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Abstract

This thesis delves into the relationship between literature and power in
the construction and reproduction of discourses of national
representation, also called national narratives. This project explores
the theoretical and methodological mechanisms of this relationship
throughout the particular case study of analyzing how national
narratives of Japan circulate from the commentary of its literature in
translation in the United States and Spain. The focus is set on the
reception of literary works by four authors: Kawabata Yasunari,
Mishima Yukio, Oe Kenzaburo, and Murakami Haruki, in the time
span between 1945 and 2018. This body of texts is interpreted by
searching for underlying themes that travel across critical texts and
that shape a particular idea of Japan. Once this literature-based
national narrative is extracted and examined, it is framed against
hegemonic discourses of representation of Japan in the West to see

the spaces of discursive symbiosis between culture and hegemony.

Resumen

Esta tesis explora la relacion entre literatura y poder en la construccion
y reproduccién de discursos de representacion nacional, también
conocidos como narrativas nacionales. Los mecanismos de esta
relaciéon se exponen a través del desarrollo de un caso en particular: la

narrativa nacional de Japon que circula del comentario de su literatura

il



en traduccién en Estados Unidos y en Espafia. La muestra se cifie a la
recepcién de cuatro autores: Kawabata Yasunari, Mishima Yukio, Oe
Kenzaburo y Murakami Haruki, en el perfodo que va entre 1945 y
2018. El corpus de textos criticos se examina en busca de temas que
en su circulacion constituyan una idea particular de Japon que viaja
intertextualmente. Una vez identificada esta narrativa nacional, se
compara con el discurso hegemonico occidental de representacion de
Japon para ver los espacios de simbiosis discursiva entre cultura y

hegemonia.
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Statement on Style Conventions

This thesis adopts the conventional order for Japanese names: family
name before given name. This principle has been incorporated and
normalized in Japanese scholarship, but the Western naming
convention still dominates many of the texts here quoted. I do not
adopt the order for those instances in which the name appears in a

cited passage unless I deem it could lead to misinterpretation.

Following the advice of the Pompeu Fabra University’s style guide, 1
italicize words written in a language that is not English besides
personal and geographical names. Exceptions include words that have
already been included in a major dictionary (e.g., zaibatsu vs.

Zengakuren).

The first time a work published in a language other than English is
mentioned, I use its original name. In any subsequent instances in
which that same text is cited, I use its English equivalent. Japanese
titles and names are written in Latin script following the Hepburn
Romanization system. I include names in hiragana, katakana, or kanji
only in those instances in which doing so has a specific value in the
text. Titles in English and Romanized Japanese follow different
conventions of capitalization from titles in Spanish (e.g., “Yama no Oto

[The Sound of the Mountain)” vs. “El clamor de la montasia [The Sound of the

Mountain]”).



The analyzed corpus of text includes sources in English, Spanish, and
just a handful in Catalan. I translate passages from other languages
into English whenever it is necessary to include them in the text as
quotes. The reader can identify a translated fragment because it is
followed by a Roman numeral in superscript. Fach original bit is
indexed using these numbers in the appendix of original references

included at the end of this thesis.
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Introduction

Every thesis has its own particular incubation period. The present
work started brewing in the fall of 2012. I was attending a course
called Comparative Cultural Studies as part of my senior year at the
Autonomous University of Barcelona. I cherish great memories from
that seminar: an inspiring professor, a small, workable group, regular
and engaging discussions, and thought-provoking topics. During one
of our sessions, we were invited to reflect on the concept of cultural
representativeness, particularly applied to the case of contemporary
Japan. When it was time to give examples, a classmate argued for the
impossible attachment of the qualifier ‘representative’ to some of the
paradoxically most popular Japanese referents, bringing forward writer
Murakami Haruki to illustrate the case. Puzzled by his boldness, 1
asked him why he thought Murakami failed to represent contemporary
Japan. He believed Murakami’s use of Western pop culture distanced
his literature from representing this country. I replied stressing the fact
that those references considered alien to Japan are on the contrary
present in the country: pasta, wine, and classical music are not unusual
in the contemporary Japanese everyday life experience. The debate
moved on to other issues, but I kept wondering about my classmate’s
reticence to consider Murakami Japanese. It appeared like Murakami’s
literature was producing an image of Japan in his readers that seemed
to clash with at least some pre-established conceptions on this country.

How was that? What did it mean?



I have always been attracted by the role of literature in the way it
engages as a cultural agent with the construction and reproduction of
discourse. This apperceived conflict also pokes at questions involving
current ideas of nation and national identities: the recognition and
ascription of these artificial definitions as a way to frame how we
relate as political, social, and cultural communities. I realize this
subject provides with the opportunity to build a bridge between
literature and the discursively sustained idea of nation. What does it
mean to frame literature within a specific discursive environment of
national representation? The interpretation of literature seems
determined by a seemingly inescapable semiotic framework of
reference intended to describe nations. This paradigm is structured by
discourses of national representation called national narratives.
Reading and discussing literature engages with this framework of
reference but is unclear whether the terms of this mediation support
or challenge existing referential definitions. Can a discourse built from
literary interpretation question the hegemonic national narrative? Or
does it reinforce it? It appears necessary to analyze how the setting of
referential definitions relates to a system of ideological structures of
power. There is a process in which literature, discourse, and power get

entwined, and this thesis is a means to explore it.

I argue that the national narrative of Japan in the West is a great case
study to explore this phenomenon. There is a long-withstanding
tradition of attempts to define Japan and the Japanese that are always
contingent on Western political needs. Japan appears to be for the
West a preferred Other. Its discursive construction is so conveniently

crafted with differentiating traits that it greatly serves as well to the
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distressing purpose of upholding the precarious sense of a cohesive
‘Western self.” The artificiality of how Japan and the Japanese have
been represented and understood by the West can be grasped and
analyzed through a substantial amount of primary sources and critical
studies. Japanese culture has been noticeably present in Europe and
the United States since the second half of the 19" century, but
Japanese literature only reached mass readership after World War II.
As the anecdote involving Murakami shows, the mediation of cultural
elements does not necessarily translate into an immediate backing of
hegemonic definitions. National narratives derived from the mediation
of cultural agents may appear to either challenge or support a
hegemonic definition. This seems to point to a potentially flexible

nature of the threads used to weave the representation of nations.

In order to see the extent to which a literature-based national narrative
can either support or confront referential discourses of national
representation, the reception of just one author would not be
representative enough. I argue that it is necessary to design a study
that takes into account three determining factors. First, the nature of
the texts through which discourse gets reproduced. Second, the
discursive space in which the national narrative circulates. And last of
all, the temporal progression of literature’s reception. The study of a
national narrative’s chronological development reveals how these

discourses adapt to geopolitical and historical transformations.

I formulate the research groundwork for the present thesis based on
those three principles. I explore how the literature-based national

narrative of Japan in the United States and Spain relates to Western
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discourses of power. This project begins with the hypothesis that there
is at least one evolving national narrative formulated by publicly
discussing Japanese literature. National narratives are discourses
created and reproduced to sustain the image of a cohesive nation.
Literature is one of the main agents in the shaping and reproduction
of national narratives. Japanese literature in translation has closely
contributed to the shaping of discourses that describe the Japanese
nation. This thesis examines the construction of a discourse shared
and reproduced intertextually that describes Japan through the
commentary of its literature in translation. The final aim of this thesis
is to disclose how the literature-based national narrative of Japan

relates to hegemonic principles of representing this nation.

This thesis aims to provide an exploration of the nature and
implications of the relationship between literature, discourse, and
hegemony. This relationship is illustrated through the unraveling of
the national narrative of Japan in the United States and Spain. I defend
that in order to explore the way literature mediates with national
narratives, one needs to look away from the literary text and focus
particularly on its reception and circulation across specific discursive
spaces. The objective of the present work is therefore to analyze texts
that in their interpretation and commentary of Japanese literature
engage with a national definition of Japan. These texts — called in this
thesis ‘critical texts” — are book reviews, academic monographs,
popular treatises, and pieces of the same nature. I limit this case study
to the representation of Japan through critical texts that circulate in
the United States and Spain in the period that spans from 1945 to

2018. I draw up further the parameters of my analysis by looking
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exclusively at critical texts that discuss the literature of Kawabata
Yasunari, Mishima Yukio, Oe Kenzaburd, and Murakami Haruki. The
popularity in academic and commercial terms of these four writers
translates to an abundant and diverse quantity of critical texts. These
circumstances additionally make the point for considering examining

this textual corpus exemplary of the national narrative.

I would like to emphasize that this project is concerned with the
creation and reproduction of discourses built to and from a Western
space of discursive circulation. This scope excludes therefore Japanese
narratives of self-representation. The advent at the end of the 20"
century and eatly 21* century of a Japanese body of discourse that
devises an image of Japan as a homogeneous entity, usually bundled
around what scholars call the Nibonjinron school of thought, deserves
particular interest. It falls, however, outside the range set for the
present study. This type of discourses is mentioned in this thesis only
in those instances in which it mediates directly with my selected

corpus of analysis.

Choosing to analyze the national narrative of Japan offers the
exceptional opportunity to enrich this study of the relationship
between literature, discourse, and hegemony with a test of resistance
to the existence of ‘the West’ as a cohesive discursive space. I argue
that the discursive creation and reproduction of the idea of Japan is
paradigmatic in revealing how Western hegemony establishes its claim
of legitimacy through the monopolization of modernity. The territorial
and political subjugation of the project of colonialism requires a stable

justification to the paradigm of Western authority over the colonized



Other. The imperialistically enforced post-Enlightenment worldview
of considering modernity as the uncontested global civilizing force has
placed the West in a discursively assumed position of leadership. Japan,
however, was never a formal Western colony. Quite the contrary,
Japan developed in the 19" century the sociopolitical structures of
Western nation-states, and in the first half of the 20" century it
launched its own imperialistic campaign. This enterprise clashed with
the interests of Western powers, showing the capacity of Japan to
challenge the established hegemonic system. Therefore, the West’s
hegemonic national narrative of Japan gets shaped in order to disable
this country’s claims of legitimacy in conflicts of interests with

Western powers.

In this thesis, I argue that the discursive structure of Western
hegemony requires modernity to be a prerogative of the West. In
order to sustain this monopoly over modernity, Western construction
of subaltern Others is based on designing essentialized identities
exclusively constituted with pre-modern references. This blueprint of
representation disassociates modernity from the Other, proposing
subaltern identities that are incompatible with modern attributes. This
systematized process of representing the Other prevents the subaltern
to claim the authoritative legitimacy and sovereignty that the West has
associated to the project of modernity. I contend the case of Japan
exemplifies this model of designing alterity. Japan’s relative political
autonomy poses a challenge to Western hegemony, so the way Japan is
represented by the West needs to suppress the possibility of contesting
this authority. The Western discursive construction of Japan ensures

that the commitment to modernity of the Japanese is permanently
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questioned by limiting the features that define this nation to pre-

modern cultural referents.

I assume skeptically the terms ‘West’ and ‘Western’ in this thesis. I
work with the premise that ‘the West” emerges in the construction and
reproduction of national narratives as an acritical, indeterminate, but
yet operationally valid identity that serves to bind a shared space of
discursive interaction. In order to study and reveal the mechanisms
through which ‘the West’ is formulated as a cohesive identity, it is
necessary to overcome the particularities of any individual nation in its
one-sided ascription to the Western label. To meet this end, I suggest
a comparative analysis of discourses from different national sources
that self-embrace the characterization of being part of the West. When
read together, texts from the U.S. and Spain articulate a discourse that
assumes the existence of a presumed ‘Western self’ to which both

nations claim to belong.

The point of analyzing texts from these two selected national sources
is to try out the hypothesis that there is a unique shared national
narrative of Japan in the two countries that operates assuming the
existence of ‘the West.” If that is the case, studying the national
narrative of Japan would also provide valuable insights on the
mechanisms of a system of representing alterity that has constituted
one of the main pillars of Western hegemony. Conversely, if the
present study produces two distinctively identifiable national narratives
of Japan, one circulating in the U.S. and one in Spain, it would mean
that the creation and reproduction of national narratives is determined

by the particular discursive environments of each nation. I believe that
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any of these two possible outcomes justifies putting forward the
present study as an analysis of texts that circulate within two
identifiable national spaces. The selection of these two countries is not
arbitrary. Both the United States and Spain have a different historical
relationship with Japan while simultaneously being presumed nations
that fall under the umbrella of Western idiosyncrasy. Comparing the
way the national narrative of Japan is generated and circulates in the
United States and in Spain creates a suitable combination to test
precisely the flexibility and potential vulnerabilities of the West as a

shared discursive space.

This thesis is divided into four chapters. I devote the first one to
introduce and develop the necessary conceptual and methodological
frameworks of this project. It presents the theoretical background of
reference for the study of the relationship between literature and
national narratives. In this section, I do a state of the field survey of
key concepts from nation studies, reception studies, and the
relationship between hegemony and discourse. This exercise sets the
required definitions to further discuss the way literary texts are placed
with regards to a discursively mediated background of reference. I
address then the design of the methodology employed in the
preparation and development of the selected case-study. This is aimed
at eclucidating the rationale supporting the study of the national
narrative of Japan in the United States and in Spain through the
analysis of critical texts commenting its literature in translation. In the
next part, I elaborate a historical overview of the hegemonic national
narrative of Japan in the West. I develop the argument that the

hegemonic definition of this country has been constructed around the
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defining axiom of questioning Japan’s ascription to modernity. This
discourse has allowed the West to claim legitimacy in conflicts of

interests throughout history.

Chapters 2 and 3 correspond to the setting up of the literature-based
national narrative by analyzing the intertextual discourse built from
and transmitted through critical texts commenting the literature of
Kawabata, Mishima, Oe, and Murakami. This analysis is divided into
two periods: “In Peace We Prosper,” which goes from 1945 to 1989,
and “The Great Bewitchment,” from 1989 to 2018. A brief historical
outline introduces each section and a summary of the main

characteristics identified on the national narrative closes it.

Finally, the last chapter of this thesis puts together all the results of the
intertextual analysis and draws the conclusions of the study. This
section is devoted to dissect and evaluate to a full extent the terms of
engagement between the literature-based national narrative of Japan
and hegemonic representations of this nation. I believe the present
thesis offers the opportunity to push forward significant and
substantiated considerations on a rich variety of subjects that orbit
around the complex yet compelling relationship between literature,

discourse, and power.






CHAPTER 1:

IT IS ALL ABOUT THE FRAMEWORK

1.1 Theory, Methodology, and How to Do This

1.1.1 Theory and Methodology

Before delving into questions regarding the theoretical and
methodological framework of this thesis, I would like to make a case
for the appropriateness of analyzing discursive dynamics between
power and culture through the paradigm of the nation. The debate
over whether the time of nations is coming to an end (or has already
ended, and we are invited to “think ourselves beyond the nation,” as
Arjun Appadurai said)' was triggered at the end of the 20" century.
Discussions on the effect of globalization popularized the ensuing
emergence of concepts like ‘transnationalism’® or ‘postnationalism.””

Although it can be argued that there is an ongoing process that

! Appadurai, “Patriotism and Its Futures,” 411.
2 Robinson, “Beyond Nation-State Paradigms,” 561-594.
3 Bennet, Multicultural States, 231-32.
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attempts to transfer effective international sovereignty to the actions
and decisions made by transnational agents, there are grounds to
defend the idea that we still live and act within a system of nations.
One has only to take a look at some of the most recent geopolitical
issues to come to this realization. As of the year 2019, for instance, the
European Union is unable to make any significant steps from
economic to full political coalition, mainly due to the clash of interests
between its constituent nation-states. The United Kingdom
withdrawing its membership illustrates the abiding weight of
prioritizing the idea of national self-determination, but it is far from
being an exception to the rule. The rise to institutional power of
secessionist movements in Scotland and Catalonia questions the long-
term stability and even actual viability of multinational states. The rise
of xenophobic, far-right parties in regional, parliamentary, and
presidential elections across countries like France, Germany, Italy,
Hungary, Austria, Spain, Greece, or the Scandinavian states endangers
at every turn the near future of the so-called European project. Many
of these parties are openly Europhobic, protectionist, and spouse
policies that are intended to reignite internal debates over ideas of
national identity and citizenship. On top of it, the management of the
media-styled refugee crisis originated in the Mediterranean coast has
meant the confinement or death of thousands of people, raising
questions about the feasibility and even morality of not-so-border-free

spaces like the Schengen Area.

Recent and ongoing military conflicts such as the civil war in Ukraine
had nationalism as one of the main ideological justifications and

legitimizing forces mobilizing groups and splitting communities. The
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outcome of the last presidential election in the United States has
proven the effectiveness in convincing the majority of an electorate
under the banner of openly nationalistic rhetoric. The political
environment that categorizes the Trump administration is widening
the social rift over clashing interpretations of the country’s national
profile with no closure in sight. In Latin America, the defense of
national sovereignty against foreign intervention, particularly from the
United States, has been for decades a topic of conflictive concern
between the fluctuating power parties in the continent. Several
attempts of economic and tame political integration like ALBA have
been tested, but the reach and efficiency of these initiatives get
contested for the same reasons projects of this nature are not fully
crystallizing in other regions. In the FEast Asian area, optimism
regarding the ASEAN initiative has cooled down in the past few years.
Apart from periodical summits and conferences, regional politics are
again mainly directed and managed on a state-to-state basis.
Furthermore, governments have gotten used to the manipulation of
national sentiment to put pressure on advancing their own
international trade agendas or when they want to distract the attention
from domestic controversies. This is shown for instance every time
the ever-present ghost of Japan’s imperialistic past is brought into

question by China, Taiwan, or South Korea.
Academic debate over the concept of nation usually starts by making a

distinction between the political definition (which from now on I will

refer to as nation-state) and the cultural definition (from now on,
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nation).” The nation-state is generally defined as a political body with a
government recognized by the populations from within and without a
geographical boundary. The nation, on the other hand, is a group of
people who believe they have bonds based on shared history, values,
and in some instances also a shared bloodline. John Hutchinson
points out that the nation aspires in principle to achieve political
sovereignty by means of acquiring its own state. Each nation seeks this
autonomy to ensure that the policies issued to regulate social behavior
are based on a common system of norms and have the group’s best
interests in mind. Nationalism emerges as the nation’s expression of
the desire to achieve a state of its own and takes the shape of cultural
and political activism. Once the nation has already achieved its own
state, nationalism surfaces now and then to maintain political
sovereignty and assert the nation’s identity in times of need (wars,

plebiscites, and even sports competitions).

The process through which a group becomes a nation is another
subject of dispute. For theorists like Ernest Gellner, the nation is a
civic-based community, a political entity that came to light in response
to the conditions of modernity. The group gathers around a new set of
civic goals and values, which constitute the basis for this new social
arrangement. Gellner considers in this regard irrelevant any dispute
over cultural and ethnic differences. At odds with this interpretation
and in the other side of the spectrum, thinkers like Anthony D. Smith
regard the nation precisely as an ethnic community. For them, the

group establishes its boundaries on biological descent, shared history,

41 based this overview of national studies on the works of Hommi Babha,
Immanuel Wallerstein, Ernest Gellner, Eric J. Hobsbawm, and Anthony D. Smith.
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and a common ethic system. The ethnic-based nation is less inclusive

and tends to consider the group as a big family.

This dichotomy should be taken into account merely as a historical
inquiry on the origins of the nation. Nowadays, most nations are
actually considered “a blend of [the] two dimensions, the one civic and
territorial, the other ethnic and genealogical in varying proportions,”
leaving the issue of group boundaries “problematic and uncertain.”
Benedict Anderson and Eric J. Hobsbawm go so far as to stress the
idea that nations are not essential units but cultural constructions,
historically bound as a product of modernity. Terms such as ‘imagined
communities’ (Anderson), ‘invention of tradition’ (Hobsbawm) or
‘daily plebiscite’ (Ernest Renan) have become axioms of national
studies. Accepting the cultural artificiality of nations should not
mislead us into treating the nation as obsolete. On the contrary,
highlighting the cultural aspect of the creation and reproduction of the

nation proves helpful for the analysis of its inner workings and effects.

The nation, whether ethnic or civil, built on history or a cultural
construction, is always sustained as a cohesive group through the
generation and reproduction of structural discourses known as
national narratives. Renan referred to national narratives as “those
traditions of political thought and literary language [that create] a large-
scale solidarity.”® The national narrative, as Anne-Marie Lee-Loy says,

“sets out [the nation’s] cultural boundaries of belonging”’ by selection

5> Smith, National Identity, 15-41.
6 Ernest Renan, “What is a Nation?” 297.
7 Lee-Loy, Searching for Mr. Chin, 27.
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of the preferred nation’s classifying attributes. Simply put: national

narratives are national identities turned into discourse.

The problem that every nation faces with the creation of a national
narrative is precisely the impossibility to incorporate all interpretations
into a single version of the nation. The group in power aspires to
shape a hegemonic narrative that would support a version of the
nation that legitimizes its position of dominance within the
community. At the same time, however, the community produces
multiple counter-narratives that go against the hegemonic narrative
and against each other. This is what Homi Bhabha considers the
incomplete signification of the concept of nation which, according to
Lewis Wurgaff’s interpretation, is trapped in the “ongoing desire for
an ‘imagined community’ undercut by the very conditions of its
enunciation.”® The definition of a national identity is in a state of
constant upheaval caused by tensions between the hegemonic
narrative and different counter-narratives, all of them trying to cast
their own narrative of a nation’s identity. It is essential to understand
that both national narratives of the self and the Other experience the
same tensions between hegemonic and challenging discourses. The
differences between narratives of the national self and the national
Other are not structural, as both are shaped and reproduced alike

through the joint interaction of institutions.

I believe materialist scholarship offers at this point more useful tools
to further delve into the analysis of the relationship between discourse

and institutions. Where schools of thought like the interactionists

8 Wurgaf, “Identity in World History,” 83.
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believe institutions to be the product of society self-regulating their
interactions for the sake of operational legitimation, materialists
defend that institutions have a more complex and mediated
architecture. Institutions are to be understood grouped together as a
combination of two branches. On the one hand, coercive apparatuses
such as the modern state and its constitutive powers. On the other,
the so-called ideological apparatuses, which opt for subjugation and
persuasion of public and individual will. Antonio Gramsci’s
identification and differentiation between the two institutional
domains blossomed in his definition of ideological domination
through what he called ‘hegemony.” Hegemony controls the public
sphere through social and cultural agents to ensure the dominance of a
class. Raymond Williams extended Gramsci’s ideas to introduce

performativity in the expression of hegemony:

[Hegemony is] A whole body of practices and expectations over
the whole of living: our senses and assignments of energy, our
shaping perceptions of ourselves and our world. It is a lived

system of meanings and values.’

Louis Althusser believed like Gramsci that hegemony was forced
through a binary system of execution: the state apparatus, which is
directly controlled by the ruling class, and the ideological state
apparatus, which is constituted by agents of authority that work with
apparent autonomy but which exist in a situation of interdependence
with the state. Educational organisms, the church, the mass media, and

the arts enforce and reproduce the ideology of the dominant class and

9 Raymond Williams, Marxisn and Literature, 110.
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shape the consciousness of the subject to accept the domination of
the existent power. It is possible to include as a relatively recent
addition to this list the role of corporations in the reproduction of
ideology. Corporations may not author texts that reproduce ideology
in the fashion of other traditional institutions, but they have direct
ideological influence through their strong ties with state apparatuses
and can oppress, promote, or mediate discourse through the economic

intervention of circuits of discursive transmission.

Williams took Althusser’s ideas and polished around the edges. For
him, hegemonic institutions (what Althusser called ideological state
apparatuses) do not work to legitimate the dominant class in such an
explicit way, but rather operate in manners which legitimate hegemony
itself. Hegemonic institutions exist in a self-legitimizing system which
naturalizes authority and integrates opposition as part of a stable status
quo. Briefly put, it is essential to take into account the ideologically
charged nature of institutions and how they constitute the basic
structures of modern power. This applies to whether they work as to
sustain a vertical system of class dominance or to maintain a system

where authority is in itself the only goal.

Based on these definitions, I argue that the relationship between
institutions and discourse determines the difference between
hegemonic national narratives and counter-narratives. A discourse is
to be considered hegemonic whenever it is mediated by state and
ideological institutions because its content legitimizes the power that
holds the hegemony. National narratives, in their essence as discourses,

follow the same logic. A national narrative may legitimize the actions
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and decisions of power, but content is not enough for a discourse to
be considered hegemonic. It is in its circulation and mediation through
state and ideological institutions that the discourse/national narrative
reproduces and reinforces the ideology of power and therefore
becomes part of the hegemony. Dominant powers change, the
decisions and actions of power change, the structure and type of state
and ideological institutions change, and the ways hegemony is
manifested and exerted change. Discourses of legitimation adapt, and
it is only when and if their relationship with institutions is that of
reproduction of dominant ideology that they are to be considered

hegemonic.

Hegemonic national narratives can be traced and analyzed circulating
from and within ideological institutions like the mass media and the
education system, but also public official cables and documents. The
discourse of the hegemonic national narrative gets shaped and adapts
through time and circumstance to keep up with the shifting needs of
power. In this sense, it is important to understand that the hegemonic

national narrative is not a particular discourse, but a type of discourse.

