functions of the Saudi polity 
as ones which “assure adherence to standard 
devotions and precepts of public puritanism” (1993, 
p. 154). Instead of a plan-oriented market for goods 
and services, there is a plan-oriented market place of 
religious belief, where the state plays a role in 
managing faith. Armstrong referred to the Pakistani 
government of Muhammad Ayub Khan (1958-1969) 
as one that aimed “to make Islam… amenable to 
state control” by “nationaliz[ing] the religious 
endowments (awqaf) [and] plac[ing] restrictions on 
madrasah” (2002, p.162). The idea the state should 
manage faith fundamentally differs from common 
conceptions of state function in the United States, to 
say the least. 
Rules not goals 
 As anyone who had even a passing interest 
in the recently concluded U.S. presidential election 
would notice, there is in fact a healthy debate in the 
United States over how much the state should 
intervene in the economy. However, Johnson never 
argued that the state in Western countries plays no 
role in the economy. Rather, he described the U.S. 
regulatory state as one that enforced rules not goals 
(Johnson, 1982, p.19). Such rules include breaking 
up monopolies and other such regulation designed 
to create a “fair” playing field. 
 Yet, industrial policy is not a policy 
designed just to even the playing field. Quite the 
contrary, the state intervenes to “pick winners” with 
specific outcomes in mind. This is what Johnson 
describes as a “goal-oriented” approach to the 
economy (1982, p.19). This state intrusion is also the 
crux behind the regulatory state vs. development 
state paradigm, the latter being the type of state that 
employs industrial policy. 

The United States also regulates religion to 
some degree by doing such things as ensuring 
freedom of religion, granting tax-exempt status, 
maintaining a division between church and state, 
and so on. Yet, the United States has no specific 
religious policy and it could be argued that such a 
policy would be unconstitutional. 

Here again, regulation of religion in the 
Muslim world mirrors economic regulation under 
industrial policy and therefore differs 
fundamentally from the American approach.  
Indeed, it could be argued that many if not most 
Muslim majority countries have a goal-oriented 
approach to religion. Clearly, the goals differ from 
country to country: promoting moderation and 
tolerance in some places while fostering greater 
religious purity and/or proselytization (da’wa) in 
others. In discussing Sudan, Graham Fuller (2004), a 
former Vice Chairman of the National Intelligence 
Council at the CIA, wrote: 

Because Sudan historically represented the 
southern borderlands of Islamic civilization, 
successive Arab-dominated governments in 
Sudan have a felt a special ‘Islamic manifest 
destiny’ in spreading both Arab culture and 
Islam into southern Sudan and deeper into black 
Africa (p. 107). 

Indeed, goals can be easily found on most Ministries 
of Religious Affairs’ websites.  The Saudi Ministry 
of Islamic Affairs website states: 

The [Ministry’s] [s]ectors of Islamic Affairs, 
Da`wah, Guidance, and Endowments have been 
among the outstanding pillars and essential 
parts of the Kingdom. Since the foundations of 
the kingdom were laid by King `Abdul `Aziz Al 
Saud and his sons after him, the Kingdom has 
established, sponsored, supported, and 
developed large organizations for this purpose, 
flourishing in the era of the Custodian of the 
Two Holy Mosques, his Crown Prince, and his 
Second Deputy Prime Minister.  
(http://www.moia.gov.sa/) 

Throughout the Islamic world there is ample 
evidence that governments pick winners, through 
the funding of religious organizations, events, and 
campaigns, in order to accomplish these goals. 
Finally, many governments in the Islamic world 
tightly regulate what can be said in the religious 
sphere. A passage from the American North Africa 
expert James D. Le Sueur (2010) describing the rule 
of Algeria’s Houari Boumediene (1965-1978) is 
illustrative of such regulation.   

Supporters, especially secularists, argue that it 
was only through this [state-centered] rigid 
control of Islam that massive industrial progress 
was achieved, and that Boumediene’s control 
over the nation’s mosques and religious 
institutions kept the Islamists under control 
(LeSueur 2010, p. 20). 