Any discourse that is not aligned with the power’s needs and purposes
and tries to challenge its dominance can be considered a counter-
narrative. Contrary to what Althusser suggests in considering that
ideological institutions (ideological state apparatuses in his
terminology) only reproduce dominant ideology, I defend a variation
of William’s model: counter-narratives, like hegemonic national
narratives, also circulate through state and ideological institutions like

education or the mass media. In their content and relationship with
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institutions, however, counter-narratives do not reproduce the
ideology of power, but instead, these discourses offer interpretations
that challenge the dominant ideology. They are defined by their
confrontation to the interpretation of power, and although potentially
constituting of their own ideological body, do not hold the same
relationship with institutions that power does. Counter-narratives,
however, oppose the discourse of power but are nevertheless integral
parts of the same structure. The system of hegemony is sustained and
even reinforced by the existence of counter-narratives. These
discourses challenge the legitimation of dominant ideology, but
because they are also embedded and mediated through institutions,
their existence remains within the rules of the system. Counter-
narratives aspire to take over the control of institutions. A change in
the dominant powers might turn a former counter-narrative
hegemonic. This is an important element to take into account when
hegemonic and counter-narratives are discussed in this thesis: when I
say a discourse/national narrative challenges the hegemonic national
narrative, it means the discourse conflicts with the circumstantial
ideology of power. Counter-narratives, as they are understood and
studied in this work, do not challenge the system of hegemony

through which they operate.

To sum wup: in order to identify whether a particular
discourse/national narrative becomes part of the hegemonic national
narrative, one has to analyze whether in a comparative analysis of its
content, the relationship with the actions and decisions of state and
ideological institutions is that of legitimation. If, on the contrary, the

national narrative proposes a challenging and alternative interpretation
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to the one defended by the dominant power, we are dealing with a

counter-natrrative.

One of the most important cultural agents operating with ideological
institutions in the construction of national narratives is literature.
Literature’s intermediate position as a means of simultaneously being a
vehicle, a catalyst, and an arguable source of discourse makes it an
essential piece in the construction and reproduction of every possible
ideological iteration of the nation. Literature and the nation are
intertwined by a complex system of production and circulation which
can be boiled down to two models. On the one hand, there’s the
explicit linkage of production and canonization of a literary text to a
particular nation. On the other, I suggest there is also a more complex
mediation of implicit associations, unavoidable semiotic framings, and
discursive circulation that also places literature in dialogue with

national narratives.

Explicitly national literature is commonly the first thing that comes to
mind when we are asked to reflect on how literature and nationalism
are intertwined. This literature encompasses any type of fiction
conceived by the author with an open nationalistic agenda that aspires
to create or contribute to the telling of a particular national narrative.
This literature is natural of emerging nation-states and throughout the
20" century has been present mostly but not exclusively in

postcolonial countries. As Fanon describes it:

National literature takes up and clarifies themes which are

typically nationalist [...] it is a literature of combat, in the sense
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that it calls on the whole people to fight for their existence as a
nation. It is a literature of combat, because it molds the
national consciousness |[...] because it assumes responsibility,
and because it is the will to liberty expressed in terms of time

and space."’

We can find examples of this kind of explicitly national literature
around the globe: Ayi Kwei Armah’s Two Thousand Seasons, José Rizal’s
Noli me Tangere and The Reign of Greed, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight'’s
Children, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Lu Xun’s The True Story of
Ab Q, or Clorinda Matto de Turner’s Aves sin nido.

More often than explicitly nationalistic literary works, we find texts
which have been wused retroactively as foundational pillars for
nationalistic movements. This has been common practice for aspiring
and even established nations since the Romantic Germans fused
nation, literature, and language in the idea of Volksgeist. The
intentions of the author are in those cases disregarded or simply
ignored. The text becomes subjected to a historical reinterpretation, a
canonical investiture for the collective national imagination which
places it in key inaugural moments or paradigmatic turning points of
the nation’s historical journey. These texts are explicitly national not
because at the moment of its conception the author intended them to
the cause of nation-building, but because the national community, in
its search for cultural and historical legitimation, refers to them as
sources of cohesive records and highlighted pieces of a nation’s

narrative.

10 Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 240.
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Examples abound and are an interesting endeavor to select. From the
works of Homer to Dante, Shakespeare to Cervantes, Murasaki
Shikibu to Ahmad Khani, or the ‘rediscovery’ of Beowulf, The Tale of
Igor’s Campaign, The Song of Roland, and other national epics. Literature
and nationalism are joined together through the constantly reevaluated

process of canonization.

So far, literature and the nation have established a relationship
anchored on the acceptance of explicit and openly established
historical foundations or political intentions. The association which I
am going to explore now, however, is based on implicit and arguably
ineludible connections, and 1 call it ‘unintentionally nationalist
literature.” This relationship has as principle the idea that regardless of
whether or not the artwork is produced with a nationalistic ambition,
the nation remains the unavoidable background and environment of
its production and reception. Literature is framed channeling and
reproducing the ways the group acts as a nation and is taken

representative of its ascribed identity.

Early on I described how nationalism is a process with stages: first, it
is the nation’s expression of a desire to achieve a sovereign political
body — the modern state. Once this objective is accomplished,
nationalism remains as a means to sustain this perception of the group
as cohesive in the face of challenges and generational replacements.
Michael Billig calls the first kind of nationalism, the politically charged,
‘hot, and the second, ‘banal’ ‘Banal nationalism’ is a passive,

everyday-grounded representation of nationalism. According to Billig,
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nationalism is not only a conscious, openly manifested act of
ascription to a particular nation, or the political activities aimed to
achieve a nation-state, but a veiled, backstage form of keeping an
established national identity. For this author, regardless of whether or
not the members of a community are concerned over their
nationhood, everyday life habits need to be also understood as
expressions of their national identity. Billig refrains from the idea of
national identity as an emotional manifestation and places it in the
realm of social behavior, a “form of social life rather than internal
psychological state.”'! Banal nationalism, therefore, “far from being an

intermittent mood in established nations, is the endemic condition.”"

National identity is not only imagined as Anderson suggested but at
this point also enters the realm of the performed, the mundane and
subliminal of everyday acts and practices. Because we live in a world
of national framings, the national is not only expressed but also
recognized and experienced in ordinary customs. Even the most
unseemly trivial conventions potentially become a manifestation of an
identity facet — similar to what already happens with other social

identifiers like gender, race, or class.

What is the role of literature in this process? I suggest that readers
interpret literary texts through the unavoidable scope of nationalism.
Given that texts can be either explicitly charged with nationalistic
intentions or unconsciously produced within a ‘banal’ national frame,

the reader’s symbolic order ineluctably comprises national

1 Billig, Banal Nationalism, 24.
12 Thid.
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(de)codification reactions. Such a reading is then reflected in the
shaping of national narratives of the national self and the national

Other.

Albeit the process of creation of national narratives of the self and the
Other is essentially the same in this system, some differences must be
acknowledged. First, national narratives of the self tend to be less
homogeneous. The hegemonic narrative is put more often into
question by multiple counter-narratives, motivated by the clash of
different power struggles in the constant need for the group’s identity
reformulation, as Homi Bhaba points out.” National narratives of the
Other, although not always unique, are liable to become more
consistent and uniform. This may be due to the relatively minor
number of politically confronted parties that are involved in the
creation of images of the Other, a fact that is interesting in itself and
that would benefit from a dedicated insight. Second, as Billig stresses
in his work, once nationalism goes from ‘hot’ to ‘banal,” it becomes
almost invisible. The rendering of the in-group’s definition into a
national narrative is less explicit. Our nationalism is forgotten, but it
always remains present through the nationalism of the other. The
mere process of identification and formulation of the Other’s national
narrative is proof of existence of the natural counterpart, the group’s

discourses on the self.

There has been scholarly work done on how the national Other has
been represented in literature. Hugo Dyserinck, Joep Leerssen, and

Manfred Beller flagshipped a discipline of comparative literature called

13 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 300.
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‘imagology.” At the end of the 20" century, imagology appeared as the
most prominent attempt to systematize into a field the process of
representation of national identity through literature. I would like to
discuss some of the key points of this discipline, highlight its most
useful remarks, and explain why and where my proposed method

differs from an imagologist approach to the same issue.

Imagology is the critical analysis of national stereotypes as represented
in literature. It studies the origin and function of other nation’s
characteristics as expressed textually through works of literature, travel
books, and essays. Imagology studies the formation and reproduction
of stereotypes that take the shape of mental images of the Other
(hetero-images) and ourselves (self-images). For the imagologist,
stereotypes are not based on reality but on an intertextual net-system
to which they refer to and which maintains them." The stereotype’s
signifier is not the nation it tries to represent but the previously stored
image of the same within this intertextual social scheme. In this sense,
texts are always contrasted against a background which constitutes the
intertextual frame of reference, and from this contrast, one can see
whether they endorse or challenge the existing stereotype. A text
becomes engaged with this system of stereotypes through the figure of
the ‘trigger,” which is the textual element that serves as a link between
the text and this semiotic system. For instance, a German character in
a story complaining about his Italian friend always coming late triggers
the system of stereotypes about both nationalities. The origin of this

intertextual framework of reference is apparently untraceable; it

14 Teerssen, ““The Rethoric of National Character,” 280.
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emerges from social consensus and is integrated through the process

of socialization.

Leerssen believes the future of the discipline lies in what he calls ‘the
constructivist turn.” The time of cataloging the stereotype is over, and
the scholar should focus on the relationship between text and the
intertextual framework. The imagologist should now study how the
discourse of national characterization is accepted by the reader,
engaging with the triangular disposition of the whole process of
national representation: the text, the intertextual framework, and the
reader. There are no clear instructions on how to conduct this study.
Leerssen sends a warning about the problem of generalizing and
advises the prospective researcher to avoid striving to establish a single,
model reader, while still acknowledging constant narratives. He does
so to stress the dynamism of the phenomenon across history and
context and to prevent future scholars from falling as their

predecessors did in the trap of essentialism.

There are some useful insights I share with the imagologist approach,
but at the same time, there are also some differences that distinguish
my proposal from this discipline. First, imagology uses the term
‘stereotype’ primarily to refer to the represented national identity. I
believe however this already defines the breaking point from
imagology and a methodology based on the study of discourses. The
relationship between literature and national narratives is dynamic and
in constant dialogue. The stereotype, however, is a term not only
tainted by the implication of conscious falsehood of the national trait,

but also static and untraceable to any given point of historical, political,
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or cultural reference. Stereotypes defy fluid discourses, and I defend
the idea that literature and national narratives are in a constantly
reevaluated relationship. I opt then for the term ‘narrative’ as it aims
to reinforce the idea of representation as a discourse in a continuum,
while ‘stereotype’ can be atomized to a single trait and be wrongly
isolated from the context. This is not only a question of semantics but
of overall approach: by focusing on ‘narratives,” I stress not only the
constructiveness but also the discursiveness of national representation.
Second, while both methodologies rely on the intertextual framework
of reference, the one I propose goes beyond the literary paradigm and
engages with the narrative of national identity as constructed from
different cultural sources. Whereas the imagologist bases its analysis
only on what a literary text represents, the proposed methodology
traces the national narrative since it departs from the text and
circulates within a community of readers. Finally, although
imagologists seem to work with the hegemonic narrative, I am also
interested in playing out the tension between hegemonic narratives
and challenging narratives, as all of them can be mediated by

literature-based discourses.

Edward Said’s consequential work Orientalism is archetypal of another
variation on the study of the construction of the cultural Other
through literary works. Its influence in the field and in any further
attempt to analyze discursive representations has a longstanding reach.
In Orientalism, Said explores how Western imperialism devised a
discursive structure that identified and signified the East in order to
justify political hegemony over it. The East is put together from a

series of conventional tropes: the exotic, the mystic, or the ‘feminine’
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(sic). The West (and here Said mainly focuses on the interventions and
cultural manifestations of the United Kingdom, France, and the
United States) builds at the same time an identity by contraposition —
the rational, the modern, and the ‘masculine.” Said’s work (and by
extension, any other that followed his example on the matter) is
mainly based on the study of how literary pieces depict ‘the Oriental’
by a means that he calls ‘strategic formation:’ “a way of analyzing the
relationship between texts and the way in which groups of texts, types
of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referential
power among themselves and thereafter in the culture at large.”"” As T
will prove later, the same process must be followed to study the
national narrative, given that discourses can be retrieved mainly
through a process of intertextual analysis very similar in essence to the

one Said suggests.

There are, however, three main differences that separate his
methodology from the one that I propose, and that in the end suppose
a critical divergence between the two projects. First, Said’s literary
texts are written by Western authors, for a Western audience, about
the East. Literary texts from the East and their reception are not taken
into account, because Said is focused on the representation of the
Other by members of an in-group. On the same line, the reception of
literature in translation and the role it plays in the construction of
national narratives are mostly — if not completely — overlooked by him.
The only gaze that matters is the one forged by local material, without
the express influence and impact of cultural imports. Lastly, Said tries

to approach Orientalism as an explicit and almost planned

15 Edward W. Said, Orientalism, 20.

29



construction. Although he is aware that deliberate agency is
misleadingly evident with historical hindsight, he works under the
assumption that the discourse is, for his argument’s sake, a willed work.
National narratives are products of a combination of explicit (‘hot’) or
implicit (‘banal’) nationalism. My focus is on the effects and
consequences of discourse explicitly avoiding dealing with the always

uncertain field of intentionality.

We finally get to the point in which it is necessary to readdress and
answer the two main questions put forward at the beginning of this
section and which define the proposed methodology: how is the
process through which literature mediates with national narratives?
Moreover, how can we identify a literary-based national narrative that
circulates within a specific community of readers? In order to do so, 1
will produce a brief review of concepts and ideas from reception
theory that prove helpful in unraveling the mechanisms behind the

literary relationship of text, reader, and community.

Where traditional hermeneutics and New Criticism saw that meaning
was to be found in the text, and that the task of readers was to identify
and reveal it, reception theory emerged to question text-centrism and
strengthened the role of the reader in the process of interpretation.
Wolfgang Iser believed texts did not have a unique meaning but a
relative number of potential meanings that the reader had to grasp
through the act of reading itself. This approach offered an initial
explanation of why texts can produce different interpretations when
approached by different individuals. Iser believed the number of

interpretations — that is, the flexibility of subjectivity — was

bl
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conditioned by the structure of the text itself. The role of the text
changed for Iser: it did not provide meaning but determined the
number of possible interpretations a reader could extract. His
colleague of the Constance School Hans Robert Jauss, however,
thought meaning was not conceived by the phenomenological act of
reading as Iser believed, but by the intervention of social and literary
conventions. In what Jauss called ‘horizons of expectations,” he
suggested that readers interpret texts unavoidably conditioned by

cultural codes and their particular historical conventions.

Both Iset’s and Jauss’ approaches base the generation of meaning in
the personal interrelation of the reader and the text. For Iser, the
structure of the text conditioned the reader to produce a number of
interpretations. For Jauss, the conventions the reader establishes with
the text when compared to others or with the metafictional nature of
the text were the real source of meaning. Stanley Fish brought a spin
to these ideas and popularized reader-response theory in the United
States by placing the reader as the sole producer of meaning. For Fish,
meaning happens neither in the text, nor in the relationship between
reader and text, but exclusively in the mind of the reader. Fish defends
that readers need besides linguistic and semantic competence what he
calls literary competence, and which is, in fact, a culturally taught
familiarity with literary and social conventions. These conventions are
shared by what he names ‘interpretative communities.” According to
Fish, these communities pre-structure any possible meaning produced

by each individual act of reading.
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This led critics to argue that such an interpretation opened the doors
of extreme relativism. If the community produces a set of rules and
conventions that determine the reader’s interpretation, what makes a
reader ‘decide’ which one to impose from the potentially available?
Fish’s answer circulated around the idea of acceptability to a group.
He suggested that readers offer interpretations that would potentially
be accepted under the system of internal cannons determined by the
community. For Fish, readers cannot escape their communities; they
can only change the nature of their statuses. This solution might be
perceived too essentialist as it still retains the production of meaning
to the relationship between text and reader through the allusion to
intertextual conventions and literary codes. In addition, it avoids
entering into the more complex question of structural configuration. If
we accept that the interpretation of texts is subjected to social

conventions, where do these conventions come from?

Reached this point, we need to take into account also the means by
which a text is produced and circulates in order to properly
understand the processes of reading and interpretation. For literature
is a social act and also a social phenomenon, individual readings are
conditioned by the way literature is configured within our modern

social structures.

Where does literature fit into this system? For the materialists, the
institution of literature (production and reproduction of literary texts
and literary commentaries) is an agent of hegemony. Terry Eagleton
maintains that the conditions of literary production already reproduce

and legitimate the functioning relations of the society where they
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belong. Bertolt Brecht and Walter Benjamin referred to these
structural conditions when they suggested that no revolutionary theme
in a novel or a play would change society or confront authority as long
as it was produced using the same institutions, means of production,
and artistic conventions of the dominant class (the bourgeoisie in their
criticism). ' Etienne Balibar goes even further and asserts that
literature acts in itself as an expression and vehicle of the dominant
ideology and therefore subordinates the reader to comply with the
logic of hegemony. For Balibar, ideological institutions like the school
system get empowered and authorized to define and judge literature so
that its circulation can reproduce and legitimate the dominant class’
claim of power. Readers are passive consumers and reproducers of
ideology, as long as literature is subjected and part of the ideological

apparatus of the dominant power in a society.'’

I believe it is possibly too extreme to deprive readers completely from
their agency in the mediation of texts. While the acts of reading and
interpreting texts have proved to be conditioned by the social nature
of literature’s production and circulation, whether they necessarily
contain and transmit hegemonic discourses can be up for debate. Such
a deterministic understanding leaves unresolved the existence of both
literature produced and circulating outside the hegemonic institutions
and of literary interpretations that appear to confront the hegemonic
discourse. Reading must be able to produce alternative interpretations
to the dominant ideology so that the stable status quo of integrated

oppositions that Williams describes can be possible. This does not

16 Hohendal, Building a National Literature, 29.
17 Tbid., 22.
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contradict literary interpretation’s dependence on ideological
frameworks, as readings would be defined by their positioning in the
engagement with hegemony: either supporting or opposing dominant

ideology.

Literature’s role in transmitting national narratives is determined by a
two-stage process: one of reception and integration, and another of
circulation. The first step happens in the private dimension, the act of
reading by the individual. I argue that readers willingly or involuntarily
produce a national reading of literature by an extension of the
aforementioned embedded semiotic system of functional and
interpretative meanings that can be called the paradigm of the national.
Readers receive and decode texts to contrast their particular

interpretation against a background narrative of national references.

Any literary text, just because it is framed in the current paradigm of
the national, is susceptible to a national reading. In the case of
explicitly nationalistic works, this type of framing is easier to justify, as
for the political message to be conveyed, authorial purposes tend to be
evident. However, I claim that a national reading is possible also
regardless of the original intentions infused in the text. The
unavoidable scope of national significance conditions the reception
and interpretation of literary texts. Readers interpret texts by their
engagement with the social phenomenon of literature and national
narratives, which is unavoidably embedded in a system of ideological

institutions.
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The reader identifies or registers textual performances and associates
them with a particular national narrative by contrasting the text against
a background of reference. This background is the discursive
framework in which the hegemonic national narrative is cast and
ingrained, and which serves as a bank of content. This structured
cloud of signifieds gets activated by signifiers present in the literary
text. What actually makes the study of national narratives an ever-
ongoing endeavor — and which is related to the proposed mixed
nature of subjectivity and social dependency of reading and
interpreting texts — is the fact that this engagement is not necessarily of
endorsement or an inseparable liaison as traditional semiotics would
consider. It works instead as a call for allusion and comparison
between what the texts show as typical of a nation and what the reader
believes is so. This is based on the tension between knowledge
decoded directly from the text and reproduced knowledge derived
from the cloud of signifieds — that is, the hegemonic national narrative.
This is the process through which readers identify and frame literary

texts within or against hegemonic national narratives.

Individual readings, however, can only be understood from a research
point of view as a necessary first step. A personal reading would be
the basis for justifying a personal interpretation of a piece of literary
work. In order to analyze national narratives, however, it is necessary
to take an intertextual approach. In this aspect, I use the term
‘intertextuality’ as a variation of the way Julia Kristeva popularized
when referring to the dependence of text for the mediation of social
and cultural codes (for instance canonical texts, genre conventions,

texts by the same or similar authors) to recognize and ascribe meaning.
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This refers to the identification of meaning only present and made
visible through the analysis of a selected body of texts. The main stage
in the process of transmission of national narratives by literature is, in
the end, circulation. For an interpretation to be studied in relation to a
broader context of reference and influence, it requires having been
expressed as text. Whenever authors establish a link between the piece
and national identities they are in fact proving the existence of reading
in terms of the national and, more importantly, engaging in the

reproduction of national narratives.

There is a second essential premise. Since national narratives in their
nature as discourses are socially shared assets, any contribution that
could be considered supporting or challenging the hegemonic
narrative has to be a text present in an already established circuit of
exchange and circulation. In this thesis, I call this kind of documents
‘critical texts.” Book reviews, newspaper articles, editorial blurbs,
academic treatises, or popular studies are the most common critical
texts. In these texts, literature is discussed. In many of them, literature
and the nation are linked. When analyzed intertextually as a
constellation, a multifocal, multi-source discourse, the national
narrative becomes visible. It is the sum of repeated themes, a running
argument that could be understood as a picture only visible when

connecting the dots.

The circle is completed: national narratives are originated, sustained,
and reproduced through not only the creation of literature but its
reception and discussion within a system of ideological institutions.

National narratives (both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic) can be
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traced interceding in the creation of literary texts, in the creation of
critical texts, and in the relationship of critical texts with a system of

hegemony.

The task of the researcher of national narratives is, under the present
scope and sticking to the proposed working framework, a mix of two
profiles. The first one is the methodical gatherer, that who
systematically and meticulously knows where and how to identify the
critical texts that are going to be the perfect sample for a case study
from the virtually unmanageable heap of documents. To research,
however, is 2 human endeavor, and no human can read it all. It is of
most important significance to be able to recognize and single out
those critical texts that can be justifiably referential to the study of a
particular national narrative; that is, to add the editorial element of
qualitative discrimination. Some authors, because of their popularity or
out of circumstantial relevance, create more impact in their reception
and generate a larger amount of critical texts. It could be argued that
texts that relate to them are more prone to show the nature of national
narratives and to mediate in their shaping and reproduction. National
narratives are also historically bound, so taking a look at how they
evolve through time by way of focusing on the impact of popular
authors during specific eras is also a useful criterion to be taken into
consideration. In the end, what the researcher wants is to have a
relevant, substantiated, and manageable body of critical texts that is
able to provide the nature of a national narrative, its relationship to
hegemony, and its development as a discourse throughout the years.
The second profile is, then, that of the attentive interpreter, the skilled

analyzer. The nature of this study is textual, and while texts are the
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main source of information, they are always embedded in a context of
reference that must never be overlooked. The unearthing of national
narratives is, at the end of the day, also a commentary on social,

political, and intellectual discourses.

In this section, my argumentation has been devised to move from the
general to the particular. It has gone from big, rivers-of-ink-producing
concepts like nation or nationalism, to the specific relationship
between literature, national narratives, and hegemonic ideological
structures. It has also progressed from the abstract (musings about
performativity and semiotics) to the pragmatic (how to identify the
texts to analyze the circulation of national narratives). I will try anyway
to recap the main ideas developed in this section. In order to claim
and support any group’s cohesive and coherent identity, communities
produce discourses of representation called national narratives. I call
the national narrative promoted and supported by the structures of
power the hegemonic narrative, and those narratives that challenge
and contest the definition and position of the hegemonic narrative,
counter-narratives. Literature mediates with hegemonic and counter-
narratives. On the one hand, there is openly political national literature,
which explicitly works for group engineering given either the texts
ascribed purpose or due to national canonization. On the other hand,
there is ‘unintentionally national literature,” which is literature that
engages with discourse through the unavoidable interpretation of in-

text performances within a paradigm of national codification.

Readers construe textually-encoded signifieds as representative of the

portrayed nation’s character and identity. The individual interpretation
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of a literary text is contrasted against the hegemonic frame of
discursive knowledge on each particular national identity. In this
contrast, the reader can judge whether a text endorses or challenges
the traits proposed by the hegemonic national narrative. Each of these
individual national readings is, if expressed in the shape of texts
publicly available to the whole of a particular community, part of an
intertextual discourse that can in itself be constituted as a national
narrative. This literature-based national narrative is its own collective
interpretation. It constitutes the shared product of a number of
individual readings on a body of literature and on the discussion of
this literature. Same as with individual readings, this literature-based
national narrative can be analyzed as challenging or supporting the
hegemonic national narrative, producing in the study of the
relationship between these two discourses valuable commentary on
the role literature can have in the shaping of a community’s ideological

structure.

It is fair to point out the trials and questions that this framework and
methodology still has to address. First, one must be always vigilant and
try to adapt to every specific situation. This methodology cannot be
designed to aspire to universalism, because that is not only impossible
but extremely discourageable. It might be obvious but it needs to be
stated: specific cases may require specific adjustments in practice. On
the other hand, the core concepts of the relationship between
literature and discourse are not affected by this cautionary attitude,
and a flexible methodology is, in most instances, a positive thing.
Second, textual circulation behaves in a different, still unstructured

manner in the age of the Internet. A more concise and universal-
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aspiring way to approach this question must be carefully thought soon
better than late. Scholarship done on the typology and nature of
ideological institutions and agents of discursive reproduction has been
centered on long-time protagonists of the modern nation-state: the
press, the school system, the legal system, the church, and so on.
While many of these institutions have taken the Internet as a platform
to where migrate their practices, reach, and effect — as this thesis has
taken into account when creating its corpus of texts to be analyzed —
the wide web has created new spaces and players that mediate in the
reproduction and preservation of hegemony whose functions have yet
to be assessed. Social media, for instance, could be considered a
potential ideological apparatus that produces and puts into circulation
texts that can have an impact on national narratives. Ralph Schroeder,
for instance, has recently explored in his work Social Theory after the

Internet its ability to alter an ideological landscape.

The methodological challenge of such platforms and agents is to be
found on their relatively short historical reach, as these agents have
been around for just a few years. Related to this problem is the issue
of volatility. During the advent and popularization of the Internet for
the masses, personal blogs, chat rooms, and forums were the preferred
media of expression and circuits of transmission of online texts. It can
be argued though that these past years their weight and relevance has
been decreasing as the spotlight turned to social networks. My
impression is that only with time we will be able to discern which
agents become and get consolidated as ideological institutions. Texts
linked in production and circulation to purely Internet-based

hegemonic institutions will then have to be assessed and taken into
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account when producing a more accurate analysis of national

narratives.