If we decouple the phenomenon of government 
intervention in faith from our values-based 
attachment to freedom of religion, we can assess that 
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such religious regulation hues closely in form to 
economic regulation. It is, for instance, rational for 
the government to pick the types of religious 
institutions that most effectively carry out a given 
policy preference. Proscribing certain types of 
extremism as apostasy is but one example. The 
American expert on Indonesian Islam Ronald 
Lukens-Bull (2005) detailed cooperation between 
the Indonesian government and the moderate 
Islamic mass organization Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) to 
counteract religious strife in the Maluku Islands in 
2000 by citing the following quote from a prominent 
NU official, “Jihad is not violence… Jihad can also 
mean struggling to make sure the Indonesian 
government meets the needs of its people, both 
Muslim and non-Muslim” (p. 125). 
Religious Bureaucracy 
The establishment of a religious bureaucracy 
follows naturally when the government picks 
winners. Johnson argues that under industrial 
policy an “economic bureaucracy is a natural 
corollary of plan rationality” (1982, p.21). In many 
Muslim majority countries, there are a massive 
number of clerics on government payrolls or receive 
some sort of government subsidy. The Indonesian 
academic Arief Subhan wrote the following about 
such trends in his nation: 

The Ministry of Religious Affairs then 
established a pilot project… in which… 
graduates were… expected to became [sic] 
ulama-intellectual, a new term for Islamic 
leaders… (Subhan 2010, p. 131). 

In addition, it would seem enforcing the regulation 
of religious speech, by definition, spawns an army 
of government officials to monitor what can and 
should be said.  In other words, the government 
needs a bureaucracy to spread effectively its choice 
of doctrine. Such has been the case in many parts of 
the Islamic world since Ottoman times, according to 
the preeminent British historian of Arab history 
Albert Hourani (2002). “Sunni ‘ulama had a less 
independent position… they had become state 
functionaries, close to the government and 
compromised by their relations with it” (Hourani 
2002, p. 458). 
All Things Political 

Finally, Johnson argues that plan rationality has a 
political basis vice an economic basis:   

Observers coming from market-rational 
systems often misunderstand the plan-rational 
system because they fail to appreciate that it has 
a political and not an economic basis.  (Johnson 
1982, p.24)   

In Johnson’s construct, political refers a conception 
of the national interest based on development that 
goes beyond purely economic motivations. Japan’s 
national interest was to free itself from quasi 
colonial unequal treaties in the late 19th Century. 
(Johnson 1982, p.37)  
 Similarly, plan rationality in the religious 
sphere also has a political basis rather than a purely 

spiritual one. A government picking one strain of 
religious doctrine over another could be interpreted 
in terms of mollifying domestic political 
constituencies.  According to Courtney Freer, a 
researcher at the London School of Economics:  

Indeed, many members of the [the Kuwaiti 
Salafist Society for the Revival of the Islamic 
Heritage] RIHS have, since the 1990s, 
enjoyed government positions and are said 
to continue to dominate the Ministry of 
Awqaf (Religious Endowments) and 
Islamic Affairs… (Freer 2016, p. 12)   

In addition, favoring through subsidies and 
regulation a religious doctrine that enshrines 
tolerance may have the political benefit of ensuring 
domestic tranquility in nations with significant non-
Muslim minorities. The Indonesian cleric’s speech 
above (Lukens-Bull, 2005) is but one example. 
Alternatively, a state that predicates its legitimacy 
on being a defender of the faithful may see 
proselytizing overseas as a key activity that 
buttresses its raison d’etre at home. One need only 
read the opinion pages of many western dailies to 
see Gulf Arab support for Wahhabism/religiously 
reactionary dogma abroad characterized in such 
terms on a recurring basis. 
 In the Japanese model, developing certain 
domestic industries with an eye to expand exports 
was done primarily because the government sought 
economic growth and wanted to increase its ability 
to expand economic power in the international 
arena (Johnson 1982). Religious concerns can be 
equally construed. A given government may want 
to incubate certain doctrines it sees as vital for the 
cohesion of the nation and/or encourage overseas 
proselytization because it is essential to projecting a 
given state’s power abroad in an anarchic world. For 
instance:  

The longtime leader of Sudanese Islamists and 
the acknowledged leader of the regime, Dr. 
Hasan al-Turabi… first built a powerful 
economic base with the indispensable assistance 
of external money from Islamist banking 
systems, especially those linked with Saudi 
Arabia (Fuller 2004, p. 108).   