To analyze literature-based national narratives demands from the
researcher knowledge on the emitting literature history and tradition,
the receiving reader community’s idiosyncrasy, and the relationship
between both nations at large. The task is testing and the need to
provide with the most accurate analysis not short of demanding.
However, the reward can be bountiful, for not only there is much to
learn from this exercise, but I also believe it is the duty of every
contemporary researcher to seek, unveil, and strip naked every
discourse that influences our thinking and behavior. For in awareness

and understanding, there’s a chance for improvement.

1.1.2 Approach to the Present Project

Having explained the theoretical and methodological framework that
will be developed and implemented in the present thesis, I would like
to offer now a detailed account on the criteria for the outline and
execution of the selected case study. This exercise is designed to meet
the two research objectives of this project. First, my work will analyze
how Japan is depicted and described in the United States and Spain
when its literature is discussed, looking for shared tropes that circulate
in the problematized discursive space that we call ‘the West.” Second,
once this national narrative has been revealed and explained, I will
move to describe how it engages with the Western hegemonic scheme

of reproducing Japan. This last exercise is aimed at exploring whether
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the literature-based national narrative is framed supporting or

challenging the discourse of power.

My body of texts is composed by pieces that meet three essential
criteria: they need to discuss literature at length, establish a
relationship between the commented literature and the nation the
literary text is assumed belonging to, and be in an already established
circuit of transmission. I identify published material such as newspaper
and magazine articles, academic journals, academic books, and non-
specialized readers as texts that meet these requirements. They
constitute the formal type of sources from which I draw the

aforementioned national narrative, and 1 call them ¢ritical texcts.

Critical texts are selected and classified according to the project’s
particular needs in four subcategories: based on the community where
the national narrative circulates, on the historical period of the
national narrative in development, on the specific authors discussed in
the texts, and on their intended targeted audience. It is according to

these criteria that I justify the settings of the current case study.

I have chosen to explore the national narrative of Japan that circulates
in the United States and Spain for several reasons. On the one hand,
each of the two countries has a differentiated community of readers
with its own social and political particularities, along with their
idiosyncratic historical relationship with Japan. At the same time, the
U.S. and Spain share enough traits to be potentially considered part of
a greater discursive space customarily called the West. The United

States still holds a strong cultural influence over the Western world,
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while hosting the most significant amount of Japan-related literature.
Spain serves as a counterbalance to avoid U.S. particularities to pass as
universally Western. It is close enough to the U.S. to be entangled in
the so-called Western tradition. At the same time, there is a
considerable distance that makes each country preserve its own
distinctive characteristics. The differences between each country in
their historical relationship with Japan prove substantially useful in
testing the establishment of narrative motives potentially shared by the
West. For instance, whether or not the Spanish think of the Japanese
as former foes can be attributed to the U.S. success or failure in

defining the national narrative of Japan in the West.

I organize the body of critical texts in two historical periods. This
division is based on the political and cultural relationship of the West
and Japan and to patterns and tendencies in the publication of
Japanese literature in the United States and Spain. I call the first period
“In Peace We Prosper” and it spans from 1945 to 1989. During these
decades, Japan and the West strengthened ties through the needs of
economic and strategic collaboration. The United States occupied
Japan during the first seven years of the period (excluding Okinawa,
which still holds U.S. military bases). During the 1960s to the 1980s,
their relationship was determined by tensions regarding trade
imbalance and Cold War policies. In the case of Spain, Franco’s
disdain towards Japan marked the relationship between the two
countries, with relatively lasting effects after his death. Spanish
hegemonic position went from indifference to bandwagoning other

Western powers’ diplomatic agenda with Japan.
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The second period, which I named “The Great Bewitchment,” begins
in 1989. The Showa era, an epoch still tainted by Japan’s imperial past,
ends with the passing of Emperor Hirohito in January of that year.
The crowning of his son Akihito started the Heisei era, whose motto
has been openly pacifistic. This change of calendar, which may seem
merely symbolic, affects how Japan wants to portray itself and how it
is indeed represented. Three years into the new epoch, the Japanese
financial bubble bursts and sends the country into a spiral of perpetual
recession. The export of economic and industrial goods has been
gradually replaced by the distribution of cultural products, with
literature holding a significant role in the matter. I have selected
critical texts published up until the end of 2018, spanning therefore
almost completely the reign of Emperor Akihito, as he set on the 30"

of April, 2019 the last day of the Heisei era.

In the establishment of this periodization, I have prioritized the reach
and existence of Japanese literature in the United States and Spain
over the historical relationship these two countries had with Japan. A
summary of the political and cultural relationship between Japan and
the West since 1868 up until the end of World War II will be explored
in section 1.2. In that part, I also take the chance to briefly summarize
the way Japanese literature reached these two countries and the most
significant texts that contributed to the hegemonic national narrative.
Up until the second half of the 20" century, there were very few texts
that discussed Japanese literature, as the number of works that
disembarked in the West was scarce. This body of texts was limited to

the rare historiographic literary work or the more sophisticated and
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obscure essay intended for and produced by intellectuals, artists,

connoisseurs, and the budding circle of experts on Japan.

The number of works of literature in translation substantially
increased throughout the years after the end of World War II, and
with it, media attention producing book reviews and articles.
Academic interest in Japanese literature flourished especially in the U.S.
thanks to the investment put by a wartime need of understanding the
former foe. These scholars promoted the creation of new departments
of Japanese studies at U.S. universities. This circumstance constitutes
the biggest difference between the United States and Spain.
Japanology has had a stronger tradition in the U.S., while Spanish
scholarship has only in the past thirty years seen its proliferation in the

production of autonomous academic work.

I have chosen to analyze texts that discuss the literature of four writers,
two for each period. The promotion of Japanese literature in
translation has been historically author-oriented, with works promoted
based on the reputation and popularity of the novelists — or the
similarities and differences between them. There are some exceptions
too, like the interest on the Japanese noir or Japanese science-fiction
as popular genres, but these are recent trends and so far they hardly
constitute a historical pattern. During the “In Peace We Prosper”
period, the majority of published works belong to two authors:
Kawabata Yasunari and Mishima Yukio. Their popularity among

readers and scholars is unparalleled during their time.
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A very similar case happens in the second period, “The Great
Bewitchment”. Despite the hastened multiplication of Japanese
authors being translated in the past thirty years, two main figures
gather most of the attention: Oe Kenzaburé and Murakami Haruki.
Just like Kawabata and Mishima, they are the most prominent
novelists of their generation. The similarities between the two pairs of
authors are striking: Kawabata and Oe received Nobel prizes in 1968
and 1995, while Mishima and Murakami have played the role of
favorite horses in the betting pools of the same award. Mishima and
Murakami are popular, best-selling authors that appeal to wider
audiences. Kawabata and Oe are considered more complex and
cultured reads, with a smaller sales volume but a more homogeneous
critical reception. On top of this, while Kawabata and Oe reached in
the peak of their career the status of writers of the literary
establishment, Mishima and Murakami have been perceived to an
extent as outcasts, more trendy (if possible) abroad than in their

country.

In this selection, I must acknowledge the process of ruling out other
potential authors. Writers like Tanizaki Jun’ichiro, Abe Kobo,
Yoshimoto Banana, or Rya Murakami have also been very popular in
these two countries during their respective periods. The selected four
novelists, however, have produced a larger body of texts than these
counterparts. The aforementioned parallelisms one can make across
Kawabata, Mishima, Oe, and Murakami also play a notable role in
their selection when projecting a comparison between the national

narratives at each period.
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The act of reading and interpreting texts is also conditioned by two
elements: the social structures of textual production and circulation,
and the specific background of each reader. As a basis for the creation
of the corpus, this project acknowledges that the target reader of a
newspaper article is not the same target reader of an academic work.
The present thesis functions under the premise that the target reader
of an academic work is a specialized reader and therefore she has or
has had access to more critical and in-depth knowledge of Japan. Tony
Bennet also points out the importance of academic training and
literary awareness when interpreting texts. Although I do not agree
with Bennet in considering that popular reading is an untrained
exercise, it is safe to assume a possible distinction between the
formulation of meaning from texts devised by and for scholars and
those written with a general reader as intended target. The insight of a
specialized reader could hypothetically influence the placement of
Japanese literature in contrast with existing national narratives. As a
final criterion in devising this body of texts, I draw a distinction within
the mass of selected critical texts by splitting each author-defined
corpus into two subcorpora: mass-audience-targeted texts and

academia-targeted texts.

In terms of practical scope, I limit the range of each subcorpus to a
practical set of sources. For mass-audience-targeted texts, I select
pieces that discuss the literature of the aforementioned authors
appearing in a confined assortment of outlets singled out following the
combined criteria of wide-spanning reach on their respective markets
and their tradition of featuring cultural criticism. In the United States,

I look at pieces published in The New York Times, The Washington Post,
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The New York Review of Books, and The New Yorker. In Spain, I draw my
selection from texts appearing in ABC, La Vangnardia, and E/ Pais.
This selection is supplemented by a review of readers, biographies,
and popular treatises published for the general public on the literature
of these authors. For academia-targeted texts, the pool of potential
sources is narrower. I look at monographs, chapters in collaborative

works, and articles featured in peer-reviewed journals.

To sum up: I study the national narrative of Japan through an analysis
of motives present intertextually in texts that comment Japanese
literature by linking it to Japan. I call this type of documents ‘critical
texts.” I organize my whole body of critical texts into four corpora.
Each corpus compiles the critical texts associated with one of the
selected authors whose literature is discussed. The four corpora are
arranged into two historical periods: “In Peace We Prosper” (1945-
1989) contains the corpora associated to Kawabata Yasunari and
Mishima Yukio; and “The Great Bewitchment” (1989-2018) covers
Oec Kenzaburé and Murakami Haruki. This study works with the
hypothesis that the construction of the national narrative might be
determined by the context of production, circulation, and target
readership of critical texts. Therefore, each corpus is concurrently
divided into two subcorpora: mass-audience-targeted texts and
academia-targeted texts. The intertextual analysis is conducted both
thematically and regarding its historical evolution. Once the national
narrative is identified, I look closely at its traits, its development, and
the differences across corpora and subcorpora. The ultimate step of

this work is to see whether the literature-based national narrative is
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framed challenging or supporting the hegemonic national narrative of

Japan held in the West.

1.2. A Hegemonic Principle to Bind Us All

British best-selling novelist and imperialism apologist Rudyard Kipling
left India on 1889 headed for London on a world tour. On his way to
U.S. shores, Kipling stopped in Japan, where he wrote for The Pioneer a
series of chronicles that would be edited and published ten years later
in his wotrk From Sea to Sea and Other Sketches: Letters of Travel. In these
articles, Kipling expressed what he believed was an honest admiration
for Japan and the Japanese, established on the aesthetic appreciation
of some of the cultural forms he was introduced to during his visit.
Kipling was also aware of the sociopolitical, economic, and cultural
changes that had been going on in the country for the last decades and
publicly admonished them for considering they were ‘Westernizing’
Japan. He judged Japanese culture must be preserved and the way he
proposed to do so was by suggesting a pact between Western powers
never to colonize the country. He wished to put Japan in a glass jar,

unadulterated in isolation for the rest to gaze at and enjoy:

It would pay us to establish an international suzerainty over
Japan: to take away any fear of invasion and annexation, and
pay the country as much as ever it chose, on condition that it

simply sat still and went on making beautiful things while our
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learned men learned. It would pay us to put the whole Empire

in a glass case and mark it Hors Concours, Exhibit A."®

Kipling’s suggestion, once one subtracts the poetic license, already
hints at the three main tropes that constitute the hegemonic Western
construction of Japan. First, it questions Japan’s association with the
project of modernity. Second, it aspires to pin down Japan’s national
identity on pre-modern cultural elements. And third, it deprives Japan
of autonomous political agency through the objectifying effect of

aestheticism.

In this section, I produce an overview of the hegemonic national
narrative of Japan in the United States and Spain. This outline is
necessary to establish the referential framework against which I will set
the literature-based national narrative once it has been defined and
analyzed in the following stages of this work. As explained previously,
the hegemonic national narrative is a discourse that circulates
mediated by state and ideological institutions and which legitimizes the
existing power. To expose this process of legitimation it is necessary
to juxtapose the discourses’ traits against a historical unraveling of the

policies exerted by the agents in power.

It is important to clarify some conceptual definitions already
developed in the previous part in order to have a clearer
understanding of what I mean by hegemonic national narrative. One
of the main issues when dealing with hegemony is the question of

agency. Hegemonic national narratives are discourses that legitimate

18 Rudyard Kipling, From Sea to Sea, 335, quoted in Lehmann, The Image of Japan, 25.
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power, but one cannot (and in fact, should not) interpret in this a
cause-effect of direct agency in its production. There is no feasible and
accurate way to assess intention properly. One should avoid studying
discourses with the aim of judging or unveiling a plan or an order.
Discourses do not have purposes; the agents that invoke and
reproduce them do, at their particular and relative convenience.
Throughout these pages, the hegemonic national narrative will be
presented as a discourse in evolution. It is hegemonic because it
legitimizes the controlling power and in its relationship with
institutions reproduces the dominant ideology to the point of being
part of it. That should not be mistaken for a pronouncement of origin
and intention. I do not defend the notion that the hegemonic national
narrative is produced by the governing power, even though the
discourse’s legitimation of dominant ideology may be a tempting
reason to establish a connection. A discourse becomes hegemonic
because it legitimizes the dominant power and is transmitted through a
system of ideological institutions, regardless of the expressed or
unstated intentions of the source’s authors. Intention can always be
denied. Legitimation, on the other hand, is not subjected to the
producer but to the conditions and content of the discourse alone.
Those are the safe limits of discourse interpretation and analysis,
which are nevertheless extensive and constructive enough to propetly

meet the objectives of this work.

The present summary, organized chronologically, is divided into two
periods: from 1868 to 1945 and from 1945 to roughly the present day.
It should not be taken as a comprehensive inquiry on the hegemonic

national narrative. Such an endeavor goes way beyond the practical
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scope of this thesis. The objective of reconstructing in detail the
hegemonic national narrative is indeed attractive, but also too
distanced from the questions this project addresses. This exposition is
designed instead as a directed and abridged essay. It aims to pinpoint
the essential key concepts of the flowing discourse of power in the
United States and Spain for the last 150 years. This section will
provide the required context for understanding where ideas of the
literary-based national narrative may come from, or at least, may be
influenced by. It is an essential exercise anticipating the final objective
of this thesis: contrasting the unearthed literature-based national

narrative against the hegemonic national narrative.

There has been great and exhaustive work previously done on the
matter. I base this review of the hegemonic national narrative on these
authoritative works. I supplement this with my own analysis of texts
that have been consequential in the establishment of the specific
constitutive motives of this discourse. 1 will also take into account
how the hegemonic national narrative has circulated in the United
States and Spain as independent countries and communities,
highlighting their particularities and differences. This section,
therefore, is an interdisciplinary exercise of historical synopsis, textual

summary, cultural commentary, and discourse analysis.

1.2.1 From Curiosity to Conflict (1868-1945)

The historiography of Japan has found in 1868 a handy and reliable

turning point to convey the idea of a new beginning for the country.
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Prior to that year, Japan had decided to turn its back to former and
normalized diplomatic relations with the vast majority of foreign
nations for approximately 220 years. A series of decrees that officially
expelled foreign vessels and individuals and banned them from re-
entering Japan was issued during the 1630s. These were in contested
effect during Tokugawa rule until a sequence of attempts by Western
powers to open up Japan during the first half of the 19" century finally
saw a breakthrough in 1854 with the signing of the Convention of
Kanagawa, when the expedition of United States Commodore
Matthew Perry forced through military intimidation the establishment
of ambassadorial relationships between the two countries. This
parenthesis of two hundred years of apparent reclusion is known as
the sakoku policy, which literally means ‘closed country.” Trade,
political, and cultural exchange were made exceptionally difficult
during sakoku, but it was by no means impossible as the term might
lead to believe. As a matter of fact, since the 1970s an increasing
number of historians have been focusing on deconstructing this idea
of Japan as an isolated country, studying the many instances in which
isolationism was challenged during the time. Trade was possible with
the Dutch from the artificial island of Dejima since as eatly as 1641;
with the Chinese and the Koreans from ports in Nagasaki; with the
Ainu in Hokkaido; and in the south with the people of Ryukyu. Some
sporadic trade delegations were also accepted from time to time in
Osaka and Edo. Even the telltale naming of sakoku has been
debunked and properly identified as an anachronism. According to
Ronald P. Toby, ‘sakoku’ comes from a translation made in 1801 by

trade port interpreter Shizuki Tadao, based on a Dutch version of The
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History of Japan, written in German by Engelbert Kaempfer in 1727."
Prior to the establishment of this name, Japanese referred to these
decrees with their Chinese equivalent, £aikin, or maritime prohibitions,
which is closer to its technical attributes and does not describe the

country by its foreign trade policies.

The shadow of sakoku is long in its association with the trope of a
Japan that ‘closes itself’ to foreign intervention. It turns a historical
episode into a common trait of the country, a Japan that naturally
withdraws into itself whenever it defies Western interests. During the
trade tensions of the 1970s, many re-discovered in that trope a useful
pretext to make an interested cultural interpretation out of divergence
of economic agendas, with titles like Globalization of Japan: Japanese
Sakokn Mentality and U.S. Efforts to Open Japan as an example of this
conceptual framework of reference. I argue the emphasis and survival
of a term like sakoku is a token element of a hegemonic national
narrative based on two pillars. First, it presents Japan as a country that
preserved a sense of uniqueness in its customs and cultural
expressions that derived from a pre-1868 era. Second, it frames
industrialization, the capitalist society model, the patliamentary state,
and other standard-bearer concepts of the ‘project of modernity’ as a
purely Western export and not something that could grow naturally in

Japan or even mix with a local version of it.

This is linked to the choosing of 1868 as the starting point for the so-
called modern era in Japan: the year the Five Charter Oath was

proclaimed and the Meiji period was put in motion. The historical

19 Toby, “Reopening the Question of Sakoku,” 323-333.

54



chain of events that explains the instauration of the Meiji political
project is complex and has too many factors and agents in play to be
laid down in this account. It is not my intention to give a
comprehensive description of the matter, as there are many and more
complete works that accomplish so in greater detail.”’ It is, however,
worth mentioning some key elements that become the basis for the
construction of a narrative that would support and legitimize the two
aforementioned pillars. According to Charles B. Wordell, the United
States favored an interpretation of Japan’s quest for industrialization

and modernization assisted by direct Western intervention:

Japan was described as self-contained and its people were
shown to be frugal craftsmen and farmers, but it also was able
to furnish its capital and emperor with fabulous wealth. The
government was shown to be tyrannical and isolationist, yet

the people were described as civil, curious, peace-loving, and

friendly.”!

This depiction of Japan as a land full of riches came to meet the
United States’ agenda of economic expansion and imperialism.
Foreign intervention in the country was necessary in order for trade
and industrial exchange to grow and generate wealth. Jean-Pierre
Lehmann emphasizes the oft-forgotten role of the U.S. whaling lobby
in putting pressure in Washington for opening up Japan.” According

to the dominant narrative at the time, the United States, along with

20 See for instance Andrew Gordon’s A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa Times
to the Present or lan Buruma’s Inventing Japan 1853-1964.

2 Wordell, Japan’s Image in America, 6.

22 Lehmann, “Old and New Japonisme,” 760.
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other foreign powers, were helping the Japanese to get rid of an
oppressive rule and meet their desires of trade and economic
development. In this account, an internal revolt overthrew the old
government. The new regime, aided by the West, put in motion the
necessary measures to transition into a country that would greet
foreign exchange — especially, as it was in the Western powers’ interest,

an active trade relationship.

During the second half of the 19" century, the Meiji state would take
shape drawing inspiration from sociopolitical structures present in
Western countries. The government took express control over the
economy through direct investment, public expending, and
cooperation with the zaibatsu — the industrial and financial
conglomerates associated with historically powerful families. The list
of changes is long and recognizable in the Western tale of industrial
revolution. The caste society was transformed into an industrial class
society (with little change in the pyramid of inequalities). Civil rights
movements sprouted with the consolidation of the urban class. Land
reforms and the exodus of population to the cities created profound
demographic alterations. Endless discussions about how to manage
and propel universal education and healthcare systems occupied the
public and institutional debate. The genriin or Council of Elders
established in 1875 was substituted by a National Diet after the Meiji
Constitution was proclaimed in 1889. This constitution, outlined from
the Prussian and British equivalents and in force until the end of
World War II, defined Japan as an absolute monarchy and placed the

Emperor as the head of state.
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This process of adaptation to a Western-inspired model of
sociopolitical organization was met with both admiration and disdain.
The Japanese investment in economic and technological progress was
praised by the U.S. for showing what was judged as a commitment to
the Western recipe for modernization. This appraisal, however, can be
considered at the same time condescending and patronizing. The
boundaries between following a model and copying it were blurred in
the classic fashion of white supremacist rhetoric. The Orientalist
attitude shown by the West towards their colonies also saw a similar
expression in the treatment of Japan. A bar of permanent distance was
put in place between the West and Japan through the rendering of the
Japanese nation as ‘exotic.” Japanese culture was presented as a
perpetual alter, strange and estranged. The movement of japonisme
that swept Europe during the second half of the 19" century and eatly
20" century reinforced this notion for decades to come. It also
underpinned one of the axioms of the process of exoticism, the
“aesthetic exceptionalization” of Japan. Karatani Kojin identifies this
process as a direct inheritance from Immanuel Kant’s aesthetic theory
pouring out into cultural analysis. Aesthetic exceptionalization
disguises the representation mechanisms of Orientalism in what seems
a praise of beauty. It also reduces the nation’s complex identity to a
mere target of fascination that essentially objectifies the subaltern

subject.”

The West’s narrative monopoly over modernity becomes evident
through the process of rendering Japan by means of its cultural

referents. Japan may have constituted a modern state, society, and

23 Karatani, “Uses of Aesthetics: After Orientalism,” 153.
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economy drawing from Western inspiration, but without total cultural
assimilation, modernity can only be framed as an estranged attribute in
the perception of the nation’s identity. The process of integrating
modernity to the nation’s profile is suspended indefinitely. In order to
sustain Western dominance, the Other is not allowed to fully embrace
modernity while remaining at the same time independent from the
West. The logic of post-Enlightenment imperialist legitimation dictates
that there cannot be other models of modernity that would challenge
the idea of Western progress. National identities need to be either fully
integrated as part of the West or remain excluded to the margins of
incompleteness and ambiguity. Therefore, whenever the hegemonic
narrative describes Japan as a ‘Westernized’ country, it acknowledges a
sociopolitical reality while rejecting to consider the modernizing
processes that sustain this paradigm an organic manifestation of the
Japanese nation. In regarding the project of modernization as a
‘Westernizing’ phenomenon, the West reinforces its monopoly on the

idea of the modern by claiming a right to patent it.

The Western hegemonic discourse demands adaptation to — and
imitation of — the West rather than to accept alternative blueprints of
modernity. This is reinforced in the case of Japan by the repeated
belief that the Japanese are incapable of abstract thought and just able
to produce but not to have original inventiveness. They are seen as
followers and not leaders, because conceding autonomy of theory and
thought to a non-Western nation would open the possibility for
opposition to the dominant order. To counterbalance this insistence in
the imitative and the ‘Westernized,” the hegemonic national narrative

reifies perceived Japanese cultural particularities to mold and sustain a
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subject that is a permanent Other. The praise of particularism is
founded on the exclusionary celebration of cultural practices that are
identified from a pre-capitalist, pre-modern time, effectively de-
modernizing the country. Failing to recognize the contradiction, this
narrative of aesthetic admiration emerges precisely as an answer to the
modernizing process, and in the words of Karatani, “appearing to be
anticapitalist, it attempts to aesthetically sublimate the contradictions

of the capitalist economy.”**

The logic, therefore, unfolds like this: Japan is modern but not quite
because its culture is not. It achieves modernity through inspiration
from Western structures, but it is also at the same time not ‘the West’
because of an essentialized as exotic cultural tradition. This tension is
at the core of the hegemonic national narrative and has different

expressions depending on the moment’s particular circumstances.

As seen with the articulation of the sakoku narrative, Japan’s foreign
policies constitute one of the most important sources in the
construction of the hegemonic discourse. In 1871, a group of
politicians and scholars was sent to tour Europe and the United States
to study how Western political and economic systems work and see
which measures could be learned and applied to Japan. What is usually
left out in the telling of the Iwakura Mission is that this quest for
Western knowledge was ancillary. The main objective of this
diplomatic delegation was, as Michael Austin explores, the negotiation
and abolition of the unequal treaties that Japan had been forced to

sign with foreign powers in the previous decades, an unpleasant legacy

24 Ibid.
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inherited from the last years of Tokugawa rule.”” The disappointment
held by the delegates of the Iwakura Mission in their fiasco to propetly
revert these treaties was transmitted to the Meiji rulers, who saw more
reason to push forward their modernizing agenda. This goes to show
that Japan’s push for a modern state cannot be simplified to a joyful
desire to finally join the West in trade and diplomacy, as the
hegemonic narrative put it in the beginning. Instead, modernization
emerged as a survival tactic for a country that saw how the Western
powers had their way with China and wanted to avoid meeting the

same fate.