Again, Hourani succinctly depicts the situation:  
[I]t was partly in self-defense… or in order to 
appeal to a wider segment of their nations that 
most regimes began to use the language of 
religion more than before… in order to justify 
the innovations which were inevitable for 
societies living in the modern world (2002, p. 
452). 

Defining the Public Good – a Case for Government 
Agency  

 One of the most dogged questions 
surrounding the framework of industrial policy is 
how to distinguish it from a more standard model of 
oligopolistic interests capturing certain 
bureaucracies. Though not applicable to all cases of 
countries that have a ministry of religion, it can be 
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argued that the state takes an active approach to 
managing religion because it believes it is providing 
a public good. Expressed another way, governments 
take a top down approach toward religion because 
they believe it is essential to the national interest.     

First, for the sake of clarity, a definition of a 
captured bureaucracy is in order.  In his Glossary of 
Political Economic Terms (online edition, copyright 
1994-2005), Paul M. Johnson describes a captured 
bureaucracy as: 

A government agency, especially a regulatory 
agency, that is largely under the influence of the 
economic interest group(s) most directly and 
massively affected by its decisions and policies -
- typically business firms (and sometimes 
professional associations, labor unions, or other 
special interest groups) from the industry or 
economic sector being regulated. A captured 
agency shapes its regulations and policies 
primarily to benefit these favored client groups 
at the expense of less organized and often less 
influential groups (such as consumers) rather 
than designs them in accordance with some 
broader or more inclusive conception of the 
public interest (http://www.auburn.edu/) 

The above definition, however, does not ascribe 
agency to the government.   
 Again, a conception of the public interest or 
good is a somewhat nebulous concept. How can it 
be defined and then shown to be a motivating 
stimulus for resulting public policy? In other words, 
it is very difficult to prove that government picks 
winners because it has a plan as opposed to 
responding to various types of corruption or other 
forms of domestic political interest. Saadia 
Pekkanen (2003) in her work on picking winners 
perhaps puts it best: 

If we rely on theories that assume governments 
are inevitably captured by political factors, for 
example, then the whole picture of government 
choices in industrial policy looks very different 
than if we believe governments are out to 
maximize national economic welfare (p.4). 

The way government actors define the public good 
may be a way to suggest agency on the part of 
government. The resulting policies can be seen, 
thereby, as "plan-rational" and not purely a matter 
of powerful interests capturing bureaucracies. 
 In prewar Japan, Johnson (1982) 
demonstrates that public interest was closely 
associated with national survival – especially within 
the Ministry of Industry. “The government began 
helping private entrepreneurs to accumulate capital 
and to invest it in ways that seemed to promote 
Japan’s needs for military security and economic 
development” (Johnson 1982, p.82). Put another 
way, Japan needed to industrialize so that it could 
build a modern military. In short, a plan was 
necessary to achieve a public good -- in this case 
national survival. 

 In fact, Johnson (1982) goes on to argue that 
industrial policy in pre-war Japan arose as a 
response to the growing influence of non-
governmental economic elites. “After, the passing of 
most of the Meiji oligarchs, genuine pressure groups 
were beginning to have a profound effect on 
Japanese governmental policy” (Johnson, 1982, 
p.84). The result was that: 

The Meiji leaders had had to confront the 
unpleasant fact that… the side effects of its 
policies were inflation, trade deficits, 
corruption, and looming bankruptcy (ibid.). 