Japan’s national project was interpreted in the hegemonic national
narrative as the wish of the Japanese people to reach out to the West
in their following and imitation of a modern state. The image of a
friendly-defined Japan facilitated cultural and diplomatic relationships
while fostering economic investment and advantageous trade
agreements. The construction and reproduction of this narrative can
be seen in texts related to Japan as direct or indirect source from very
early on in the modern history of the relationship between these
countries. Algernon B. Mitford, attaché to the British Embassy in
Tokyo for three years, prepared a series of stories about Japan and
published them under the title Tales of Old Japan in 1870. The relative
success of a volume like Tales represented a starting and referential
point for these types of works: anthologies compiled or authored by
Westerners under the often dubious claim of being translations or
adaptations from Japanese folk tales. These works were entertained

beyond their possible artistic or aesthetic value as guides meant to

25 Auslin, Negotiating With Imperialism, 204.
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assist in the recent quest to undertand the Japanese. A review
published in The New York Times considered the stories “comments on
the civilization and customs of this very singular people.”” Similarly,
an article in The Chicago Daily Tribune judged that the book was able to
fulfill the reader’s curiosity towards the country by offering

descriptions of Japan and the Japanese in great detail.”’

Chishingnra was also hailed for its supposed description of the
Japanese mentality. Best known today as ‘The 47 Ronin,” Edward
Greey published with Putnam’s Sons in 1880 the most consequential
version of the story. Called The Loya/ Ronins, Greey claimed he
associated with Japanese émigré Shiuichiro Saito to translate from the
original the story Iroha Bunko by Tamenaga Shunsui II. Greey’s version
also served as the blueprint for the Spanish translation of the same tale.
Published in 1908 under the name Los 47 capitanes, it was brought to
the Spanish-speaking world by Angel Gonzilez, Leo Charpentier, and
Enrique Gémez Carrillo. The reception of both works and the way
they refer to Japan and the Japanese are however quite different. While
U.S. texts in the 1880s coupled Japanese loyalty and readiness to
sacrifice for a cause with an apparently gentle and meek disposition,
Spanish reviews focused rather on a so-called martial spirit of the

Japanese nation.

This change of interpretation between the two adaptations reflects the
significant transformations experienced by the hegemonic national

narrative at the turn of the 20™ century. The Japanese attracted

26 “New Publications,” New York Times, Sept. 12, 1870.
27 “New Books,” Chicago Daily Tribune, June 13, 1871.
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international attention for their military might in 1895 with their
triumph over China despite Qing China’s meager status at the end of
the dynasty. At that time, the Japanese success in modernizing their
army and being able to turn the tide of the historic power balance in
their favor was read with admiration. In contrast, the Japanese success
in ending their war with Russia to their favor in 1905 was interpreted
differently. Western powers saw their given supremacy over the region
questioned for the first time by Japan’s victory. The project of modern
Japan, which was until recently considered a cause worth encouraging
and supporting, gradually became a menace and a reason for concern.
Some of the cultural traits that were assigned as part of those first fifty
years of hegemonic national narrative and which identified the
Japanese as humble, peaceful, submissive, and friendly were
exchanged for another set of attributes that depicted the Japanese as
aggressive, deceitful, and power hungry. In many instances, there was
no need to search for new or overlooked cultural features. The same
characteristics that under different political circumstances were
considered positive got spun to be regarded as degrading or to
transmit opposite interpretations. This shifting back and forth
between different interpretations of cultural attributes, like the two
sides of the same coin, reveals the power-bound bias of the
hegemonic national narrative. This discourse is not based on
descriptions composed for the sake of understanding the Other.
Rather, cultural attributes are identified only for them to be judged
and interpreted in a way that conveniently legitimates the actions of

the dominant power.
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These changes can be traced in many different scenarios. Neil Harris
studies the change of reactions in U.S. public discourse towards the
participation of Japan in world fairs. These events were very popular
during the second half of the 19" century and the first half of the 20"
century. World fairs were instrumental in the projection of host and
guest countries as a show of dominance, technological advancement,
and balanced blend of longstanding cultural tradition and commitment
to peaceful diplomatic transnational collaboration. In the 1876
Philadelphia World Fair, Japan showcased both traditional artifacts
and a sample of their modernizing efforts. The public praised Japanese
pre-industrial cultural representations for their exotic value and
loathed any display of modern accomplishments. Harris declares that
the U.S. attendees “feared that Western patronage might destroy the
distinctive Japanese characteristics they claimed to admire.”* The
nature of these reactions seemed to have conditioned the Japanese
participation in the World Columbian’s Exposition of 1893 held in
Chicago. The committee assigned by the Japanese Diet to prepare for
such occasion carefully increased the amount of pre-Meiji cultural
artifacts. U.S. visitors were delighted by this decision. Those few
showings of Japanese industrial and technological progress were
downplayed or accepted as craftily paired with their particular
tradition.” The geostrategic changes happening at the turn of the
century shattered this reluctant acceptance of a congruous
combination between modernity and tradition. Japan’s participation in
the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition was determined by the

nation’s recent show of military strength. The general praise devoted

28 Harris, “All the World a Melting Pot?” 34.
29 Tbid., 41, 45.

63



to pre-modern cultural traits hid beneath the fear of Japan losing its
perceived distinctiveness if it tried to imitate the West in going
offshore to plunder. The mourning of an exclusively aestheticized
Japan disguised an implicit rejection of any manifestations of the

country adopting a role of active political autonomy.

Vicente David Almazan and Elena Barlés trace and distinguish this
evolution also in the reporting of news from Japan as portrayed by
Spanish illustrated periodicals. According to their study, interest and
periodicity fired up at the turn of the century, especially after the

Russo-Japanese war.

Japan was described as superior to its foes
thanks to Western modernization. This praise was coupled at the time
with cyclic representations of traditional Japan. Indulgent interest
waned after the Japanese lost their meek and innocent attributes, as

seen by the decrease in reporting of affairs from this country.”'

Another of the most visible manifestations of this pivoting dynamic in
the hegemonic national narrative is the treatment of race. During the
19" century, the Japanese racial status evolved in the Western
hegemonic narrative in presence, relevance, and judgment. As Rotem
Kowner points out, the West’s use of racially charged discourses has
been a way to produce and maintain the specific power relations that
would legitimize their superiority over the rest of nations, colonies, or
competitors. ™ Racial discourse devises and emulates the convenient

hierarchical structure of dominant over subjugated based on the

30 Almazan and Batlés, “Japén y el Japonismo en la revista Ilustraciéon espafiola y
americana,” 638-9.

31 Tbid., 642.

32 Kowner, “Lighter Than Yellow, But Not Enough,” 104.
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supposedly racial suitability of ‘the white’ to be more apt to rule. In
Kowner’s argumentation, the West’s delayed racialization of the
Japanese was linked to Japan’s challenge to this logic of hierarchy in
race. The Japanese government and society swiftly adapting to the
structures of a modern state without being a colony or a Judeo-
Christian nation attacked the foundations of white supremacy. As U.S.
clergyman, missionary, and lecturer George William Knox wrote in

1904:

In our superficial way we have classed Asiatics together and we
have assumed our own superiority. It has seemed a fact,
proved by centuries of intercourse and generations of
conquest, that the East lacks the power of organization, the
attention to details, and of master over complicated
machinery. Japan upsets our deductions by showing its
equality in these matters, and, on the final appeal, by putting
itself into the first rank of nations. Here is a people,
undoubtedly Asiatic, which shows that it can master the

science and the methods of the West.*

During the first decades of Meiji, Japanese were depicted in vague
racial terms. Some authors even tried to strike resemblances to white
phenotypes when describing the fair hue of courtesan women’s skin.™
The Japanese military triumphs changed Japan’s ambiguous placement
in Western racial discourse. They were described instead with terms

associated to what the West considered Mongoloid races and which

3 George William Knox, Imperial Japan: The Country and Its Pegple, 7-8, quoted in
Kowner, “Lighter Than Yellow, But Not Enough,” 104.
3 Kowner, “Lighter Than Yellow, But Not Enough,” 108.
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boiled down in the end to the categorization of the Japanese as
‘yvellow.” This process of racialization happened correlated to the
changing needs of the West in maintaining supremacy over East Asia.
Japan’s dare for regional control and the political push for an
autonomous domestic and international agenda triggered a change in
the hegemonic narrative. The Japanese became cataloged more openly
as an inferior race in order to diminish the country’s rising call for
power, deemed menacing to Western states. The ‘yellow peril’
leitmotif was most famously promoted at the time by Kaiser Willem II
to encourage tighter control over China after several revolts hurt
Prussian interests in the late 1890s.” Japan was to be incorporated as a
‘yellow peril” player after its victory in the Russo-Japanese war despite
the ironic support it received by Western powers during the conflict.
This trope would dominate the hegemonic national narrative with

different degrees of intensity during the first half of the 20™ century.

This moment in time also saw a good number of texts related to Japan
published in the U.S. and Spain. Among those, two works stand out:
The Book of Tea, by Okakura Kazub (also known in Japan as Okakura
Tenshin), and Bushido: The Soul of Japan, by Nitobe Inazo. These two
books are great representatives of the contemporary oscillating nature
of a discourse that swings back and forth between the idea of Japan as
meek and harmless, to then render the Japanese as fundamentally
inclined to war and violence. Okakura and Nitobe devised these works
purportedly catered to a Western audience, writing them in English

while living in the United States. In these texts, the two writers

% Editorial, “The Far Eastern Situation From a German Standpoint,” 3-4, quoted in
Kowner, “Lighter Than Yellow, But Not Enough,” 126.
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attempt a study on the attributes and history of what they categorize as
particularly and essentially Japanese traditions. Okakura and Nitobe
frame the Japanese tradition within the tight boundaries of a set of

practices and systems primarily rooted in pre-modern times.

Okakura’s primary objective in The Book of Tea is devising an
introduction to ¢hads, or the principles of the Japanese tea ceremony,
for Western readers. Published in 1906, Okakura’s text establishes a
link between the attributes of chadi to a so-called national way of
conducting for the Japanese: elegance, simplicity, patience, and so
forth. He associates these features beyond the practice of the tea
ceremony to include other allegedly national disciplines. Okakura
mixes all of these considerations with his own musings on Taoism and
Zen. The Book of Tea strongly projects associations of the Japanese
within  the conceptual framework of Karatani’s aesthetic
exceptionalization. As a matter of fact, Karatani notices how Okakura
was strongly influenced by the ongoing popularity of Japanese artifacts
in the West and the way Japan was aesthetically approached as an
object of admiration. According to Karatani, Okakura’s framing of
Japanese pre-modern art (and the values he associated to it through
the vehicle of the tea ceremony as representative of the nation) could
only come after the artifacts were widely popular in the West:
“appreciating and protecting the pre-industrial form of introduction
became possible only after the industrial capital established its

9536

hegemony.”” Karatani suggests with this that Okakura was producing

a discourse determined by the logic of Western dominating tastes and

36 Karatani, “Uses of Aesthetics,” 155.
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perceptions. The Book of Tea is a work that operates echoing the core

principles of the hegemonic national narrative.

Written and published between 1899 and 1900, Bushids did not get a
Japanese translation until many years after it came out in the U.S. and
only because of its tremendous success abroad. Despite the theme and
the intentions of the author in trying to provide a faithful
interpretation of the ‘samurai code,’ it is a book crafted at a historical
moment in which the warrior samurai had been gone for centuries,
and what was left of the class dissolved in the new order of the Meiji
society. Nitobe’s placement of a ‘Japanese spirit’ in a series of moral
attributes coming from the samurai code was also harmonized within
the hegemonic discourse of apprehending Japan as essentially
understood from the static and almost ahistorical period of pre-
industrialism. Moreover, the publishing and popularization of Bushidi
would coincide with the increase of the ‘yellow peril’ trope. This
parallel is not surprising if we take into account that it places the
essence of the Japanese nation in an anachronistically reconstructed

code meant to give transcendent meaning to a life devoted to fight.

The simultaneous advent of these two books shows the mechanics of
aesthetic exceptionalistm. Even though the focus on pre-modern
Japan had been previously interpreted solely under the de-politicizing
view of aesthetic appreciation, military interventions were used to
weave into it the trope of the Japanese as a nation of soldiers. The
warrior motif was linked to the politically-motivated discourse of

‘vellow peril,” but I argue it can also be understood under the same
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aesthetical de-politicization scheme used to label the Japanese as

submissive and delicate.

Japanese militarism is framed in the hegemonic national narrative as
an echo of a model of values that preceded modernity. This was
unquestioned despite the technological advances put in place by the
Japanese military. These tropes ignored the contemporary colonial
design and ambitions of a country that wanted to emulate in this
enterprise the strategy followed by Western powers. As discussed
before, pre-modern framing and exoticization dominate the
hegemonic narrative as they legitimize Western dominance as the only
rightful agent of modernity. The image of the Japanese as a barbarous
foe whose modernity is only imitative and not a committed essential
trait would permeate the narrative and have its fiercest showing during
World War II. Before reaching that point, however, the hegemonic
narrative went through a process of moderate evolution. Texts
published at the juncture of the two centuries grounded the narrative
around the idea of an ever-enduring and ever-incomplete process of
transition from the pre-modern to a fully modernized state. This
unfinished conversion was woven with the pretended explanation that
a looming remnant of pre-modern cultural essence justified Japan not

finalizing its embracement of modernity as per the Western judgment.

The choice of literary texts published at the time carried and
contributed to this narrative. Small Spanish publishing houses and
magazines printed Japanese children’s stories through the mediation of
diplomatic delegates. Spanish diplomats came into contact with these

texts through their British, German, and French counterparts, more
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closely related to Japan and their cultural scene. These stories,
however, went almost entirely unnoticed and their reach is reasonably
questionable. The first documented Japanese novel published in Spain
was Nami-ko, by Tokutomi Kenjiro, named Hozotogitsu in the original
and which appeared serialized in Japan between 1888 and 1899. In an
unprecedented scenario that would very rarely repeat itself until the
end of the 20" century, both English and Spanish translations
appeared simultaneously in the year 1904. It is the tragic love story of
a marriage endangered by filial conflicts of interests. It included the
novelty for the Western reader of being set in contemporary Japan
rather than in a pre-Meiji context. Because of the crucial role that the
Sino-Japanese War has in the story, the polemic function of the
warrior trope and the still growing presence of a ‘yellow peril” rhetoric
can also be seen in the reception of this novel acting concurrently in
both countries. In a New York Times review, the author warns the
reader about how the image of “the sweet, gentle, imperturbable,
courteous Japanese” was going to be debunked by “men who growl
and roar, and women who scold and rage.””” A few days later, another
text points out the way “Nami-ko also embodies the spirit of
knighthood in Japan” and establishes a connection between the text
and an awakened nationalistic spirit of active militarism.” The diegetic
context of the war with the Chinese is compared to the then current
conflict between Russia and Japan. In a piece published by La
Vangnardia, the author raises doubts over Japan’s complete

commitment to modernity:

37 “Boston Notes,” New York Times, Apt. 9, 1904.
38 “Divorce in Japan,” New York Times, Apr. 23, 1904.
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[The novel] explains the ancient traditions that still survive and
those modern that Western civilization brought to them; and
how in some instances these were harmonized and in some

others they have created conflicts and dissonances.” ©

The reception of Nami-ko was not an exception in exemplifying the
turn in course of the hegemonic national narrative. Exoticism
objectified the country by turning it into an entity of wonder and
aesthetic appreciation instead of an agent capable of ethic and artistic
discourse. Japanese culture existed, was produced, could be valued and
analyzed, but it did not dialogue with and was not deemed
theoretically capable of challenging Western epistemology. That is why
during the second half of the 19" century, Japanese culture reached
the West and fed the hegemonic national narrative not through direct
intervention of Japanese artists and texts, but by means of the

mediation of the freshly minted figure of the Japanologist.

Japanologists were essayists, translators, novelists, journalists,
diplomats, scholars and government advisors. Many had a close
relationship with the armed forces as several were enlisted during
military conflicts or gained their knowledge of the country because of
them. The overwhelming majority of them were relatively well-off,
male, and white. These authors held prominent positions in Western
and Japanese academic and diplomatic institutions, published journals,
and founded associations, the oldest of which was the Asiatic Society
of Japan instituted in Yokohama in 1872. Besides their own

production, their role of translators conditioned the selection and

3 “Bibliografia,” La 1 anguardia, October 7, 1904.
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rendering of Japanese texts for the Western general public. In this
process, the work of four authors, published at this seminal juncture
between centuries, had a considerable impact: from the English-
speaking world, Basil Hall Chamberlain, Lafcadio Hearn, and William
George Aston; and, in Spain, I would like to rescue the figure of

Enrique Gémez Carrillo.

Basil Hall Chamberlain, professor of Japanese and philology at the
Imperial University of Tokyo and first translator of the historical-
religious classic Kgjiki into English, wrote and published in 1890 a
book about his thoughts and considerations on Japan that he named
Things Japanese (later changed to Japanese Things and inspired, in his
words and curiously enough, by the Spanish phrase “cosas de
Espafia”). ¥ This book, whose popularity is proved by the many
reprints it has had over the decades, was organized as a selected
encyclopedia around loose and chosen topics of his liking. It includes
chapters like “Languages” and “Law” to some other less conventional
keywords like “Topsy-turvydom:” a collection of anecdotic differences
in habits (from the way one treats a horse to how a key turns inside a
lock) that — as the name suggests — paints Western means as ‘the
correct’” and the modus of the Japanese as bent. As can be inferred
from a book with this mission, Japan and the Japanese are thoroughly

judged throughout the text.

Chamberlain makes a case for defending the Japanese modernization

project, for at the time the book was written, the new Meiji

constitution was just approved and put in place. He praises pre-

40 Chamberlain, Japanese Things, xi.
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modern cultural traits as guiding what he calls “the national character

[...] manifesting no change in essentials.” *

Racially speaking,
Chamberlain, based on the works of Imperial Family physician Erwin
Bilz, frames the Japanese as part of the ‘mongoloids’ race.” He
became according to Kowler one of the first to make an explicit racial
link between the Chinese and the Japanese.” In this description, he
also establishes a dangerous assessment of their physiological
attributes with dehumanizing connotations which will have echoes
during World War II: “the Japanese have less highly strung nerves
than we Europeans. Hence they endure pain more calmly, and meet

death with comparative indifference.”*

Chamberlain, in a later revision and reedition of his work published in
1904, raises in the introduction a consideration on the ‘yellow peril’
trope as it “has had most vogue of late.”* He makes a veiled critique
of how mistrust of potential contenders only appears when the
ascending nation is not Western. Chamberlain even acknowledges the
existence of a self-sustaining bundle of contradictions that make up
the hegemonic national narrative. His assessment, however, is limited.
In that same introduction, he strengthens his consideration of Japan as
unfathomable and inaccessible to the Westerner for the mere reason
of being part of Asia. In the end, Chamberlain still believes “beneath
the surface of the modern Japanese upheaval that more of the past has

been retained than has been let go.”*

4 Ibid., 8.

42 Ibid., 250.

4 Kowler, “Ligther Than Yellow, but Not Enough,” 128.
4 Chambetlain, Japanese Things, 252.

4 Ibid., 9.

46 Ibid., 7.
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Lafcadio Hearn reached the archipelago as a U.S. journalist around the
same time Chamberlain published Japanese Things. Through the latter’s
intermediation, Hearn started working some years later at the Imperial
University, from where he transferred to Waseda University in 1904.
Hearn became famous thanks to his adaptations of Japanese folktales
and ghost stories. He was known for rewriting popular tales that were
set in pre-modern Japan with undisguised affection for long-gone
traditions. Hearn claimed his most well-known wortk, Kwaidan: Stories
and Studies of Strange Things, is based on the translation and adaptation
of old Japanese texts and oral tales he became acquainted with during
his travels around the country. The work was also well received
because it fit and fed the discourse on representing and exalting a pre-
modern Japan based on which the Western reader could, through
Hearn’s authority, “understand the essential characteristics of the

Japanese nation.”"’

Japanese folk stories were a common genre during this period for the
same reason Kwaidan became popular among Westerners. A collection
called Swunrise Stories published at the end of the century was praised for
constituting an inside on the Japanese character and for painting
feudal Japan as a happy time for the country.” In 1911, Grace James
published Green Willow and Other Japanese Fairy-Tales in clear inspiration
of Lafcadio Hearn.* In Spain, the trend was very similar. A review in
Llevor proves the existence of a translation of Japanese folktales from

English into Catalan already in 1905. The text praised this collection

47 “Lafcadio’s Fancies,” New York Times, April 30, 1904.
48 “Tapanese Literature,” New York Times, March 18, 1896.
49 “Japanese Fairy-Tales,” New York Times, Jan. 14, 1911.
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for establishing even within cultural differences a shared sense of
togetherness “freed from the passions of the moment.”” ® Another
translation from English to Spanish by Juan Valera was documented
in 1919;”" and an additional one was reported by La Vanguardia in
1934, called Leyendas y cuentos del Japon and translated by Franciscan
clergyman Pedro José Maria Alvarez, who lived 35 years in the
country.” It is interesting to point out how despite the historically
tense moment and open imperialist thrust of Japan, there is no
mention or allusion to warrior or ‘potential foe’ tropes in the reception
of Alvarez’s work. This suggests that the perception of the Japanese as
an enemy was more intense in the United States than in Spain at the
time. All these folktales and the critical texts that accounted for their
reception had in common the placement and origin of the Japanese

character in a time preceding modernization.

We can also frame the work and reception of A History of Japanese
Literature by William George Aston within this discourse. Aston, yet
another British diplomat/academic/classic translator (in his case, the
Nihongi) whose legacy as a Japanologist is felt even today, was
incidentally, like Chamberlain and Hearn at their respective turns,
president of the Asiatic Society of Japan. A History of Japanese Literature
was published in 1899 but has been reprinted several times since then.
In the introduction to the 1986 edition, for instance, Terence Bullows
considers there is still value in Aston’s work as a gateway to Japanese
literature. His only criticism is aimed at the historically reasonable lack

of variety in sources that Aston took from to study Japanese literature

50 “Contes populars del Japd,” Llevor, April 29, 1905.
St Literatura Hispano-Americana, Jan. 1919.
52 Serra y Boldd, “Leyendas y cuentos del Japon.”
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at the time. He makes very little mention of the biases, racism, and

contextual Orientalism in which the original work was produced.

Aston’s essay is divided into different historical stages all building up
to the “Tokyo Period,” now commonly referred to as Meiji. From this
division, his consideration of the time span that goes from Heian to
Edo as “dark ages” is worth reflecting upon. This identification seems
only based on the relative shortage in production of what he judges
aesthetically-alluring  works. Japanese literature is in this text
continuously compared to Western art forms. In this contrast, Aston
makes the point of considering Japanese literature as a reflection of a
supposed emotional rather than rational character, aligned with the
hegemonic national narrative tropes of the Japanese as incapable of
abstract thought, deprived of agency, and more fit to copy rather than

to invent:

The literature of a brave, courteous, light-hearted, pleasure-
loving people, sentimental rather than passionate, witty and
humorous, of nimble apprehension, but not profound,
ingenious and inventive, but hardly capable of high
intellectual achievement; of receptive minds endowed with a
voracious appetite for knowledge with a turn for neatness
and elegance of expression, but seldom or never rising to

sublimity >’

53 Aston, .4 History of Japanese Literature, 4.
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To their minds things happen, rather than are done; the tides
of fate are far more real to them than the strong will and the

endeavor which wrestles with them.™

Plagiarism, it may be remarked, is hardly recognized as an

offense by the Japanese.”

Aston appears ambiguous in his judgment of the modernization
project, but he surely mourns a lost, pre-modern Japan that has now
its culture scene controlled by Western influence. All these traits
shared by the hegemonic discourse are also echoed in the reception of
the work, both in the United States™ but also in Spain. In this country,
a review of the original (accompanied by the promise of a translation)
by La Espania Moderna described the work sharing Aston’s passion for
pre-modern Japan.”” An article on contemporary Japanese literature
published in Nuestro tiempo in 1913 was most probably influenced by
Aston’s work, as it reproduces some of its core concepts, especially
the praise of pre-modern Japan. The author ends his piece scorning
Japan’s modernity and wishing for the Japanese people to focus
sooner than later on a “re-edition of their old history.”>® ®

It is not possible to find a direct Spanish equivalent to the influence
and reach British and U.S. Japanologists had in the Western

hegemonic national narrative. There were, however, some authors that

54 Ibid., 31.

55 Ibid., 203.

56 “Japanese Literature,” New York Times, July 8, 1899.

57 “Historia de la literatura japonesa,” La Esparia moderna, (Madrid, 1899), 154-158.
58 “La literatura japonesa contemporanea,” Nuestro tiempo, (Madrid, 1913), 106.
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tried bringing Japan closer to the Spanish speaking public. Born and
raised in Guatemala, Enrique Goémez Carrillo traveled around the
world as a writer, journalist, and diplomat from his homeland but lived
and held a strong professional and personal relationship with Spain.
He worked for the Spanish newspapers and magazines E/ Liberal,
ABC, Blanco y Negro, and E/ Imparcial. In 1905, E/ Liberal and the
Argentinian tabloid [E/ Nacional sent him to Japan as a foreign
correspondent to inform their readers about what was happening in
the country. This decision was triggered by an upsurge in interest
sprouted from the surprising outcome of their war against Russia.
After this trip, Gémez Carrillo published E/ Japdn heroico y galante and
E/ alma japonesa, two treatises written in his proverbial bohemian style
that tried to explore and explain Japan and the Japanese. These works
resemble Things Japanese in intentions, scope, and even structure. He
also organizes them around thematic chapters that because of the lack
of systematic order can be a bit repetitive. His books reveal quite
clearly the presence and reproduction of some of the tropes already
familiar in the hegemonic national narrative. Small wonder given that
he quotes the aforementioned authors in his own texts. Goémez
Carrillo’s works, however, show some slight but significant differences

when compared to the ones circulating in the United States.

Gomez Carrillo approaches Japan as a cultured traveler. He tries to
adopt a role of intellectual authority that is a combination of him
being up to date with whatever had been written on Japan at the time
and the contemporary belief of being able to produce accurate
anthropological descriptions of other cultures only by means of

observation. Probably in line with his carefree perception of life,
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Gomez Carrillo assesses Japan from a constant angle of aesthetic
admiration. The object of his praise is a country whose essence derives
from pre-modern times and wears the modern state and traces of
European culture as a dress or a disguise.” He seems to categorize
men as samurai and women as geishas almost fundamentally. From
this association, he defines Japan as hosting a dichotomist soul that
shifts back and forth between the delicate and the brutal. On the
matter of patriotism and the fear of Japan becoming a militaristic
power, Gémez Carrillo, writing when the trope of ‘yellow peril’ was
getting more pull, praises the ‘warrior spirit’ and the apparent
readiness of the Japanese people to find a will to fight, rejecting
implicitly to frame these traits as dangerous or barbaric. He even
acknowledges a potential Japanese imperial aspiration but considers
this ambition as driven in the name of peace and not enforced
necessarily through violent means.” Gémez Carrillo, who was writing
to and from a European perspective (mostly Spanish but also French),
seems to hint with this at a distinction in the needs of different powers
that may create a split in a hypothetical cohesive Western hegemonic
national narrative. While the United States saw in the ‘yellow peril’
trope the legitimation of policies that would assure the dominance
over the Pacific, this discourse, although still present, did not have the

same strength in Spanish texts.
p

The hegemonic national narrative of Japan unsurprisingly shares traits
with the discourses on the Asian identity as constructed and

denounced by Said’s Orientalism. Japan is, however, an Oriental

% Gémez Catrillo, E/ Japdn beroico y galante, 148.
60 Tbid., 100.
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collected separately from the sphere of Islamic influence that appears
in Said’s descriptions. The Japanese are described in tension and
comparative dissymmetry with the national narrative of China. Harold
Isaac pointed out in his chronology of Western perceptions of the
Chinese that this narrative is anchored in counterbalance: whenever
Japan was despised, the Chinese were exalted as a reference for the
Orient to emulate, and vice versa. Sheila Johnson developed further

this argument in what she called the ‘traveling Asian stereotype:’

The favorable Asian stereotype includes such attributes as
patience, cleanliness, courtesy, and a capacity for hard work;
the wunfavorable one emphasizes clannishness, silent
contempt, sneakiness, and cruelty. There is a good deal of
evidence that these two stereotypes alternate between the
Japanese and the Chinese and that when one nation is being
viewed in the light of the favorable stereotype, the other will

be saddled with the unfavorable epithets.”'

Johnson argues that there is a constant shifting between two main
tropes: the Japanese as gentle, peaceful, effeminate, and exotic
(bundled under the representation of a geisha), against the Japanese as
aggressive, fierce, diligent, masculine, and tireless (the Japanese as
samurai). This binary portrayal defines the representation of Japanese
in the United States, showing a different face of the coin depending
on the historical momentum of their relationship. The seed for this
ambivalence can be traced back to some of the first textual renderings

of the hegemonic narrative. A long piece published in The Chicago Daily

o1 Johnson, The Japanese Through American Eyes, 10.
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Tribune in 1874 explains how the U.S. convinced the Japanese to open
up their country through the promise of economic prosperity. At the
end of the text, the author believes that the Japanese are able to
achieve success (meaning by that the consolidation of a modern state)

through the same attributes that could lead to an opposite scenario:

We hope for the best, because everything we have lately seen
of them assures us that the Japanese have great capabilities
for improvement. But, just because they have great
capabilities, because they have shown themselves thoughtful
and intelligent, with quick feelings and earnest convictions,

we can hardly help apprehending the worst.”

Away from the deference of being pupil of Western modernity which
determined discourses on the Japanese during the 19" century, the
‘vellow peril” would dominate the hegemonic narrative in the period
comprised after the annexation of Korea to the Japanese empire in
1910 and until the breaking of open hostilities in 1941. As Akira Iriye
points out, the perception of Japan as a military threat was mainly fed
by a U.S. neo-mercantilist agenda. This saw economic growth as a race
between nations, and in this logic, Japan’s change from trade partner
to bitter rival and competitor favored U.S. interests.”’ It is within this
rhetorical environment that the U.S. drafted in 1907 what was known
as War Plan Orange, a report outlining the procedures to follow in
case of a potential Japanese invasion. The fantasy of a Japanese assault

was implanted and nursed in the U.S. imagery in what Kenneth

2 “Japan,” The Chicago Daily Tribune, July 18, 1874.
63 Iriye, “Japan as a Competitor, 1895-17,” 75-76.
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Hough calls the ‘Japanese invasion sublime.” In 1909, a film called The
Japanese Invasion in which a made-up ‘General Noki’ conquers the U.S.
Pacific Coast was screened in New York. One year later, novelist Jack
London, who was a war correspondent during the conflict in Port
Arthur and had several clashes with Japanese authorities that probably
enhanced his acute inherent racism, published a story named “The
Unparalleled Invasion.” In this tale, a Japanese-influenced China
decides to conquer the West through planned migratory waves until it
is eventually stopped by Western powers through biological warfare.**
The crudity and hyperbolic animosity of U.S. descriptions of the
Japanese during World War II are therefore better understood as the
corollary of decades of imagining Japan as a prospect enemy. During
fifty years, Japan’s profile in the United States grew associated with
terms of potential threat, rivalry for the control of the Pacific, and a
veil of mystery that appeared derived as a branch of the exotic

unknown that perpetuated Otherness.

There was, however, a period of exceptional and relative quietness. As
pointed out by Wordell, during what coincided with the Taisho era
(1912-1926), Japan almost disappeared from popular depictions. The
rhetoric of Japan as a potential enemy got attenuated as an effect of
the two countries being allies by the end of World War I. In Spain, the
number of texts from or commenting Japan that appeared during
these years was scarce. There were some notable exceptions, of course.
Valencian best-selling writer and politician Vicente Blasco Ibafiez
visited Japan during his world tour in 1923-1924, just after the Great

Kanto Earthquake. Blasco Ibanez’s impressions were determined by

% Hough, “Demon Courage and Dread Engines,” 23-39.
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the aftermath of the disaster. It is within this context of reconstruction
that he described the Japanese as having integrated Western
technology and manners, but merely as a “self-conscious” and

65 (iv)

“clumsy” disguise.

The trope of a Japan that can only be recognized and considered in
pre-modern terms is set right from the beginning of his account.
Blasco Ibafiez, fresh out of the boat and whilst being carried from the
Yokohama harbor to the city, described the attires and practices in the
streets of Tokyo sentencing that “Japan is nowhere to be seen.”* ™ It
was only when he found himself strolling around the old temples of
Kamakura that Japan finally met his expectations. Blasco Ibafiez
attempted a brief summary of Japan’s history mixing religion with
historical records in an overview that never missed the chance to
emphasize the supposed violent aspect of the Japanese. When
describing his contemporary times, he raised awareness of Japan’s
believed ambition of domination, always hidden behind apparent
tranquility.” By the end of his trip, Blasco Ibafiez concluded that
Japan had been for too long exalted and seen with condescendence by
the West. This mistreatment carried in his view a blind danger,
because Japan could react violently if left alone and isolated, giving the

country reasons to fulfill a so-called desire to conquer.®

Meanwhile, Arthur Walley’s translation of the Genii Monogatari

gathered considerable attention despite the setbacks one may think an

5 Blasco Ibafez, La vuelta al mundo, de un novelista, 204.
66 Thid., 184.
67 Tbid., 196.
68 Tbid., 320.

83



11™-century Japanese courtesan novel published between 1925 and
1932 divided into four heavyweight volumes might have in arousing
the interest of readers at that time. John Carter wrote a very long piece
in The New York Times analyzing the first tome of the series. In this
text, he expressed his desire for Japan to preserve the sensibility of
Genji instead of investing so much time and effort in ‘Europeanized’
artistic expressions.” Walley also happened to translate around the
same time Sei Shonagon’s The Pillow Book. Unsurprisingly, Carter
reviewed this book in a very similar manner. He hailed the novel for
its introduction and description of a Japan that easily fits with the

image of a pre-modern Arcadia:

A unique record of isolation and tranquility [...] it was a
vacuous, butterfly existence [...] when there was no sense of

problem of evil to drive the anguished soul on to achievement.”

This parenthesis of moderation in the ‘yellow peril’ aspect of the
hegemonic national narrative came to an end because of the Japanese
occupation of Manchuria in 1931, the withdrawal of Japan from the
League of Nations the following year, and the invasion of China in
1937. The seed of conflict that had been planted years before and
which had remained underground during this discursive truce
sprouted piercing the frozen soil of quiet and transient aestheticism.

Iriye considered this inevitable:

6 Carter, “Japan’s Classic of the Golden Age.”
70 Carter, “A Japanese Court Lady of 1000 A.D.”
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Once the theme of competition was introduced, it was difficult
for some to develop a vocabulary of mutual association in which

Japanese would remain friends while becoming competitors.”'

Japanese were again portrayed as power hungry, militarist warmongers
that aroused both suspicion and respect for the rival. The character of
Dr. Fu Manchu, created initially in 1913 and commonly understood as
an embodiment of the ‘yellow peril’ trope, saw in the 1930s an
energetic revival in terms of depictions in books and movies. The
comeback of Fu Manchu is representative of this awakening of a
dormant fear of a threat from the East. While it had originally been
linked to China, it now became more associated with Japan. As Abigail

de Kosnik puts it:

Fu Manchu is a near personification of the Japan that made
many Americans anxious in the first few decades of the
twentieth century (an anxiety that only increased in the years
leading up to Pearl Harbor and World War II). Fu Manchu, like
Japan at that time, was steeped in tradition yet extremely
modern, proficient with Western technologies, ingenious at

weapons development, and committed to expansionism.”

It is in these conditions of discursive animosity that the Pacific War
broke out. Japanese were depicted during the conflict as brutal,
aggressive, and almost inhuman because of their disposition to

sacrifice themselves in battle. Racially prejudiced caricatures portrayed

" Iriye, “Japan as a Competitor, 1895-17,” 98.
72 De Kosnik, “The Mask of Fu Manchu, Son of Sinbad, and Star Wars TV: A New
Hope,” 93.
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them with aesthetically ungraceful traits by Western standards that
were generically associated with the Asian phenotype: slant eyes,
yellow skin, short height, and protuberant frontal teeth. In 1945, the
U.S. War Department commissioned director Frank Capra a
propaganda documentary that would be screened to soldiers ready to
be deployed in the Pacific front. Its clear intention was to describe
Japan and the Japanese as to justify the battle and rally them behind
the U.S. reasons to go to war. This film, whose production started in
1942, shows in great detail the main tropes of the hegemonic national
narrative held by the United States during this specific and highly
particular period of time. One should take into account though that
the context of production and openly propagandistic intentions of the
film infuse the documentary with a self-aware sense of discursive bias.
However, precisely the movie’s close relationship to ideological
institutions makes it a valuable asset in the study of hegemonic
discourses. Once one has filtered the most histrionic parts of the
documentary’s assertions, the core tropes of the ongoing hegemonic

national narrative can be seen mediated here as well.

Know Your Enemy: Japan is in line with other visual and textual wartime
documents. The movie approaches the task of portraying Japan and
the Japanese from an appearance of anthropological and historical
knowledge but which would hardly pass tests of actual accuracy. The
country is depicted ruled by “warlords” who only modernized for fear
of being conquered and that were convinced they could finally achieve
an alleged national desire to rule the world. Democracy was
“borrowed” as a “cruel joke” and Japanese modernization is

constantly explained as not aimed at improving the people’s standards
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of living. Instead, modernization initiatives are tightly regulated and
correspond solely to the agenda of this warmongering elite and its
imperialist aspirations. As seen in the movie, the white-collar Japanese
works with modern machines but in his house “puts on the kimono
and lives as his ancestors in the Middle Ages.” The tape describes the
Japanese as designed to follow a pre-modern frame of mind that is
hierarchical and submissive. Individuality is suppressed and the
country is portrayed functioning like a gigantic hive that makes each
citizen a devoted automaton compliant with state domination. This
process of dehumanization would be set to justify an apparent
insensitivity towards death on others and self-inflicted. The trope that
the Japanese are indifferent to death and would rather die than
surrender builds on longtime previously laid axioms of objectification

and deprival of agency.

To enhance the animosity, these ideas are coupled with tropes of
treacherousness and unreliability. Japanese and Chinese have been
historically portrayed with these traits taking turns as, in Johnson’s
terms, a ‘traveling stereotype’. Bushido and the so-called ‘samurai
code,” which had a great acceptance at the turn of the century, was
reinterpreted now as “the art of treachery and double cross,” while still
being appointed as a philosophical foundation for the nation. ‘Honor’
and ‘loyalty,” usually associated with the supposedly ‘“warrior’ spirit of
the Japanese, became instead ‘deceit’ and ‘trickery.” This was
encountered in the way Japanese fight and also in their trade policies.
A segment of the movie is for instance devoted to accusing the
Japanese of stealing patents to undersell other nations and feed “their

war machine.”
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Japanese immigrants living in the United States for decades are placed
in the movie under suspicion of being spies. Distrust and
uncomfortableness with Japanese immigrants, as Iriye mentions,
already were boiling at the beginning of the century. ” The
documentary avoids mentioning on this matter the existence of U.S.
concentration camps set for Japan-Americans following Executive
Order 9066. Around 120,000 citizens and non-citizens of Japanese
ancestry were sent to what at the time were called relocation centers.
This followed the general assumption that anyone with Japanese links
was liable to be suspicious of potentially betraying the U.S. In the
words of General John L. DeWitt when he declared in 1943 in front
of a congressional committee defending the plan: “A Jap’s a Jap. It
makes no difference whether he is a U.S. citizen or not. I don’t want
any of them [...] They are a dangerous element, whether loyal or
not.” ™ In a twist that would homogenize these traits within the
hegemonic national narrative, the superficiality of Japan’s modernity

would be attributed to a national predisposition to duplicity:

A frenzy of modernization seized upon the land. With a
politeness the world has seldom seen, the Japanese invited
other nations to build up their military power. And always with
the thought, treat with the foreigner, learn his weapons, and

then use them to destroy them, the old bushido double cross.

73 Iriye, “Japan as a Competitor, 1895-17,” 76-78.
74 “Wartime and the Bill of Rights,” Constitutional Rights Foundation.
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World War II ended and the geostrategic needs of the upcoming ‘cold’
conflict with the Soviet Union and China required Japan to go from
former deadly enemy to essential ally. The second greatest turn in the
hegemonic national narrative, arguably more significant than the one
experienced in 1905, can be traced to this moment. It is so substantial
that I argue a new understanding of Japan emerged from this point on.
This change was also conditioned by the multiplication of cultural
agents in the construction and transmission of discourse that came
with postwar mass culture. Despite the adjustments in conditions to
the hegemonic national narrative, the same core elements that had
been developing since 1868 carried on throughout the decades and
until today. These principles were articulated in different

manifestations trying to adapt to the fluctuating needs of power.

1.2.2 The End of the War and the New Deal (1945-
2018)

The development of the hegemonic national narrative from 1868 to
1945 reveals the process of formation and establishment of the two
pillars on top of which the West bases its legitimacy over Japan in
conflicts of interests. First, Japan is designed as irrevocably unable to
integrate modernity due to the West’s patent on the process of
modernization. And second, the definition of the Japanese nation is
restricted to include exclusively pre-industrial referents and tropes as
its constitutive elements. These two axioms ensure the authority of
Western hegemony while entrapping Japan in a problematized

relationship with modernity. Whenever Japan’s agenda is docile
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towards Western needs, ‘geisha-type’ approaches of fascination and
praise of cultural particularism de-politicize the nation as an object of
appreciation. On the contrary, if Japan wants to inforce economic or
political policies that might be confrontational to Western interest,
discourses on a national so-called ‘warrior spirit’ bring to the forefront
notions of barbarism to support the idea that Japan’s aggressiveness is
uncivilized and therefore illegitimate. In the end, both the docile Japan
and the violent Japan are sustained by the allusion to pre-industrial
cultural signifiers that place the definition of the country outside the

parameters of the project of modernity.

Decades of building up the national narrative on ‘yellow peril’ tropes
created a tendency of growing animosity that reached its catharsis
during the open conflict of the Pacific War. During this period, ideas
of suppressed individuality and collective behavioral homogeneity got
incorporated to the hegemonic national narrative. The state would
come to be described as inherently authoritarian and Japanese society
as exceptionally submissive to this circumstance after centuries of
apparent historical acclimation. These discursive parameters
determined in turn the way Japan’s supervised democracy was assessed
and depicted in the national narrative. Western hegemony enshrined
liberal democracy as the palmary system of governance for any
modern nation. As such, doubts over Japan’s capacity to democratize
are in fact another manifestation of the perennial questioning of its
commitment to modernity. Doubting non-Western nations’ pledge to
democracy became an integral part in hegemonic discourses of
Western dominance legitimation especially throughout the second half

of the 20" century. This has been sustained to the present day despite
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recent and growing concern surrounding the degradation of

democracy in the West.

Hegemonic national narrative tropes would also circulate in Spain
although in a particularly different context. In the aftermath of the
Civil War, Francisco Franco and his fascist government directly
determined the way discourses on Japan were reproduced by means of
their exclusive control over Spanish state and ideological institutions.
The relationship between Japan and Franco’s regime during World
War II went through two phases. In the eatly stages of the conflict,
the Japanese were portrayed as friendly and approached with curiosity
and amity. The Falangists attempted to stress the similarities between
the two countries maybe with the aim of creating a sense of proximity
and cultivate affection. They defended the positioning of Spain in
more open favor of the Axis alliance. José Millan-Astray, founder of
the Spanish Legion, the National Radio of Spain (RNE), and close
friend of Franco, was a firm admirer of pre-modern Japan. He
authored in 1941 a rendition of Nitobe’s Bushido that was based on a
French translation of the original. According to Allison Beeby and
Maria Teresa Rodriguez, “many of the examples of manipulation in
the translation can be related to the ideological pillars of the regime.”
Certain aspects laid down in the Bushidi were glorified and
appropriated by Millin-Astray to fit this propagandistic purpose.’
Japan is set in his version as still anchored in spirit to a pre-industrial
era. Fragments from the original that referred to modernizing changes
taking place during Meiji were altered or directly censored. Millan-

Astray decided for instance to remove Karl Marx from Nitobe’s text
y

75 Beeby and Rodriguez, “Millan-Astray’s Translation of Nitobe’s Bushido,” 225.
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and replace him for a vague and unspecified reference. * He
considered the supposed samurai’s readiness to sacrifice himself for an
ideal compatible with Catholic teachings. Millan-Astray was known to
be a man infatuated with the idea of death and martyrdom. He sought
ideological motivation in the Bushido’s description of seppuku or ritual
suicide, which in turn inspired the Credo Legionario and the Spanish

Legion’s most popular army song, E/ novio de la Muerte.””

The fondness Millan-Astray, the Spanish Legion, and the Falangist
wing harbored for Japan and the Japanese was completely absent in
Franco. As a matter of fact, according to Florentino Rodao, Franco
was a firm believer of the ‘yellow peril’ trope and actively despised the
Japanese. He considered them an essentially inferior and
underdeveloped nation. ™ Japan’s successes were an exception, an
irregularity that did not fit in a cognitive map that deemed the West
(especially the Christian tradition) as the irremissible and exclusive
agent of stability, peace, and prosperity in the world. Japan’s image in
Spain was after the war belittled more out of dread and apathy than
actual scorn or hate. As the war went on, Franco decided to woo the
United States instead, as he considered them a more suitable ally. He
decided to reduce to the bare minimum the already weak ties with
Japan. The Japanese invasion of the Philippines — the mourned
Spanish colony whose loss was still perceived as patriotically traumatic
— enraged those in the Spanish right who saw in the imperial project a
reason to empathize with Japan. After the war, Franco adopted a

diplomatic position in line with the interests of the United States. He

76 Ibid., 227.
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8 Rodao, Franco y el imperio japonés, 52.
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eventually accepted the establishment of an alliance with the Japanese
as a necessary step in his crusade against the global spread of
Communism. Franco never abandoned, however, his belief that any
Western nation was automatically superior by Christian virtue over any
Asian country. He also harbored distrust and rancor against Japan
because of their wartime aggressions, never giving up on the ghost of
a potential ‘yellow menace’ in the horizon.” This did not translate in
animosity but in a general lack of interest from his part to really
engage in any interpretation different than the one promoted by the

United States.

The occupation period and the geostrategic needs brought by the
advent of the Cold War, especially during the military struggles in the
Korean peninsula, favored a 180° turn in U.S. perceptions of the
Japanese. The deployment of Allied troops in mainland Japan officially
ended in 1951, although full sovereignty over the Ryukyu Islands was
only restored in 1972. During the first years of the occupation, the
enforcement of a restructuring process over the Japanese state and
their institutions was accompanied by a thorough attempt to de-
galvanize discourses of Japan as a potential threat. The new Japanese
Constitution enacted in 1947 declared the country a parliamentary
democracy and forbade Japan from maintaining armed forces capable

of waging war under the famous Article 9.

The success of these rapid changes in perception can also be
attributed to the fact that many of the agents, structures, and resources

of discourse reproduction were already in place from the time of

7 Thid., 525.
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wartime propaganda. The United States employed during and after the
Pacific War scholars from different backgrounds, mostly related to
social sciences, for reasons of military strategy. Some of these scholars
would produce works that at the same time became very popular and
highly influential on the hegemonic national narrative. The most
famous case is Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword,
published in 1946. The fact that the book was such a success is not
surprising given the fact that it aligns harmoniously with the
aforementioned axioms of the hegemonic national narrative. Despite
Benedict’s distinguished background as an academic, an analysis of the
conditions of production of The Chrysanthemum and the Sword inevitably
raises questions over the accuracy of this work. She was invited by the
Office of War Information to research on the Japanese even though
she had no previous contact or knowledge of this country. She never
visited Japan and did her study based on secondary literature and
interviews ~ with  Japanese-American  citizens imprisoned  in
concentration camps. Richard H. Minear, analyzing the reception of
Benedict’s opus, points out the following problems: “her informants
were too few and not representative, that her picture, if valid, is
grossly out of date, [and] that she overestimates the homogeneity of
Japan.”" Regardless of this, remarkably the book was a hit in Japan,
where it sold 2 million copies. C. Douglas Lummis considers it a
precursor of the Nibonjinron genre: discourses on Japanese
particularism developed mainly by Japanese scholars that became
markedly popular after the war and up until the 1990s.*' Previous to

The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, Benedict had done work on Native

80 Minear, “Cross-Cultural Perception and World War I1,” 564.
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American peoples and expressed in her book Patterns of Culture the
belief that cultures were a combination of thoughts and actions that
could be explored and understood more or less like an individual’s
personality. She structured her understanding of Japan as a binary
system of grouped tropes. On the one hand, the Japanese were
described as meek, delicate, sensible, and lover of the arts,
characteristics embodied in the chrysanthemum. On the other, the
Japanese were also seen prone to violence, fierceness, and competition,
traits represented by the sword. Again we see a Japan that could either
be  deactivated  politically  through  aesthetic  appreciation
(chrysanthemum) or be criticized in condescendence for their

supposed belligerent and barbaric tendencies (sword).

Benedict was on top of this a staunch believer of what she perceived
were the U.S. values of democracy and individuality. These principles
need to be assessed, however, more idealistic in her bias than actually
grounded on research-based anthropological assessments. She
believed, in accordance with the ongoing ‘yellow peril’ trope, that
Japanese imperialism was to be expected from a people she considered
predisposed to viciousness. This violence manifested outward in
warrior-like enterprises and inwards when taking as representative the
supposedly traditional culture of ritual suicide. She was not alone in
her reinforcement of the warrior theme trait of the hegemonic
national narrative. John M. Maki believed in addition that “the
Japanese must be re-educated ‘so that they will be able to understand
and to make workable a system of democratic government.”*’, Edwin

O. Reischauer agreed with him and stated that ‘a solution’ should be

82 Minear, “Cross-Cultural Perception and World War I1,” 562.
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found for the Japanese, and he believed it could only be democracy.*
These judgments imply that otherwise it would not be genuine for the

Japanese to democratize independently.

Others refrained, however, from this paternalistic condescendence and
tried to portray a Japan that was merely reacting to the pressures and
economic embargo from the United States and their allies. Helen
Mears published in 1948 her book Mirror for America: Japan, a treatise
on the history of the country intended for a general U.S. readership. In
it, she considered Japan’s participation in the war as a reaction to the
looming fear of becoming a colony if they failed to keep up with their
hectic developmental agenda. Charles Burton Fahs and John Fee
Embree were also critical of the assumptions the United States were
making during the Occupation in their attempts to coerce the Japanese
into compliance. They considered too harsh U.S. criticism towards
Japan for not committing to democracy right off the bat.* None of
these authors were justifying or defending Japan in their act of waging
war. However, their readings implied conceding Japan some degree of
political autonomy and legitimacy to build an agenda that would differ
from Western interest, and as such, their texts did not fit the
hegemonic discourse. Their works did not circulate as much as those
authored by their aforementioned peers, at least during the first

decades of the postwar period.*

During these decades that followed the Occupation, Japan

experienced a great wave of economic and industrial development as a
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result of what was known as “Yoshida Doctrine.” In the second stage
of this development, Japan expanded its trade agenda thanks to a
policy of ‘purchasing’ international recognition through foreign
investment. * During these years of living under the U.S. atomic
umbrella, the swift from former enemy to peaceful ally was
accomplished through the depoliticizing effect of exoticizing Japan.
According to an Asahi-sponsored poll conducted by Louis Harris, in
1971, 85% of the U.S. population agreed that despite cultural
differences, friendship between the two countries was necessary.
Moreover, 66% considered Japan a peaceful democracy.® These
appreciations, however, were increasingly and paradoxically coupled
with a chronic distrust for Japan’s commitment to democracy,® the
contemporary follow-up to the suspicion put on the ability of the

Japanese to achieve modernity.