National survival again plays a key role in defining 
post war Japanese industrial policy.  Pekkanen 
argues that, “widespread perceptions about the 
importance of technology for the very survival of 
Japan have led to a core ideological consensus 
among government officials... (2003, p.6).  
 Pekkanen (2003) did an excellent job of 
laying out both economic motivations and political 
motivations as well as the predicted results of each. 
In the economic, Japanese bureaucrats planned 
industrial policy because it would lead to greater 
economic prosperity for Japan’s post war populace. 
In Japan, bureaucrats, “…identified and selected 
certain industries for preferential promotion – 
industries that, at a broad level, were strategic 
enough to be of vital importance to Japan’s 
technological development and future economic 
welfare” (Pekkanen 2003, p.16).   
 In the political, politicians rather than 
bureaucrats played the main role. In order to 
maximize votes, politicians developed an array of 
policies that appealed to the widest range of voters. 
As such, there was no overarching plan aside from 
the narrow electoral self-interest of the individual 
politician. “Simply put, the idea is that politicians 
would make bureaucrats disburse [trade and 
industrial policies] (TIPS) in a way that consistently 
maximizes their electoral fortune, which has 
consequent, and negative, implications for 
industrial selections in line with bureaucratic 
visions” (Pekkanen 2003, p.25). In short, if we 
assume political motivations dominate government 
decision making, then “political self-preservation 
and aggrandizement” will prevail over planning in 
the national interest (Pekkanen 2003, p.23).  
 At this point it is important clarify one 
potential source of confusion. Johnson (1982) used 
the term political to mean national interest, which in 
Japan’s case meant developing itself to resist foreign 
domination. Pekkanen (2003) defined political 
interest somewhat more locally – that is 
individualized political interest of a politician or 
party.  The key point is that in either case national 
level planners had a goal in mind. Therefore, in 
actual fact, Pekkanen’s (2003) definition of the 
economically goal-oriented approach of bureaucrats 
as opposed to politicians was roughly equal to what 
Johnson (1982) referred to as political. Either 
construct posits that bureaucrats sought to achieve 
national-level goals through planning.   



 

New Ideas in East Asian Studies 2017 (Special Edition)  73 

 However, in the case of religious planning, 
there is a somewhat obscured demarcation between 
the national interest based on political concerns of 
the nation-state writ-large versus the political 
interests of a localized group or faction. 
Nonetheless, the lack of a clear delineation between 
local political interests and national political 
interests does not ipso facto negate the existence of 
centralized planning with regard to religion. 
 Indeed, many nation-states define the 
public good in terms other than economic 
development. There is a case to be made that 
politically motivated planning at the national level 
seeks to define the public good through the lens of 
religion. Hootan Shambayati’s (1994) work on oil 
rich rentier states is illuminating. Rent-seeking is a 
closely related phenomenon to captured 
bureaucracies. Rent-seeking elites exist in states that 
derive a large part of its national income from 
outside sources (Shambayati 1994, p.321). 
Shambayati (1994) cites Iran as an example is his 
work comparing it to the rise of non-governmental 
interests in Turkey. 
 Due to the massive wealth of the 
government, elites seek to gain access to it because 
they do not have an independent base of economic 
power. Though this rent-seeking activity does not 
affect economic policy, Shambayati (1994) suggests 
that it is evidence that the public good is not defined 
in economic terms. “When the government is 
financially autonomous from its citizens, conditions 
are ripe for challenging the state on non-economic 
grounds” (Shambayati 1994, p. 329). If the above is 
true, then regime survival would necessitate a 
method to respond to this challenge. “Creating 
mythologies,” as Shambayati (1994, p. 325) puts it, 
needs planning at some level. Shambayati allows 
that national survival could depend on its ability to 
reproduce religious and mythological symbols 
(Shambayati, 1994, p. 327). Though Shambayati 
(1994) still defines this process as a bottom-up 
process where the state reacts, we see the kernel of a 
plan-rational approach to religion. In other words, a 
given regime to ensure its survival needs a plan to 
manage religion. Shambayati says the state needs to 
create mythologies because the relations between 
the ruled and the rulers is defined in moral and 
ideological, not economic terms (1994, p. 372). As 
such, the public good is defined in ideological terms.   
 In the case of a religion-based plan-rational 
policy, national survival and/or coherence is often 
synonymous with the public good. In some ways, 
this fact eliminates the need to differentiate between 
a government that is responding to political 
pressure or is genuinely interested in a more 
ideologically lofty set of goals because an effective 
response to political pressure is essential for 
national survival. Responding to political pressure 
from domestic political movements is not only 
necessary for only ensuring the independence of the 
bureaucracy and its decision-making ability, but 
rather for the continued existence of a given state in 
its current form. 