In line with this rapprochement between the West and Japan, a second
wave of Japanese aestheticism appeared during the 1950s and 1960s,
especially in the United States. The renewed interest on pre-modern
Japanese artifacts, architecture models, and practices like ikebana and
bonsai care promoted yet again the geisha-like interpretative facet of
the hegemonic national narrative. Zen Buddhism attracted the
attention of Westerners specifically in the art world mainly through
the mediation of figures like Japanese scholar D. T. Suzuki. Similarly
to what Okakura suggested with his treatise on chado, D. T. Suzuki’s
Zen and the Japanese Culture was both produced and interpreted as a

referential work that appointed Zen as the vehicle to best understand

86 Ming, “Spending Strategies in World Politics,” 91.
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the Japanese national ‘essence.” Suzuki’s first draft of the book, written
in the 1930s, linked Zen to a supposed Japanese warrior spirit, gaining
the admiration and following of high-ranking Nazi officials like Count
Karlfried Graf Diirckheim.” Proof of how far a narrative can change
the framing of a particular text, Suzuki’s work was reduced to the tame
aspects of Zen. Warner Mettler argues in her chapter on the matter
that Suzuki’s contributions were detached from his previous claims of
association with a so-called Japan’s samurai spirit.”’ She also makes the
distinction between the way the general population understood Zen,
emphasizing “the religion’s sense of reflective serenity and self-
discipline,” and how artists from the so-called Beat generation
approached it, focusing on what they considered a “confrontational
aesthetic” that would allow them to oppose the contemporary
mainstream drive for materialistic accumulation.”’ In the end, however,
the craze for Zen Buddhism that channeled the 1960s construction of
mainstream Japan offered, in any of its variations, a cohesive rendition

of the Japanese nation:

They treated it as an esoteric, distinctly foreign, ancient
Oriental way of thinking [...] Once again Japan and its culture
appeared admirable in keeping with the recently reestablished
alliance, but in its seeming strangeness and perpetual antiquity,

it appeared out of synch with the twentieth century.”

8 For a very detailed account on their relationship, see Brian Victoria’s “Zen Nazi in
Wartime Japan: Count Durckheim and his Sources.”

9 Watrner Mettler, How fo Reach Japan by Metro, 159-160.
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The turn towards aestheticism in the two decades that followed the
Occupation was still based in the insistence on one of the principles of
the hegemonic national narrative: understanding Japan by taking sets
of perceived cultural phenomena as direct representatives of its
particular essence. These cultural elements, like Zen, were explicitly

framed as a desynchronized legacy derived from pre-modern times.

Another divide would come with yet a new turn in the hegemonic
national narrative towards animosity right after the Nixon Shock and
the 1973 oil crisis. Japan’s positive trade imbalance is framed
throughout the 1970s as an unfair advantage to the countries with
whom they were making business. Japanese economic policies had
made the country the leading buyer of U.S. Treasury bonds, and by
1984, the possessor of the largest net foreign assets. » Western
protectionist discourses would resuscitate the old phantom of Japan’s
desire for world dominance. Instead of soldiers, Japanese businessmen
and industrialists were compared and even symbolically attired as
samurai. The ‘yellow peril’ would come back to threaten Western
supremacy not with conventional weapons but with economic
subjugation. This interpretation was not original: it appeared first at
the beginning of the century and again in wartime propaganda. With
Japan’s militaristic power deactivated and out of the discourse,
however, any trace of potential aggressiveness had to be catalyzed

through the fear of economic dominance.

The shaking of ‘yellow peril’ ghosts during the years of trade

imbalance emerges in strike contrast to the tone of relative
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reconciliation embraced during previous decades. Compared to how
hegemonic discourses described the dangers of Japan in the buildup to
World War II, postwar discourses of Japanese representation defined
the country as a competitor rather than as an enemy. This relationship
is defined by Priscilla A. Clapp and Morton H. Halperin as “inevitable

harmony.” During the immediate postwar years:

As long as U.S. business is benefiting from the Japanese market,
the most convenient view of Japan would be inevitable harmony.
As soon as Japanese industry begins to gain advantages over U.S.

industry, the two countries are seen to be on a collision course.”

Setting up the discourse of Japan as a friendly nation was also critical
to hold up an essential alliance in the struggle for regional control
against the influence of China and the Soviet Union. This changed
with the shift in the geopolitical order that came after Nixon and Mao
re-established diplomatic relationships in 1971. Japan stopped being
the indispensable Asian partner and the pressure to sustain this
‘inevitable harmony’ diminished. The new correlation of forces created
a scenario that would allow criticism towards Japan’s trade policies.
Reminisced derogatory tropes came back to taint the hegemonic
national narrative in a moment in which Western interests, especially

those of the United States, were more confronted.

Trade imbalance ‘yellow peril’ rhetoric did not turn into the scenario
of open confrontation that had been the Pacific War. At the end of

the day, those years of economic and political rapprochement were

% Clapp and Halperin, “U.S. Elite Images of Japan,” 221.
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substantially lucrative for both sides. Market profits and Western
geopolitical needs indubitably preferred a friendly-defined Japan. The
years of bonanza however did not last forever. The country’s market
crashed between 1989 and 1992 in the old-fashion unrestrained
capitalist development way. The pressure put on Japan by Western
powers to reevaluate its trade policies during the 1970s had pushed the
country to reshape its international agenda, and its weak standing after
the financial crisis reinforced this strategy. The way Japan came to be
represented during the years of trade imbalance shows how both the
old tropes of de-legitimation of Japan’s commitment to modernity and
the de-politicizing effect of exotic aestheticism, far from outdated or

overcome, were ingrained in the fabrics of the hegemonic discourse.

There is no reason to believe the hegemonic national narrative of
Japan in Spain differs in the fundamentals from the one I just
reviewed above during the same period of time. Franco’s decision to
adopt whichever diplomatic position the United States had regarding
Japan was coupled with a general lack of particular interest in the
nation that was being carried for decades. The hegemonic national
narrative in Spain reverted from discourses of threat and barbarism to
ideas of fragility and sensibility.”” The idea of the Japanese as both
geishas and samurai is present in the Spanish national narrative, but
unlike the one in the U.S., it has been uprooted from the historic
motivations that activate the switch between the two. The lack of an
autonomous positioning regarding Japan and the role of bandwagon

nation for Western authority that could be associated historically with

95 Rodao, Franco y el imperio japonés, 535.
101



Spain has as a result the smoothing of differences between national

contexts.

The tropes of Japan opening up to the rest of the world and the fears
brought by the trade war of Japanese economic conquest circulated
during the 1970s and 1980s in a Spain that was establishing again a
directly mediated relationship with Japan. Catalan writer Pere Calders
published in 1978 an anthology of his then most recent short stories
with great critical and commercial success.” The story that gives the
name to the collection, “Invasi6 subtil” (“Subtle invasion”), offers us a
detailed insight on the contemporary perceptions of the Japanese held
in Spain at the time. It simultaneously pokes fun at the
constructiveness of a discourse built upon ignorance and feigned
knowledge of the Other. A local meets what he firmly believes at first
sight to be a Japanese person in a hostel by the Catalan seashore. The
stranger is described as portraying evident Caucasian phenotypes
instead of Asian traits as the narrator expected. They have a friendly
conversation during which he learns the alleged Japanese is employed,
as he projected, as a salesman, but doesn’t deal with technological

equipment as the narrator assumed.

The short story unfolds following the same pattern: any expectation of
what the protagonist is convinced a Japanese individual should be
(refined manners, extreme politeness, and exotic culinary choices) is
shattered at every occasion by the stranger’s replies or even by
unambiguous deduction. Back in his room, the wife of the narrator

asks him why he thought the man was Japanese. The protagonist had
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based his assumptions on instinct and intuition because he confesses
he essentially cannot trust the Japanese in commanding an open and

honest invasion:

That night I slept barely and pootly. 1 couldn’t keep the
Japanese out of my mind. As long as they introduce
themselves as they are, with their chuckle, their bowing, and
their catty looks, we will be able to defend ourselves. Or so I
hope! But if they start coming here with disguises and

misleading appearances, we have a great deal of work to do.””™”

To the added fear and continuation of ‘yellow peril’ tropes associated
with this ‘subtle invasion’ that the narrator is so afraid of, the story
also highlights the need for a Western individual to pinpoint
Japaneseness only in estranged and differentiating traits. These
attributes have been traveling attached to the hegemonic narrative so
that their ambiguity can be interpreted under a positive or negative

light, depending on the need of exalting truthfulness or deceit.

The advent of ‘yellow peril’ tropes emphasized a specific set of
changes in the definition of Japan that came with the rapid
developments happening since the 1950s. Japan, deprived of genuine
and autonomous political agency through aestheticism, was
approached and understood based on its economic structures:
Japanese technological and industrial exports and an increasingly
consumerist social behavior. Closing on the turn of the millennium,

the growing relevance of the service industry and the quaternary sector
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was highlighted. Tourism, R&D, and a strong media and
entertainment business sphere became items associated to 21%-century
Japan. Inoguchi Takashi defends the idea that Japan moved from
being perceived and acted upon as a free-rider during the 1950s and
1960s, to the role of economic challenger during the 1970s, to finally
settle as a ‘supporter’ country.” This new assessment originates from a
Japan that sheds former Yoshida Doctrine principles of prioritizing
national needs for more open foreign policies in cooperation and

collaboration with close and distant neighbors.

That the hegemonic discourse integrates this shift can be interpreted
as a reaction to the Japanese diplomatic strategy paradigm put in
motion in the 1970s that aimed towards nation branding — and a
specific idea of what the Japanese brand needed to be. The Japanese
Foundation, a government-managed non-profit organization focused
on fostering cultural and educational exchanges between Japan and
other countries, was established in 1972. They have funded or
distributed since then thousands of translations and have put in
motion scholarship and research initiatives that sent Japanese abroad
or invited international students and scholars to Japan. This was part
of the so-called Fukuda Doctrine, a plan for the internationalization of
Japan through the promotion of Japanese culture exports with the aim
of bolstering investment and sooth international negotiations through

the sustainment of an appealing and friendly image of the nation.

%8 Takashi, “Japan’s Images and Options: Not a Challenger, but a Supporter,” 113-
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Koichi Iwabuchi notes how at the turn of the 21" century, and given a
belief that eatlier soft power campaigns during the 1980s and 1990s
offered good results, “Japan’s pop-culture diplomacy was firmly
institutionalized with the ‘Cool Japan’ policy discourse, which sought
to capitalize on the popularity of Japanese media culture in global
markets (notably Euro-American markets).” ” There is consensus
among Japanese institutions to keep up with the effort of promoting
the ‘Cool Japan’ nation branding. This has been an outspoken
commitment from Japan’s state and ideological institutions since
Prime Minister Koizumi discussed it in the Diet, and subsequent
cabinets have not shown a desire to change course on the matter.'”
Whether or not these ‘Cool Japan’ campaigns have actually helped
promoting the Japanese economy by attracting foreign investment and
smoothing the edges during international summits for more beneficial
deals (that is, whether or not they are useful in factual diplomacy) is
still up for debate. Regardless of this, the influence of the ‘Cool Japan’
brand on the hegemonic national narrative held in the United States

and in Spain is hardly questionable.

The reaching out to the West through Fukuda Doctrine initiatives and
the ‘Cool Japan’ discourse has produced a more direct rapprochement
between Spain and Japan. Even though the same tropes constituting
the hegemonic national narrative can be found circulating in the U.S.
and Spain alike, there is a time gap between the two countries. Spain
lags behind in the reproduction and transmission of ideas first

portrayed in the United States, but the breach has been progressively

9 Twabuchi, “Pop-Culture Diplomacy in Japan,”’422.
100 Thid., 423.

105



closing. In 2010, the Japanese Foundation opened an office in Madrid.
Amadeo Jensana Tanehashi, chief of economic and political relations
in Casa Asia, predicts in the CIDOB report of 2013 an exponential
increase of the presence of Japanese culture in Spain, following the

trend established during the past twenty years."""

The fact that the hegemonic discourse has integrated many of the
traits associated to the ‘Cool Japan’ agenda should not be surprising.
The image of Japan promoted through soft power campaigns
complied with previously circulating notions constituting the
hegemonic narrative. It does not collide with the interests of power or
with the legitimation of the West as global authority. There have been
instances in which Japan’s cultural export campaign has been
considered the contemporary version of an enduring desire for
conquest after the failure of military and economic approaches.
During the most intense years of the Japanese soft power campaign in
the 1990s and early 2000s, the popularity of Japan was countered with
this particular reaction, with ideas of ‘invasion’ and ‘Japanese wave’
carrying on even if more subtly the same perennial fear that instigated
the ‘yellow peril.” To the military and economic potential threat of

assault, a new front was added: the cultural.

These reactions, however, have been tamed if compared to previous
responses. Japanese soft power campaigns, in their articulation of a
non-threatening Japan, have had a major role in the shaping of the

hegemonic national narrative in the past 30 years. ‘Geisha’ or
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‘chrysanthemum’ tropes, those better linked to the privation of
political agency and more focused on passive appreciation and
meekness, have kept the aforementioned pendulum on their side.
These have coincided in Japan with the rise in popularity of
Nihonjinron discourses, which were also institutionally promoted.'” As
a result, the hegemonic national narrative has the West commodifying
Japan as a place and an entity of delimited and achievable

consumption.

This is not free from contradictions. The tendency of emphasizing a
cultural essence of the exotic that comes from pre-modern times
clashes with the description of Japan as a hyper-technological, post-
industrial, late-capitalist society. David Morley and Kevin Robins
argued in 1995 that through the consideration of Japan as an
economic being, Western discourse was reproducing the same set of
exotic objectification processes linked to Orientalism. They coined
this iteration of the narrative with the name of “T'echno-Orientalism.’
Techno-Otrientalism has since become a key concept for some authors
that try to organize the discursive representation of Asia at the turn of

the 21% century:

Techno-Orientalism, like Orientalism, places great emphasis on
the project of modernity - cultures privilege modernity and fear
losing their perceived ‘edge’ over others. Stretching beyond
Orientalism’s premise of a hegemonic West’s representational
authority over the East, Techno-Orientalism’s scope is much

more expansive and bidirectional, its discourses mutually
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constituted by the flow of trade and capital across the
hemispheres. [..] Western nations vying for cultural and
economic dominance with Asian nations find in Techno-
Orientalism an expressive vehicle for their aspirations and

103
fears.

Techno-Otrientalism offers an addition to the denouncing of
Orientalist tradition: through the depiction of Asia as a more
economically and technologically developed region which has met and
surpassed the West, it posits a future in which Western authority is a
thing of the past. This de-Westernized future, however, is a dystopian
projection of the worst social and environmental downsides of the
project of modernity. Techno-Orientalism, therefore, becomes a new
iteration of discourses on the ‘yellow peril’ that articulates a defense of
Western domination through the projection of unrest, defeat, and total
alienation if Asia were to lead. In the end, Techno-Orientalism
perpetuates the hegemonic discourse of the West to build itself in
opposition as authority and at the same time (mis)guide the Asian

challenge through a discredit of any potential proposals.

The hegemonic national narrative in its latest stage is sustained upon a
stable paradox. On the one side, it considers Japanese culture as
essentially rooted on pre-Meiji times. On the other side, it describes
contemporary Japanese society as predominantly urban and in a late
stage of industrialization. This is a deceptive contradiction, as
considerations over Japan’s late-capitalist society are linked to ideas of

‘Westernization.” In turn, Westernization entails the adjustment and
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persistence of the permanent core logic of questioning the authenticity
of Japan’s commitment to modernity. The model of modernity in all
its stages from industrialization to consumerism is sustained as a
Western monopoly. Any manifestations in non-Western societies of
modern traits are therefore a mere incomplete copy that legitimates
Western superiority by virtue of creating followership. For Western
hegemonic discourse, Japanese copied consumerism the same way
they copied industrialization, for there is no alternative to the Western
blueprint. Because the definition of Japanese culture is still built from
pre-modern referents, this late-stage of industrial advancement if
anything reinforces with more emphasis the idea of Japan’s incomplete
commitment to modern representations. Technological advancements
and consumerism are accordingly framed as décor, an external patina
that can be isolated, objectified, and admired as an aesthetic

eccentricity and not a potential signifier of the nation’s identity.

1.2.3 Be As | Say and Not As You Do

Having reached this point in the historical analysis, I believe it is time
to make a summary of what constitutes the essence of the hegemonic
national narrative as shared and circulating in both the United States
and Spain, accounting for the differences in the transmission of the
same between the two countries. I argue that the core legitimizing
principle of Western hegemony that articulates this body of discourse
is the construction and reproduction of the idea of Japan around the

assumption that it is unable to fully commit to modernity. This
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assumption departs from the notion that the project of modernity in
all its dimensions (political, technological, industrial, social, but also
cultural) has been embedded as the legitimizing axiom to ensure

domination in the post-Enlightenment world.

This body of argumentation is part of a logic of domination developed
and ingrained in the West through imperial imposition which was
similarly denounced by decolonial scholars like Anfbal Quijano,
Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Enrique Dussel, Santiago Castro-Goémez,
and Ramoén Grosfoguel. According to decolonial theory, the project of
modernity produces and sustains subalternity in its structural
articulation of material subsistence and dialectical legitimation.
Decolonial theory goes a step further from other postcolonial works
and emphasizes the need to understand colonialism not as a product
of modernity but as the very means for its subsistence. Consequently,
in order for modernity in all its fronts (extractivist capitalism, Western
cultural imperialism disguised as ‘universal values,” and liberal
democracy, for instance) to keep existing under the system of Western
global authority, it requires the construction of a non-modern subject,
the subaltern, to sustain a hierarchy of development that would justify
material exploitation. In the case of Japan, this same system would be
used to enforce not direct plunder of the country but the disabling of
potential contenders to the role of authority within this same structure

of supremacy.

Any form of suspicion cast upon Japan’s modernity ensures therefore
Western authority. These suspicions have taken different expressions.

The most common can be grouped under the general understanding
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of Japan as only adopting modernity not in essence, but superficially.
The relationship Japanese have established with the project of
modernity is interpreted in some instances as a willed choice. The
narrative includes accusations directed to the Japanese elites for
allegedly embracing the enterprise of modernizing state and society as
a means to acquire and develop a technological level equivalent to the
West. This discourse has been nursed especially at times in which
Japanese autonomous political agenda clashed with Western powers’
interests. The idea of a Japan that ‘uses’ modernity instead of
‘becoming’ modern fundamentally entails the estrangement between
the formulation of a community’s defining identity and the articulation

of its policies and institutions.

One of the main pillars set in order to accomplish this de-modernizing
shade is sourcing the essence of Japanese culture in a moment that
predates contact with the West and the development of a modern
state. Geishas and samurai: the reduction of Japanese culture to traits
and practices hailed as referential of an essence preordained and
fossilized as ‘tradition.” Tradition becomes a term that is not only used
to describe a historical legacy but also forces suspended asynchrony
between the relentless progress of the country and the culture that is
supposed to represent it. The trope of a Japan that is modern on the
outside and traditional on the inside is coupled by the pinpointing of
its cultural identity in pre-industrial referents. The Japanese nation is
defined as essentially constituted of non-modern cultural patterns
instead of accepting the natural flux and blending of past and present
that is culture, as Stuart Hall defined it, in its every contemporary

instance.
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Following the reasoning of Karatani, this way of understanding
Japanese culture is linked to what he calls ‘exceptional aestheticism.’
This process of mediated appreciation objectifies and reifies the
culture as an item to be always admired from an unbreachable distance.
Because of this detachment, the analyzed culture is depoliticized and
deprived of the agency to define itself autonomously or contradict the
viewer’s point. This process, inherited from Kant’s aesthetic theory,
was common under the political project of Orientalism. As the critics
of Techno-Orientalism point out, at the turn of the millennium it has
morphed to adopt the following needs for an objectified culture that
keeps defining hegemonic interpretations. The process of describing
Japan as an object seen from the distanced viewpoint of aesthetic
appreciation can also be understood throughout more contemporary
forms of admiration, institutional but also intellectual and academic,
that have a resonance in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s criticism of a

subaltern that is deprived of a voice to define itself.

Despite never having turned into a colony and actually having been an
imperialistic power on its own, Japan has been subjected to some of
the same conventional tropes applied in the discursive construction of
the Other — primarily but not limited to the Asian Other — that
ensures Western legitimacy. Among those, it is worth pointing out the
gendering of Japan as ‘male’ or ‘female’ following an ingrained sexist
understanding of power hierarchies. Whenever Japan was aggressive
and assertive, the country was defined as masculine through the
invocation of warrior tropes. On the other hand, Japan appears

associated with female figures, especially with images of geishas, every
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time its definition has been determined by a need to describe this
nation as peaceful, collaborative, passive, and meek. This gendering
practice not only exports a depraved logic of inequality that links
anything female to a position of naturalized oppression, but also uses
the realm of national narratives as a ground where it could take roots

and perpetuate its patriarchal paradigm of understanding.

This gendered shifting between the Japanese as ‘geisha’ to Japanese as
‘samurai’ and vice versa has been strictly linked to the coming back
and forth of each iteration of the ‘yellow peril’ trope. The hegemonic
national narrative described Japan as a peaceful and friendly nation in
its first stage in a way it eased the path for economic collaboration.
However, once the country proved it could defeat another Western
nation and potentially change the regional ruling landscape, the social
and technological developments associated with the same project of
modernization were interpreted under a different light. During those
instances, Japan has been acritically accused of ‘using’ modernity solely
for its own benefit. Japanese successes can be attributed to an
acceptable implementation of modernity only as long as they do not
clash with the Western legitimate claim for authority. If this condition
was not met and Japan pushed an autonomous agenda, their claims are
systematically disregarded. The discourse judges Japan’s position as an
exhibition of a so-called national inevitable inclination to belligerency.
This supposed propensity to conflict is then described as a national
trait inherited from a legacy of everlasting historic military struggles.
Japanese ferociousness, commonly built around the image of the
samurai, is invoked not only in times of military confrontation but also

when economic and cultural domination is in dispute. The ‘yellow
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peril’ trope was first inseminated and then invoked time and again to
frame Japan as a potential enemy of Western interests in disguise. The
way this trope is designed disenfranchises Japan’s right to contest. It
employs pre-modern warmongering imagery to articulate Japan’s
means to approach a conflict and postulates the West as the only true

virtual equivalent of modernity.

Ironically enough, the idea of de-modernization is accomplished
whenever Japan or Japanese culture are described as ‘Westernized.’
These epithets are applied in cases where Japan exhibits traits of social
or cultural phenomena that fail to comply with the understanding of
Japanese culture built and formulated only around pre-modern tropes.
It mixes qualities and attributes that have a commonly assumed
Western origin with others that came into existence during and after
processes of industrialization. Modern imagery (cars, suits, factories)
has been appropriated as genuine of a Western tradition despite
having a more accurate association with the shared project of global
industrial and post-industrial societies, including consumerist behavior
in its latest stage. This process stems from the understanding of
modernity as a Western patent. Any display product of
industrialization is interpreted as a copy of the West. ‘Modernization’
is exchanged for ‘Westernization,” and in this tradeoff, the West
assimilates and monopolizes modernity and its Hegelian legacy of
development and providence. Any other cultural tradition ‘loans’ or
‘wears’ modernity, as many satirical illustrations have come to depict

this process for the past 150 years.
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The hegemonic national narrative has been described as pretty
homogeneous and the West has been treated as such in this piece.
Although this functional treatment has been preemptively relativized,
it needs to be questioned again. There is an important difference
between how the hegemonic discourse has functioned between the
United States Spain, and breaking these distinctions down elucidates
the strengths and challenges of sustaining the West as a shared

discursive space.

Before World War II, the ‘yellow peril’ trope was more present in the
conditioning of general interpretations of Japan in the United States
than in Spain. The economic and military control over the Pacific has
been a matter of reasonable significance to the U.S. and a cause of
tensions with Japan throughout the first half of the 20" century. Spain,
on the other hand, forfeited its regional stake with the independence
of the Philippines and Cuba. The level of geopolitical pressure put on
the two countries cannot be matched. National circumstances seemed
to be a greater determining factor in the construction of hegemonic
discourses. The scenario that emerged after 1945 changed this
dynamic. The Allied victory enhanced the United States influencing
role in the shaping of the Western hegemonic national narrative, and
subsequently, the way discourses in Spain reacted to this new
circumstance. During Franco’s dictatorship, the country adopted a
diplomatic standpoint regarding Japan based on the interests of the
United States, as it was understood it would benefit the fight against
communism. The lack of strong domestic institutional voices in Spain
that could be in a position to shape an independent discourse on

Japan was supplied by U.S. agents and sources. The increased
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popularization of U.S. cultural products made the circulation of
discourses between the U.S. and Spain more fluid and regular. These
circumstances led to Spain ending up participating just the same in the
echoing of ideas of ‘invasion’ and potential threat once the ‘yellow
peril’ tropes were re-activated during the 1970s tensions over trade

and the 1980s and 1990s Japanese cultural soft power campaigns.

While the content reproduced was parallel, the triggering of these
tropes, however, was not immediate. There is an appreciable delay
between reactions in the U.S. when compared to the same in Spain. 1
link this asynchronicity to the different placing in time of the texts that
constitute and reproduce the hegemonic narrative. As a direct and
more stable interaction between Japan and Spain is being fostered, this
gap has been closing up. The fact that there is a greater and more
open exchange between countries has not altered the reproduction of
hegemonic discourse through texts that circulate in Spain. This
phenomenon may indicate that Spain has grown to occupy the role of
relay in the system of Western hegemony. It echoes other Western
nations’ positions and discourses also as a means to claim a place
within the Western community, a subject matter that is not free from

doubt.

Right at the beginning, I stated that I would refrain from looking for
causation and organized purpose in the creation and reproduction of
hegemonic discourses. It is important to remind this principle again,
especially after having reviewed instances in which state and
ideological institutions have been very clearly involved in the creation

of the texts, as it is the case of the documentary Know Your Enemy.
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Certainly, the structures and conditions of their production and
circulation must be assessed, studied, and accounted for, but only in a
way devised to reveal the intricacies of transmission and reproduction
of discourse from and to institutions, disregarding any consideration
of purpose or authorial determination. Assuming intention displaces
the focus from the implications of a discourse to a realm where
interpretation has a weaker standing. When analyzing this kind of
discourses, one should limit the scope of the exploration to whether
they endorse and legitimate the actions, logic, and dynamics of

dominant power in order to fully establish their hegemonic status.

As a concluding remark and in the spirit of this account, I would like
to discuss the matter of Japanese meddling in the hegemonic national
narrative of the country in the West. The same way one may be
tempted to check on the mediation of Western power agents, there are
instances in which the actions of Japanese state and ideological
institutions are interrelated with the construction of the hegemonic
discourse as it circulates in the U.S. and Spain. In the latest historical
stage reviewed, we have seen how the project of ‘Cool Japan’ nation
branding has aligned with the hegemonic discourse in a way it
resonates with core tropes and arguments of legitimation that had
been already developing for over a century. It is, however, not the only
time one can identify spaces of overlap between discourses promoted
and reproduced through Japanese hegemonic structures to try and
influence the West. One can see, for instance, how during the 19
century, Japanese intellectual and political elites wished to articulate
the project of modernization as a constant debate over what was later

summarized as the tension of wakon-yosai, or ‘Western technology
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with a Japanese spirit.” The contribution of Fukuzawa Yukichi and his
peers to emphasize the need for Japan to develop technologically to
avoid being colonized by the West aligns with the hegemonic
argument of a Japan that hosts a divide between a native pre-modern
essence and modernity understood only from a utilitarian perspective.
Similarly, Mari Yoshihara explores how the Japanese mediated in the
maintenance of ‘geisha’-like ideas of Japan through the promotion or
at least non-rebuttal of extremely popular cultural productions in the
West like Madame Butterfly.'” This fame is not fortuitous; it is not
that these texts are directly mediated in authorial production what
makes them hegemonic, but the fact they are read and rendered within
a system that actually legitimates the agents in power and as such
appear circulating through the institutions that comprise it. In the end,
I defend the notion that there is a better insight to be gained by
focusing not in the intention a text was created for, but in how it is

interpreted once it becomes part of the dominant discursive ecosystem.
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CHAPTER 2:
IN PEACE WE PROSPER

(1945 - 1989)

2.1 Historical Context

On the ecarly morning of September 2, 1945, the U.S. battleship
Missonri received at the Tokyo Bay two delegations. The first one was
comprised by representatives of several nations identified under the
pact of the Allied Forces. The second boarded the vessel in the name
of the government of Japan, headed by the minister of Foreign Affairs,
as guests in their own country. In little over half an hour, the official
documents indicating Japan’s unconditional surrender were signed,
putting an end to World War II in terms of open military action.
Looking over the table where the Japanese capitulation was being
legalized, the U.S. mission had showcased an ominous memento: one

of the U.S. flags Commodore Matthew Perry had brought ashore back
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in 1853 when he first occupied that same cove to coerce Japan into
establishing trade and diplomatic relationships. The flag was stitched
and hung backward to ensure preservation, but the message seemed

clear: U.S. force yet again undermines Japan’s autonomy.

During the weeks that came before and after that moment, open
debate over how to approach the occupation of Japan regarding the
existing political, social, economic, and even cultural structures draw
two  differentiated sides among international policymaking
intelligentsia. One wanted the total removal of the military, political,
and industrial Japanese wartime elites, including the trial and
disappearance of the Imperial Household. On the other side, there
were those of the opinion that, in order to allow for a smooth
transition in Japan, it was important to keep the institutions as steady
as possible and just purge or reconfigure whatever was necessaty to
make way for parliamentary democracy to take place as the new ruling
order. The Japanese Emperor must be preserved, but in this new state,
all his executive powers had to be abolished. His role in Japan had to
reverse to being a symbolic relic and cultural token as it had been prior

to Meiji.

On September 27, U.S. General Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme
Commander of the Allied Powers in the Pacific (SCAP), received
another delegation at his temporary headquarters inside the
expropriated offices of the Dai-ichi Life Insurance Company. The
mission was headed this time by Emperor Hirohito himself. A picture
of the two men awkwardly standing next to each other was taken by

an official military photographer at a time when it was still highly
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uncomfortable for many Japanese to look directly at the Emperor. Its
publication in The New York Times seemed to indicate that MacArthur
had opted to support those that advocated for a smooth transition in
Japan, discarding the plan for a total reboot. According to William L.
Neumann, however, MacArthur was just being consequent with his
distinctive unruly behavior and decided in consensus with his close
chorus of specialists on Japan to do a mix of the two approaches: he
would purge and preserve. This strategy would define Japanese global
positioning for years as “what was good for the United States must be

good for Japan.”'

The way the occupation forces devised to transform the whole body
of Japanese structures was through the forceful enactment of ad-hoc
legislation. The Allied authorities drafted in conjunction with reformist
parties from within the Japanese political class a new constitution that
would depose the 1889 charter bill. In their determined quest for
implementing democracy, these imperious means were justified
because of the need to meet the higher end of rebuilding the country
in a race against the geopolitical clock. The assumed obligation of
transitioning Japan from deadly foe to indispensable ally in the Pacific
corresponded to the repositioning of world players in the upcoming
scenario of the Cold War. The 1946 elections and the adoption of the
new constitution in 1947 were boasted as proof of these measures’
success in returning Japan’s autonomy, despite the fact that the
occupation lasted officially until 1952 in the main islands and 1972 in

Okinawa.

! Neumann, Awmerica Encounters Japan, 296.
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There is debate over whether the occupation measures were actually as
efficient in turning the page from wartime era structures as it was
promoted within and outside Japan. The SCAP targeted zaibatsu and
seized their assets in order to try to dissolve them, but these actions
accomplished so only partially and for a limited period of time. Three
of the four biggest zaibatsus survived these disassembling procedures,
Yasuda being the only one to disappear. An amnesty was granted
because of the sudden need to reinforce industrial development in
war-torn Japan. The zaibatsu became what it has now known as
keiretsu, which in appearance lessened the vertical hierarchy of its
former composition for a more subsidiary-based horizontal structure.
In reality, the same oligarch families that controlled the zaibatsu found

in this new model a way to perpetuate their stronghold.

In the political sphere, a very similar process of rebranding occurred.
Many of the politicians that led the executive and legislative powers in
the war’s aftermath, either by appointment from the occupation
authorities or as a result of elections, had already been active before or
even during the military conflict, some of them having held cabinet
positions. With the significant exception of the socialist Katayama
Tetsu, who won the elections in 1947 and held the post of prime
minister for about a year, the Diet and the government were
controlled by conservative forces. Yoshida Shigeru has been credited
as the main architect of the postwar Japanese political landscape. He
held the prime minister office between 1946-1947 and 1948-1955. He
helped found the [iminti or Liberal Democratic Japan, the undisputed
power party that controlled the Japanese government and parliament

uninterruptedly since its formation until 1993. The composition of the
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Japanese Diet and executive cabinets during the decades following
1945 is a rhizome of a genealogical tree with many of the
representatives and ministers being related to each other by family ties
or through connections to the main keiretsu. The institutional Japan
that would emerge from postwar design would be marked therefore by

continuity rather than by the result of substantial restructuring.

The consequences of the measures taken by the occupation forces and
the Japanese state and ideological institutions in the first twenty-five
years after the end of the war can be interpreted as a phenomenon
unfolding in two different rhythms. On the one hand, there was
pressure put upon the Japanese society to rebuild its industrial
network not only for the sake of its own people but also to help fund
the fight in the Korean War and become part of the U.S. international
free market circuit. To achieve this end, early Japanese administrations
focused on a line of policies that were to be known later as the
Yoshida Doctrine. Two strategic fronts could define these guidelines.
On the one hand, the government unfolded a ‘Japan first’ plan of
investing and spending on industrial and trade expansion under
public-led and state-promoted economic development. On the other,
Japan developed its strategic policies from a position of heavy reliance
on the United States in terms of international security. The
government invoked the presence of the Article 9 of the new Japanese
constitution, a clause that forbids the country from developing war-

making structures, to save on military budget.

The policies undertaken following the Yoshida Doctrine have been

interpreted as successful in macroeconomic terms. The so-called
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‘Japanese Miracle’ turned a war-torn country into the second biggest
wortldwide economy in under four decades. On the other hand,
however, the speed rate of these measures and the impact of unhinged
sociopolitical changes produced a dissonance gap that required
generations of Japanese affected during and immediately after the war
to adapt to the changes at a relentless and acritical path. The
experience of U.S. presence during the occupation had an impropetly
digested account that made it harder to establish nationwide narratives
of wartime atonement. The pressures put on the Japanese workforce
during the investment on heavy industrialization were transformed
into a later demand for sudden re-conversion of a big part of the same
into white-collar labor. Yoshida Doctrine policies also focused on
introducing large-scale consumerist patterns to fuel economic growth

and as a symbol of status and national recovery.

Behind the curtain of economic prosperity, tensions over concealed
institutional corruption, continued U.S. presence in Okinawa, and
Cold War inspired ideological opposition to the imposed status quo
(coming from both far-left and far-right proponents) brewed
throughout the 1950s and 1960s. The catharsis came first in a series of
cross-class demonstrations against the upcoming renewal of the Treaty
of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and
Japan (or Anpo for short) in 1960. The protests were riveted by violent
clashes with the police that ended up with the assassination of Tokyo
University student Kanba Michiko. This activist uprising was re-edited
in 1968 with student revolts that closed down universities and took on
conflict with state oppression forces. They happened again in 1970

against the terms of the Okinawa Revision Agreement which

124



relinquished control of the archipelago to the Japanese government
but perpetuated the presence of U.S. military bases. The effective
failure to stop or substantially influence the decisions taken by the
government meant the eventual giving up to the acceptance of the
designed order. Opposition and activist movements have been
operational ever since in Japan, but never to the same scale. The
narrative of growth and economic prosperity through consumerism
trickled down during the 1970s and 1980s, effectively covering up the

intensifying layers of inequality and discontent produced by the same.

This second stage of development coincided with changes on the
Japanese national and international strategic agenda. In 1971, U.S.
president Richard Nixon decided to stop the direct convertibility of
dollars to gold. The Japanese central bank started stockpiling U.S.
bonds and buying dollars to keep the yen in artificial decreased value.
One year later, U.S.-China diplomatic relationships started anew,
decreasing the dependence of the United States on Japan for the
control of the region. The Oil Crisis of 1973-1974 created more
distance between the two allies as Japan wanted to avoid the embargo
of crude from OPEC countries. The increased price of oil meant an
international revalorization of Japanese cars, which were more fuel-
efficient, and a transformation of the Japanese industry towards the
production and distribution of electronics. The strength of Japanese
exports and the stability of a controlled currency weighted down in the
consolidation of an unequal trade balance in favor of Japan. This
disproportion would be the source for tensions between allies and

became the main reason for a comeback of aggressive anti-Japanese
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discourses until the burst of the Japanese economic bubble at the end

of the 1980s.

These changes in the international scenario were coupled with a
different paradigm of approaching Japan’s role in the world. Pressure
from conservatives tightened during the years following Japan’s
economic prosperity. Diplomatic dependency on the United States
made trade arrangements harder to sustain and more prone to
unfavorable concessions. The constant insistence coming from the
“honorable dogs at the gate,” as conservative leader Etsusaburo Shiina
sarcastically called the U.S., became an unavoidable issue.” A strict
‘Japan first’ policy was not fit anymore to articulate the country’s
position in this landscape. Japan veered towards a more open and
outward-facing diplomatic plan that would embrace cooperation and
regional integration. As part of what would be called the Fukuda
Doctrine (based on Prime Minister Fukuda Takeo’s legacy of setting
up an agenda that would nurture foreign relationships), this strategy
included opening up to Japan’s estranged neighboring countries in
order to help seal untreated war wounds via commercial exchange and
political compromises. This plan also implied investing in Japan’s
cultural branding as a way to exert a positive influence through soft
power. Besides industrial and technological goods, Japan started
treating culture as another export commodity. This transformation
followed a designed logic that claimed that a closer understanding and
acclimation to Japanese culture in foreign nations would eventually be

beneficial to Japanese business and international negotiations.

2 Pyle, “In Pursuit of Gran Design,” 250.
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Although the actual effects of these policies would not be propetly
assessed until the turn of the century, the institutional foundations that
spearheaded this process were set already in the United States in the
1970s. Prior to these moves, circulation of Japanese culture happened
through private and almost case-based promotion and mediation, like
the relative popularity in the West of movie director Kurosawa Akira.
Donald Richie justifies Kurosawa’s fame by claiming it due to a merry
combination of Western cultural exchange and film-making
techniques with diegetic settings on pre-modern Japan. According to
Edward Fowler’s exhaustive analysis on the history of Japanese
literature in translation after the war, the appearance in the market and
relative success of authors like Kawabata, Mishima, and Tanizaki owed
to a similar contextual mix of serendipity and historical convenience.
The U.S. literary market has traditionally granted little room to non-
Western works in translation and has conventionally left its circulation
to small publishers with little reach in terms of audience. In order to
study the success and popularity of Japanese literature in translation,
one must not downplay the incidence of a powerful editor’s tastes. In
this case, Harold Strauss, editor-in-chief of Knopf (later acquired by
Random House) from 1942 to 1966, knew Japanese, had visited the
country, and was friends with the most important Japanologists of the
time, people like Ivan Morris, Donald Keene, or Edward Seidensticker.
During his time in office, Strauss pushed for the circulation of the first
works in translation from Kawabata, Mishima, and Tanizaki. Fowler
argues this canonized corpus reinforced through their themes and the
personality of these writers the hegemonic national narrative of a
perceived-as-exotic, pre-modern Japan whose depoliticization would

ease the way for the transition of the Japanese from enemy to ally.
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Fowler defends that despite the great commercial success of these
authors at the time, ratified and extended because of Kawabata’s
Nobel Prize in 1968 and Mishima’s spectacular death in 1970, these
great promotional efforts actually hindered the development of
Japanese literature in translation during the 1970s and 1980s.
Exoticism and pre-modern settings were favored in a depiction of a
Japan that diverged from the reality of a country in rapid
transformation. According to Fowler, the works of these authors
became metonymic of Japanese culture to the point any other
Japanese author not compliant with exoticism was rejected for not
meeting expectations. With the death of the triumvirate in the eatly
1970s, Japanese literature in translation experienced a recession in

market presence.

Kodansha International was founded in 1963 as the vanguard of the
future soft power campaign that would intensify in the 1970s and
1980s. Despite the apparent disposition to publish works in translation,
sales were poor and the project could only go on thanks to the huge

profits the parent company was making in Japan. As Fowler describes

it

Faced with such difficulties in distribution, name recognition,
and even design, K.I. has acquired a reputation among
publishers outside Japan as a bottomless pit into which

translators might drop their manuscripts only at their peril.’

3 Fowler, “Rendering Words, Traversing Cultures: On the Art and Politics of
Translating Modern Japanese Fiction,” 17.
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The failing efforts of the private sector were reinforced by heavily
mediated institutional initiatives, some with more success than others.
The Japan Foundation introduced in 1972 a program to fund
translations of Japanese works. The issue with initiatives like this and
others mentioned by Fowler (like CULCON’s Library of Japan or the
lists issued by the Keene Center) is that all of them ultimately rely on
advisory boards that have ideas of what Japanese culture represents
still conditioned by the hegemonic national narrative prerogative of
pre-modernity. Fowler raises the worth-considering notion that even
though exoticism was commercially alluring in the aftermath of the
war, if insisted upon it may backfire by strengthening notions of
unbridgeable uniqueness that in the end act as a deterrent of mutual
understanding. The success of Japanese authors abroad would come
again once this predicament was short-circuited (although not
completely solved) with a renewed bet by big publishers
(Knopf/Random House and Anagrama or Tusquets) on
contemporary authors like Oe and Murakami. This decision showed
the move from a literature that transmits traditional exoticism to

works that could be sold as at least closer in setting to contemporary

Japan.

In Spain, the state of Japanese literature in translation was even in
direr conditions. As was common at the time in the country when
assessing industry decisions, the works of Kawabata and Mishima
reached Spain thanks to their popularity in other countries like the
United States, France, or Germany. Given the lack of experts on

Japanese and the weak institutional links between Spain and Japan, the
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novels by these writers were translated into Spanish from English or
French editions. Because of this, their works appeared in the market
later than in the United States and only tried to catch up because of
the attention gathered on these authors after the Nobel Prize decision
and Mishima’s suicide. Due to the lack of autonomous criteria, poor
academic or governmental support, and the dependence on foreign
translations, Spanish readers were limited to whatever was popular in
the rest of the West to shape the national narrative. In this regard, it
will be interesting to analyze if these two communities were
reproducing the same discourse in reading the same authors, with the
aggregated condition of Spain’s even thinner spectrum of sources. As
we will see by analyzing the texts in the present section, Kawabata and
Mishima set the literature-based national narrative in ways that would

condition the term and parameters of its progressive development.

2.2 Kawabata Yasunari

Looking across the often misleading linear furrows of the closed
biography, it is tempting to establish points and themes to articulate
the decisions and circumstances which willfully or inexorably shaped
the life of an individual. Although it is a useful method to weave a
narrative, one must be aware to not reduce it in ways that could erase
the shades and ambiguities we all carry in our backs. In the case of
Kawabata Yasunari, the experience of loss lurks in his shadow at every
episode. Born in 1899 from an affluent household in Osaka, Kawabata

lost both his parents at four years old, his grandmother at seven, his
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only sister at eleven, and his grandfather at seventeen, after which he
moved into a boarding school. Kawabata graduated from Tokyo
Imperial University (now Tokyo University) in 1924 after switching
majors from English studies to Japanese literature. His young love
engagement with Ito Hatsuyo ended abruptly in 1921. In many of his
works, especially those most popular and which were later translated
abroad, Kawabata explores scenarios, characters, habits, and themes
that were later framed as a eulogy of a Japan perpetually perceived at
risk of vanishing from the impact of modernity. He kept a low profile
during World War II, attempting neither to endorse it nor to oppose it
openly. During the postwar years, Kawabata decided to withdraw
from his active social life into his house in Kamakura. There, he lost in
1968 his most wanted peace when he received the news that he had
won the Nobel Literature Price. Two years later, he lost his pupil and
close friend Mishima Yukio after a spectacular suicide. Finally, in 1972,
Kawabata allegedly lost his will to keep on living and gassed himself,
although the lack of an explanatory note still puzzles some,

surrounding the episode in a mist of speculation.

What this chronology of loss hides is a brighter and more positive
dimension to Kawabata. In his time in college, he received the
patronage of notable personalities in the literary world like prize-
founder Kan Kikuchi. Throughout his career, he enjoyed recognition
from his peers and a vantage position from which to publish his
stories. Many of them were serialized during long periods of time
(Yukiguni [Snow Country] appeared in installments throughout 1935 to
1947) or reached the readers as incomplete texts. Kawabata worked on

the side as a reporter for the Mainichi Shimbun, an experience most
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notably shown in his novel Mezin (The Master of Go). He acted as
president of the PEN in Japan from 1948 to 1965. Kawabata was
appointed with the French Order of Arts and Letters in 1960 and with
the Japanese Order of Culture in 1961. His most significant public
achievement, however, is the aforementioned Nobel Literature Prize.
It was the first for Japanese literature (and the second for an Asian
writer after Rabindranath Tagore won it in 1913) and on the
centennial of the start of the Meiji era. This award caught Kawabata in
a state of ambiguous reception, honored but also baffled by the rate of
unwanted attention he had tried to shy away from by embracing a
more discrete life in Kamakura. Kawabata offered in his acceptance
speech “Utsukushii Nihon no Watashi” (“Japan, The Beautiful, and
Myself”) a rendition to Buddhist Zen practices, principles, and
expression through the poetry of some of the most famous pre-
modern authors. He embeds his literature within this tradition and
frames this genre of poetry that serves him as inspiration for

containing “the deep quiet of the Japanese spirit.”*

This speech backed up those voices that interpreted Kawabata’s
literature and personality as belonging to a strict nativist tradition.
These interpretations in some instances associated Kawabata’s oeuvre
with a particular ‘national spirit’ comprised of a cultural realm
insoluble with the impact of modernity and industrialization. Many of
his best-known works, especially those written after World War II, can
be framed as part of this larger idea expressed in two ways. Some of
these novels feature cultural agents conventionally associated with pre-

modern Japan. Snow Country narrates a love affair between an urban

4 Kawabata, “Japan, The Beautiful, and Myself,” 731.
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intellectual and a provincial geisha in a hot spring. The Master of Go
recounts a months-long match of Go between an old master and a
young contestant. The action and message of Senbazuru (Thousand
Cranes) revolve around the tea ceremony. Some others like Yama no
Oto (The Sound of the Mountain) or Koto (The Old Capital) show the
process of decay and fading out of pre-modern familiar structures
through powerless and melancholic male protagonists that get
involved in new or old love affairs that turn out to be caustic for

everybody involved.

The canonization of Kawabata as a writer of a coexisting-at-pains pre-
modern Japan collides with a Kawabata who during the 1920s studied
Western literary forms and was immersed with his colleagues in the
shaping of experimental and avant-garde expressions wishing to
revitalize Japanese literature. Together with Yokomitsu Riichi, he
confronted both the anti-establishment appeal of proletarian and
socialist literature and the conventionalisms carried over by naturalism,
which was the movement that dominated the late 19" century and
beginning of the 20" century but was already falling out of fashion.
Kawabata and Yokomitsu’s proposal was known as shinkankakuha,
which has been repeatedly translated as neo-impressionism (in an
effort that seems to suggest a mirroring of FEuropean avant-garde
movements) but which was more preoccupied with attempting to
offer fresh emotional sensations rather than focusing on plot and
social landscape descriptions. Despite his deliberate self-framing
within a pre-modern tradition, Kawabata’s literature was not
waterproof to foreign and national experimentation or peer influence.

He never rejected opening up to Western influences and to the testing
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of innovative ways to tell a story. In Asakusa Kureidan (The Crimson
Gang of Asakusa), “he used collage, quoted fellow writers, added the
menu of a cafeteria and advertisements in a way that wasn’t common
before in Japanese literature,”” while at the same time using the
description of life in the demimonde very much in the fashion of

other acclaimed authors like Nagai Kafu.

Kawabata reached the West in translation during the 1950s. His
postwar reclusion and the projection of his work as linked to pre-
modern notions of Japanese culture meant eventually that his
popularity abroad and assigned role of representative of Japan’s
supposedly vanishing past were forged together. Dressed with a
kimono and photographed in his house of sliding screens in
Kamakura, he fit the image of what the hegemonic national narrative
had considered the Japanese to be, have been, or even should be.
Raised to discreet fame abroad during a time of rapid Japanese
economic development, the stark contrast broached between this
projection and his social reality calls for attentive evaluation. For
Kawabata’s insistence in the past, his fame made much sense in his

present.

2.2.1 Mass-Audience-Targeted Texts

The following subcorpus contains articles and book reviews offering
an interpretation of Japan and the Japanese through the reading of

Kawabata Yasunari’s literature, spanning from January 1957 to

5 Cabell, “Kawabata Yasunari,” 154.
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November 1989. Pieces in which Kawabata is just mentioned but not

reviewed are considered outside the selected body of critical texts.

I find it proper to introduce this section with an itemization and an
overview of the assembled subcorpus. Following the criteria
established in Chapter 1, I have singled out thirty-six pieces. Twenty-
five were published in the United States and eleven appeared in
Spanish newspapers. In the U.S., The New York Times provides the
largest amount of texts with a total of fourteen articles, followed by
The Washington Post with ten, and The New York Review of Books with one
long piece. In Spain, ABC published eight texts and La Vanguardia
three articles. These texts have twenty-five different authors: Ivan
Morris (The New York Times, The Washington Posi) published three texts,
becoming the most prolific. Juan Antonio Vallejo-Nagera (ABC) and
Richard Halloran (The Washington Posi) wrote two articles each. There
are six articles published without a specific author that can be
attributed to the newsroom of each particular outlet. The rest of the
authors — all of them listed in the bibliography — published one text

each, including a piece by Kawabata himself.

The appearance of these texts is linked in the case of Kawabata to two
factors. On the one hand, the arrival of his works in translation in the
U.S. and Spanish markets determined the onset of corresponding
book reviews. On the other, two major biographical landmarks that
happened halfway through the specified timespan and which were
inevitably associated to the introduction of Kawabata’s literature in the
West: the Nobel Literature Prize in 1968 and the authot’s suicide in

1972. As explained in the historical context, Kawabata was one of the
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three favored writers Knopf’s editor-in-chief Harold Strauss pushed
for a translation into English and the commercialization of his works.
According to Fowler, the critical success of Osaragi Jird’s Kikyd
(Homecoming) and Tanizaki Jun’ichird’s Tade Kuu Mushi (Some Prefer
Nettles) was behind this decision because it set the grounds for a
conflict-free depiction of Japan as distant in time and cultural

affinities.’