 In Shambayati’s (1994) example, the Shah’s 
regime in Iran was unable to survive because of its 
inability to respond to religious demands of the 
people. Or, put another way, it collapsed because it 
had no plan for religion. Shambayati (1994), in 
essence, provides a counter example – the lack of a 
plan could lead to regime collapse. 
 The political importance of creating 
effective “national mythologies” is one that occurs 
elsewhere in the Middle East region. Youssef 
Choueri’s work on fundamentalism refers to this 
project of being of prime importance to regimes in 
the Arab world in the 1960s, “reinterpreting 
Arab/Islamic history became a public activity and 
one of crucial national importance” (1997, p. 76). The 
goal being to turn that history into, “an ideological 
weapon to be possessed, refurbished, and 
brandished in the face of opponents, be they local or 
foreign” (Choueri 1997, p. 76). Al-Azmeh makes a 
similar argument, noting that in many Arab nations, 
the state, “defines in religious terms what is 
permitted and what is forbidden…” (1996, p. 55). 
Moreover, “…whole chunks of Arab nationalist 
culture have been transformed for incorporation 
into the religious discourse… in order to shore up 
governmental legitimacy” (Al-Azmeh 1996, p. 55). 
 With regard to Egypt specifically, Al-
Azmeh writes that the nationalist regime of Gamal 
Abdel Nasser (1956-1970): 

[T]o ally themselves with social and religious 
reaction… no regime in modern Egyptian 
history has helped and supported [Egypt’s most 
influential mosque] al-Azhar, no regime has 
whetted its appetite for power, as much as the 
Abdel Nasser regime… (1993, p. 43). 

 The intricate balance of cooptation, 
regulation, and, in some cases, capitulation, 
arguably cannot happen without a plan. At the very 
least, the complexity and diversity of approaches 
suggests that those in power carefully considered 
the power of religion.  Furthermore, the result of this 
careful consideration is that in many Muslim-
majority nations there is a coordinated approach by 
government to deliver a public good; hence, the 
ministries and armies of bureaucrats. Whether the 
public good is understood to be regime survival, 
national coherence, economic development, and/or 
enforced morality, in every case there is ample 
evidence that government decision-makers 
responded to religion in a planned way.     
U.S. Policy 

 Why does any of this matter? The reason 
Johnson’s work became seminal is because it alerted 
the United States to the fact that the industrial policy 
of even friendly nations affected American 
competitiveness abroad. Consequently, much of 
U.S. trade policy from the 1980s onward became 
focused on what actions other nations undertook in 
their domestic economy and how it affected U.S. 
national interests in the trade arena.  The U.S. 
administration’s focus on “unfair trade practices” 
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such as non-tariff barriers is but one example of this 
continuing trend. 
 Though it lies outside the scope of this 
paper to assess which domestic religious policies of 
foreign nations are beneficial to U.S. national 
security interests and which are detrimental, a more 
careful analysis of how foreign governments pick 
winners in religion should lead to a clearer idea of 
the consequences. Using the industrial policy 
framework could lead the U.S. government to better 
calibrate its stance on CVE in a strategic and 
coherent way to all nations, thereby avoiding double 
standards and contradicting policy responses. Just 
as with trade policy, understanding the mechanics 
of how other nations develop religious policy will 
allow the Washington policy maker to better 
develop an array of carrots and sticks that better 
counter violent extremism.  
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