Strauss’ circle of acquaintances in Japan later became his most
preferred advisors for what to bring to the Western market and, at the
same time, his most reliable translators. Edward Seidensticker has a
major role in the introduction of Kawabata to the West: Swow Country
(1956), Thousand Cranes (1958), Nemmureru Bijo (House of the Sleeping
Beanties (1969)), The Sound of the Mountain (1970), The Master of Go
(1972), and The Izu Dancer & Other Stories (1974) were all brought to
English through his voice. Seidensticker, a wartime-instructed
Japanologist like his colleague Donald Keene, was well respected as a
scholar and the success of Kawabata is sometimes attributed in the
analyzed texts to his merits in rendering the Japanese attractive to
English readers. There are, however, shadows looming over his
adaptations. The critic S. Harrison Watson found out that
Seidensticker’s translation of “The Dancing Girl of Izu” published in
The Atlantic in 1955 had omitted from the original some scenes that

showed Japanese rural poverty:

At a time when the United States government was committed to

fighting communism in Japan and elsewhere in Asia by

¢ Fowler, “Rendering Words, Traversing Cultures,” 6.
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promoting positive images of liberal democracy - evidence of
selective translation in order to alter the ideological content of

the text.’

The publishing of Kawabata’s works in Spain was probably heavily
influenced by the success of other foreign translations in their
domestic markets. Due to the real shortage of language experts in
Spain and following at the same time a shameful editorial tradition,
Spanish versions were not directly translated from the Japanese, but
from English and French (with the honorable exception of 1969’s E/
clamor de la montaiia |The Sound of the Mountain]). On top of the debris
carried on with the rendering of another edition from an already
mediated translation, these works were sprinkled with some very
inventive — to say the least — editorial decisions. For instance, the
Spanish version changed the name of Senbazuru to Una grulla en la taza
de #4, while the English edition preserved the literal cultural reference
to the origami practice and called it Thousand Cranes. Attesting for the
dangers of indirect translation in the loss of original meaning is the
fact that the title Una grulla en la taza de #é took as reference the French
version, which already reinvented the Japanese name to Nuée d oiseanx

blanes (roughly, Swarm of White Birds).

A noteworthy number of works of Japanese literature in Spanish
translation were published in ILatin America, most of them in
Argentina, and while they were made available in the Spanish market,
their circulation was more restricted. Although there has been recently

an effort to revisit works by Kawabata to offer new editions, the

7 Cabell, “Kawabata Yasunari,” 153.
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insistence of some publishing houses to keep commissioning
translations from other foreign languages is disheartening. In 2003, a
new edition of Senbazurn appeared in Spanish, this time with the title
of Mil grullas, but it was a conversion from Seidensticker’s English
publication. While some inaccuracies are corrected, the unadvisable
decision of not arranging a version directly adapted from the original
persists. On top of that, this time it is with the aggravating
circumstance of having readily available a larger pool of translators of

Japanese compared to fifty years before.”

The appearance in the Spanish market of Kawabata’s works was
almost certainly more conditioned to the previous or simultaneous
publishing of English or French translations. This circumstance was
due to the general lack of interest towards anything coming from Asia
promoted by Franco’s regime especially during the 1950s and the lack
of big domestic publishing houses betting on Japanese literature like it
was the case in the U.S. Moreover, Spanish mass-audience-targeted
texts discussing Kawabata’s literature are not that strictly linked to the
moment these translations appeared in print, but to the awarding of
the Nobel Prize and the writer’s demise. Texts discussing Kawabata in
the late 1970s and 1980s mention him in relation to a broader
conception of contemporary Japanese literature, in his association with
Mishima, or because of his Nobel recognition. After 1989, in a time of

more intense popularity of Japanese literature in translation in Spain

8 For a more complete cross-study between translations into Spanish of selected
Japanese works, I recommend Alba Serra-Vilella’s PhD thesis, to this date still
unpublished, “La traduccié de llibres japonesos a Espanya (1900-2014) i el paper
dels paratextos en la creacié de Dalteritat.” [“The Translation of Japanese Books in
Spain (1900-2014) and the Role of Paratexts in the Construction of Alterity.”]
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and in an effort to catch up with what were considered forgotten
classics, the publishing of the remaining part of his oeuvre was
completed: Fuji no Hatsuynki (Primera nieve en el monte Fuji (2007)),
Tenohira no Shosetsu (Historias de la palma de la mano (2008)), Koto (Kyoto
(2013)), and Asakusa Kureidan (La pandilla de Asakusa (2014)).

As shown by Cabell and Fowler, there is a strong relationship between
the conditions of production of Kawabata’s translations, the historical
moment in which his works circulated, and the themes of the selected
works for publication, representing a more exotic Japan that was
associated with pre-modern cultural agents. Departing from this point,
an analysis of the present subcorpus becomes even more suggestive. 1
aim to eventually unearth whether and to what extent a literary-based
national narrative is intertwined with the hegemonic discourse. I also
explore the spaces of opposition existing between a literary work’s
productive and political context and the impact and reception it had as

it circulates among readers.

In the next page there is a figure that helps illustrate the relationship in
the number of texts discussing Kawabata’s literature based on the
appearance of the works in translation in each country and the two
key biographical moments, the Nobel and his suicide. The great
majority of these texts include a brief introduction to Kawabata
expecting that their potential reader would not be acquainted with the

author. In these expositions, Kawabata appears depicted already as a
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dean of Japanese letters, an old master that studied foreign literature in
his youth but who at the time these texts were published represented a
nativist tradition-leaning approach. His figure is judged as detached
from politically charged motivations and restricting this longing for

the arts and letters with melancholy rather than passion.

He is canonized, and particularly after the Nobel, as a living classic, an
undisputed member of the Japanese literary tradition without room
for doubts or second-guessing. This assuredness of Kawabata’s place
in the institutionalized historiography of Japanese literature is
exceptional, especially when compared to the rest of the selected
authors. Although Mishima, Oe, and Murakami are framed as
Japanese writers, their ascription to a proper canon has been shaded
by suggestions of marginal rebelliousness to normalized behavior in
conventional literary circles. The attribution of the underdog status
varies in time and degree according to each particular moment of their
corresponding careers. It is considerably more present in Murakami

and Mishima than in Oe, but in the case of Kawabata it is nonexistent.

Kawabata appeared in the West to a general readership as an already
established figurehead and this image of a renowned author cements
his canonical descriptive status. Long-lived and veteran writers tend to
be eventually framed as authoritative of their respective tradition,
although it is not a condition that guarantees such labeling. Early
periods of foreign influence may put in doubt, however, their labeling
as national representatives. While the four authors are described as

having received the influence of Western art and literary forms in the
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shaping of their own particular writing styles, Kawabata’s canonicity is

exempt from being questioned by this circumstance.

I argue that the argumentative structures for the sustaining of
Kawabata’s undisputed point of reference in a supposedly Japanese
literary tradition are the basis to understand how Japan is defined
through these texts. His positioning as a figure of authority reinforces
the legitimacy of a discourse describing the Japanese through his
literature. Moreover, the means and logic constructed to place him in
this position already define the national narrative. Kawabata’s themes
and style are understood as referential and essential to justify his rise
precisely because he appears by default described as a heavyweight

figure in Japanese literature.

In analyzing the themes of Kawabata’s literature, these texts devise the
idea of Japan from historical, social, and cultural approaches. The
contemporariness of Kawabata’s Japan is not understood as a mirror
reflection of a present-day reality or a window to postwar Japan. His
represented spaces and characters are instead embodiments of the two
major national conflicts undertaking the articulation of the country:
the alleged tensions between East and West and past and present. His
literature not only helps to show this but also acts as a channel in the
articulation of these struggles. In the words of Angers Osterling,
president of the Nobel Academy at the time Kawabata received the
award, his literature “has contributed to a spiritual bridge-spanning
between BEast and West.”” This idea echoes across many other texts.

Takashi Oka explains how Kawabata likes to move back and forth

9 Halloran, “A Japanese Wins Nobel Literature Prize for First Time.”
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between his Western-style and his Japanese-style houses “seeming
equally at home” in the two." Selig Harrison, for The Washington Post,
considered that Kawabata, “like Mishima [...] believed Japan today is
psychologically adrift between East and West.” ' In reviewing The
Master of Go for The New York Times, Alan Friedman discusses the
theme of a conflictive coexistence between modernization and an

established order anchored in the past:

It was a classic match, a contest between two men and at the
same time two cultures, between the Old Japan and a New one,
between conservative tradition and dynamic ambition, between
a polite, ailing Master and a young Challenger, neurotic, fussy,

complaining and unpredictable. "

However, what characterizes Kawabata’s mediation of a Japan
understood through these dichotomies is that he appears to overcome
them and rises as unaffected in his representativeness of a so-called
Japanese tradition. He symbolizes a Japan that can integrate Western
knowledge but retain a particular essence. This process of definition
presupposes the existence of a Hegelian national spirit, a principle of
Japaneseness that would be comprised and defined precisely outside
any Western frame of designation. In the citation accompanying his
Nobel Prize, the committee justified the award because of
“[Kawabata’s] narrative mastery, which with great sensibility expresses

the essence of the Japanese mind.”" In his piece profiling Kawabata

10 Oka, “In Literary Mainstream.”

1 Harrison, “Nobel-Winner Yasunari Kawabata Takes Life.”

12 Friedman, “As if Nabokov Had Reported on Bobby and Boris.”
13 Harrison, “Nobel-Winner Yasunari Kawabata Takes Life.”
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after having been awarded the Nobel, Oka describes the writer as

follows:

Mr. Kawabata is not unique among Japanese writers in this
blending of East and West. But today, at 69 years of age, a
lonely eminence among younger contemporaries, his writing
seems to have assimilated and distilled influences coming from
the West into an essence thoroughly Japanese, yet
unmistakably within the mainstream of world literature. It was
not always so. Mr. Kawabata began his literary career in the
exhilarating and confusing nineteen-twenties — a period when
Japanese literature, already cut loose from its traditional
moorings, was awash in the conflicting tides of proletarian

protest, expressionism, symbolism and surrealism."

This fragment underpins the existence of “an essence thoroughly
Japanese” but also confronts traditionalism with avant-garde
movements. This particularity of taking in from the West but not
having that affect this core principle appears repeatedly and
consistently throughout the texts. John M. Lee quotes Oka verbatim
about four years later in his consequential assessment of Kawabata as
having “assimilated and distilled influences coming from the West in
an essence thoroughly Japanese, yet unmistakably within the
mainstream of a world literature.”"” Donald Keene considers in his

article for The New York Times that Kawabata’s novels are “the return

14 Oka, “In Literary Mainstream.”
15 Lee, “Kawabata, Japanese Nobelist Who Won Nobel Prize, A Suicide.”
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gift Japan has offered for its long indebtedness to the West.”'® Ivan
Morris, another enshrined Japanologist that was often called to cross
the bridge and write pieces for newspapers and other periodicals, told

in The Washington Post that:

His writing is intensely Japanese. In it, Western influences, so
overwhelming since the Meiji Restoration, are muted and
indirect [...] though Kawabata has traveled abroad and is
attentive to things Western, he has been remarkably unaffected

by non-Japanese ways of thinking and behaving. '’

This same idea appears in Spanish texts. La [Vanguardia put forward in
an editorial that “the new Nobel Prize winner has a deeply rooted
sense of the Japanese tradition and [...] hasn’t let Western influences

»18 00 _4BC sentenced in a text of

condition the development of his art.
the same nature: “his work, influenced by modern literary movements,
preserves, nonetheless, the essence and more characteristic traits of

_ 1 i
Japanese literature.”"”

What is this ‘tradition,” this ‘Japanese essence’ that the texts are
constantly referring to when devising their description of the Japanese
nation? It is never directly described, but it appears articulated around
a bundle of references that understand Japanese culture as ‘exotic’ and

‘sensual.” Loosely employed and with what seems a vague resolution to

16 Keene, “Speaking of Books: Yasunari Kawabata.”

17 Mottis, “The Nobel Prize Winner: Last Voice of a World of Darkness and Wasted
Beauty.”

18 “E] Premio Nobel de Literatura...”

19 “Yasunari Kawabata.”
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actually commit to a thoughtful definition, the ‘exotic’ and ‘sensual’ of
Japan’s representation is better understood by the depictions of
seemingly cultural elements and suggestions of self-acclaimed tradition
that accompany it. The ‘exotic’ and ‘sensual’ are overlapped with a
sense of the ‘delicate’ that gets transferred from his style to a general
understanding of the Japanese way: from Morris’ “haiku-like flashes””
to Edmund White’s comparison of The Lake to a Japanese garden.”
Seidensticker introduces a passage of Snow Country published in The
Washington Post with an explanatory note on the relevance of hot
springs for the Japanese and how these places are related to images of
geishas, which he clarifies should be taken as artists rather than as
prostitutes. The message sent across is that Kawabata’s literature is
representative of Japanese art; and this art is only defined through
culturally particular agents that are, in turn, ‘exotic,” ‘sensual,” and

‘delicate?’

A centuries-old legacy, family dynamics passed on, traditional
submission and, of course, the exquisite courtesy of the
Japanese women make up the landscape where Kawabata
draws a way of being and a way of living in which everything is
coded with an exotic charm. All this eroticism — sexual topics
are since a very long time ago not subjected to moral or
political censorship — is typical of Oriental postwar

literature. ™

20 Mortis, “The Nobel Prize Winnet.”
21 White, “As Natural and Contrived as a Tea Garden.”
22 Martinez-Ruiz, “Se ha suicidado el premio nobel japonés.”
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Of all contemporary Japanese writers, Kawabata is most
closely concerned with the objects and landscapes of
traditional Japan. [...] Kawabata’s writings are profoundly
Japanese not only in their magical evocations of place or in
their descriptions of the textiles, paper or pottery of the old

artisans, but in his particular awareness of the emotions.”

That these ideas of the ‘exotic’ and ‘sensual’ of the Japanese essence
are not directly described appears justified through the portrayal of
Japanese culture as unbridgeable for Westerners. There is a constant
insistence in placing an unsurmountable intangible distance that
disables Westerners from fully understanding Japan. Kawabata’s
indirectness and ambiguity in the rendering of his characters’ emotions
are transferred to be understood as the ‘Japanese’ way, which is based
on ‘suggestion’ rather than in telling. This process of describing Japan
as sensed and not rationalized reduces its whole complex identity to an
object of aesthetic appreciation. Kawabata’s combination of themes,
pre-modern cultural references, and a reportedly ambiguous or cryptic
style amounts to the message of Japan as alien and distant. It is,
however, a harmless estrangement, a mystery to the senses rather than
a terror of the unknown. This unbridgeable distancing set by the alien
and the exoticized, which avoids political interpretation and social
commentary, excused a rational approach and displays Japan and the
Japanese as so difficult to understand that they better be considered in
sensorial terms. There are many and different iterations in the texts

that discuss and repeat this point, whenever Kawabata’s work is

23 Keene, “Speaking of Books: Yasunari Kawabata.”
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involved and in any moment of its publication, right from the very

beginning to many years after his death:

Japanese literature and tradition are difficult for Westerners to
understand. [...] Kawabata is devoted to Japan’s classic literary
tradition, in which ideas are rarely stated directly, references to
people and events are vague and misty images are preferred to

clear description.”

Although the novels are easy to read, they are not always easy
to understand. The fault lies not with Mr. Kawabata, but with
us. Our response is limited. We want to grasp what is there,

but we don’t know how or where to find it.

It may be that the Japanese doubt whether Westerners are
racially capable of appreciating a writer so famously delicate
and ‘Japanese’ as this one. Or, less hurtfully, they may feel that
a writer so sensitive, so allusive, and so ‘Japanese’ as Kawabata

cannot translate very meaningfully into another language.™

From the first page, however, I was so struck by the
inscrutable Japanese quality of the writing that I could never
get propetly involved with the characters or events. Halfway

through I began to toy with the idea that the Japanese are just

24 Halloran, “A Japanese Wins Nobel Literature Prize for First Time.”
25 Lask, “Gesture and Effect.”
26 Enright, “The Japanese Nobel.”
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so different from us that we are unable to appreciate or judge

their literature.”’

Despite the distancing placed and the running doubts on considering
Westerners fundamentally unable to understand Japan, these texts
make an effort in framing Kawabata as the interpreter closest to
convey these nuances to a non-Japanese reader. They insist on a latent
capacity by this writer to reach a universal audience in being the most
approachable of traditionalists. The texts add another level to the
previous introduction of Kawabata as a bridge between East and West
by shedding light on the nature of this gap to and from Japan by
alluding to the empathic power of emotional conveying. Japan may be
distant and difficult to understand, but it is still possible to accomplish
so through Kawabata’s emotional appeal, which is commonly framed
as universal. His former education and knowledge on Western literary
forms are also invoked for determining that his work is more

accessible to Western readers:

It is probably the least difficult of recent Japanese importations
for the cultivated Western mind to understand and enjoy,
perhaps because of the author’s schooling in French literary
technique and his concentration on the universal subjective

limits of love.?

Here and there, the novel seems distant and symbolic to an

Occidental reader, resembling one of the haiku that

27 Rogers, “Pidgin Hemingway.”
28 Staff Book Reviewers, “And Away We Go Into 57 Fiction World.”
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occasionally appear in the Western press. But on close study,
Kawabata’s surface story has a subtext that, if paired with the
themes of his other novels, may well be the fictionally
evocative text itself. It is that great changes are being made
within Japan itself: the Toyota speedup vs the obi culture. In
‘The Old Capital,” it is not difficult to guess which side

29
Kawabata was on.

The unexpected suicide of Kawabata in 1972 was conveyed through a
lens of cultural interpretation. On the one hand, some authors
attempted to justify this act as part of a supposedly Japanese tradition
of self-killing, with implied allusions to a culturally-induced frivolous
sense of the individual. On the other, there is the conviction that his
death symbolized the allegorical process of decay and vanishing of a
Japan whose culture, framed and sourced as pre-modern, could not
keep up with the swaying stream of modernization and
industrialization that came at a higher speed during the postwar

economic development:

Eight of the suicides have taken place since World War II.
Japan’s defeat, the absence of a spiritual anchor to replace the
nationwide cult of Shinto, and disillusion with the materialism
of society were factors in most of them. Another was the
general acceptance in Japan of the act of self-destruction.
Suicide is regarded as an act of purity, particularly if it is done

in furtherance of a deeply held ideal.”

29 Mitgang, “Books: Culture Clash.”
30 Roderick, “Kawabata: an Obsession with Death.”
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Kawabata also seemed to endorse this particular view of decline and
crisis of a so-called Japanese essence. In the piece reporting on his
death, Harrison rescues a quote from Kawabata in which he seems to

blame modernization for a crisis of ‘values:’

It is still a question whether we have transplanted Western
values into our lives. Materially, yes, we have your things. But
spiritually, that’s a question. In the state of mind of Japan you
will find many contradictions and tensions. We are afraid of
these tensions, and of how rapidly they are growing. There are

signs that we may be heading for a dead-end.”

The Japanese essence, whose existence is always presumed and
unquestioned and has been rooted in pre-industrial times and terms, is
thus described with more emphasis after Kawabata’s death as
undergoing through a long-lasting epilogue. The agent responsible for
this state of enduring fading away of an essential Japanese culture (also
described in terms of ‘purity’ and ‘originality’) is the process of
modernization. What these texts do not advance is what would
become of Japanese culture if these referents are, as they claim to be,

in such a danger of extinction:

The game of Go, in Kawabata’s book, becomes a symbol of
traditional Japanese beauty; and Shusai’s loss (the year 1938 is

significant) adumbrated the long-term defeat in which

31 Harrison, “Nobel-Winner Yasunari Kawabata Takes Life.”
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everything Kawabata valued about Japan was to be swept

32
away.

Here, once again, are orphaned children trying to recapture
the souls of their parents; visual games with mirror-images
and phantoms; philosophical reflections on the decline of
traditional Japanese culture and about how ephemeral love

and beauty can be.”

Writer Yasunari Kawabata died, and the old Asian Japan |[...]

dies a little with him.**®

In any case, alive and endangered notwithstanding, what these texts
establish is the existence of a Japan that may not be a direct
representation of a contemporary experience, but which exists
underlying this coating of Western-inspired (or Western-imposed)
modernization. What can be extracted as a national narrative from the
texts that discuss his literature is that Kawabata’s life and work are
very much entangled with a particular and exclusive idea of Japan. The
writer’s personal taste for pre-modern artifacts, architecture, and art
forms are interpreted as representing an overall of the essence of what
Japan and the Japanese constitute. This definition omits any referent
associated with the post-1868 configuration of the country. With
Kawabata’s departure, this idea of a Japanese identity in crisis takes a
strong foothold. His life and death are framed as quintessential to an

idea of Japan that because of its pre-modern framing is set

32 Mortris, “The Master of Go.”
33 Salter, “Kimonos and Lonely Violets.”
3% Martinez-Ruiz, “Se ha suicidado el premio nobel japonés.”
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automatically at odds with contemporaneity. As Martinez-Ruiz says,
““ocishas’ have lost one of their champions and custodians [...] who

now accomplishes in life and work his fate as ‘samurai.”” *> *

It is worth pointing out the homogeneity in how Japan and the
Japanese are described in both texts from the United States and in
those published in Spain. In some instances, the influence from the
former to the latter is explicitly stated. Carlos Murciano mentions
having read Donald Keene’s article on The New York Review of Books
and develops his text around Keene’s doubt over whether Westerners

can truly understand Japan.”

The relative inferior number of Spanish
texts is balanced by enhanced intertextual consistency. It even reaches
the point of having the profiling article of Kawabata that was
delineated by La IVanguardia when he won the Nobel repeated word
for word after his death.” It is worth pointing out too at this stage that
there are no distinctive mentions of the respective relationships
between the United States and Spain with Japan. Texts across the
Atlantic use with a certain freedom the denominator of West or
Western, allude to the same cultural references attached to the idea of

Japan, and transfigure Kawabata’s life and literature into embodiments

of a national essence.

This analysis discloses two models of Japan. On the one hand, we
encounter a Japan whose cultural essence is described as constituted

by pre-modern referents. Japan appears defined as ‘delicate,” ‘pure,’

35 Ibid.

36 Mutciano, “Adiés a Kawabata.”

37 “El Premio Nobel de Literatura 1968...” and “Ha muerto el novelista japonés
Kawabata.”
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‘vague,” populated and constituted by an array of vanishing referents
of an anachronistic scenario: geishas, old patriarchs, players of go, and
masters of the tea ceremony. On the other hand, there is a Japan
whose society is defined by the shaping of a process of modernization
that the authors at all times considered Westernizing. This process is
accused of having alienated, excluded, and endangered a supposedly
true identity of what it means to be Japanese. The first definition of
Japan is that which the texts explicitly discuss and which appears
associated to and emanating from Kawabata’s literature. The second
narrative, this new in comparison Japan whose identity depends on so-
called Western modernization, appears in meaningful absence from

the texts that discuss Kawabata’s literature.

2.2.3 Academia-Targeted Texts

In this section, I will focus on analyzing how Japan has been described
through the intertextual discourse woven in pieces that discuss
Kawabata Yasunari and his literature and that are produced for and by
academics. As explained in Chapter 1, these are critical texts
composed with the preemptive assumption that their potential readers
have a foregoing and more thorough knowledge on the subject
discussed. In analyzing these pieces separately from mass-audience-
targeted texts, I test the hypothesis that the creation and reproduction
of a literature-based national narrative of Japan might be affected by

the circumstances of textual production and genre conventions.
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The subcorpus of academic texts is limited to those pieces that were
published and circulated from 1945 to 1989. During this specific
period, scholarly work on Kawabata — and on Japanese writers for that
matter — was organized mostly through the publication of books
which collectively discussed the oeuvre of a set of authors. The most
common combination was analyzing the literature of Kawabata,
Mishima, and Tanizaki. These three Japanese novelists are Fowler’s
previously mentioned triumvirate of best-known writers at the time in
the West. Academic work on them was customarily arranged around
the goal of introducing and discussing Japanese literature as a
nationally determined artistic field. Critical texts that discuss the
literature of these authors appeared in volumes that delve on the
chronologic development of the literary discipline in Japan, as it is the
case of Donald Keene’s Dawn to the West or Shuichi Sato’s third
volume of his A History of Japanese Literature. There were some other
instances in which these critical texts were approached by focusing on
a particular historical period instead of being included in broad-brush
historiographical overviews. Kawabata appears in that sense framed as
a postwar writer in works like J. Thomas Rimer’s Modern Japanese

Fictions and Its Traditions.

There were also academic texts that approached Japanese literature
and a chosen set of authors through the study of particular shared
themes and motives. These works are usually articulated around the
idea that there is a certain ‘Japanese’ style that acts as common ground
across all of these novelists. Arthur G. Kimball defends in Crisis and

Identity in Contemporary Japanese Novels a reading of Japanese literature as
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a means to understand postwar Japanese identity. On the other hand,
Makoto Ueda adopts in his Modern Japanese Writers and the Nature of
Literature a more textual and formalist reading. He studies how
Kawabata and his peers dealt with ideas of literature, literary
composition, and aesthetics without taking into account context or
other extra-textual subjects. The majority of critical texts, however,
have a more hybrid approach. Miyoshi Masao sets on Accomplices of
Silence the study of how postwar Japanese authors use silence and
absences as a literary resource to convey meaning. At the same time,
he combines this formalist approach with his own interpretation of
how these literary resources constitute expressions of Japan’s national

identity.

Another relevant feature of this subcorpus is its acute cross-referential
nature. The tight net of citations existing across its critical texts
indicates that their authors have read or are aware of their peers’
works. I attribute the dependence on a scholar community to sustain
and reproduce this subgenre of intertextual discourse to the lack of
academic research on Kawabata Yasunari produced in Spain during
that same period. The shortcomings and relative youth of scholarly
work on Japanese contemporary literature in Spain have been
discussed previously, and its effects and consequences can be assessed
precisely in this void. The lack of locally produced scholar essays in
the Spanish circuit means the national narrative in this specific country
was built at the time by the already discussed mass-audience-targeted
texts. Once Spanish researchers on Japanese literature started
appearing and producing analysis on Kawabata’s literature, they would

refer to these works in English as their main secondary sources. The
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dependence on single-origin local formulation of academic discourse
makes the following study significant in the inquiry of a West-

spanning national narrative.

There is a strong shared foundation built across both subcorpora in
their intertextual description of Japan. Kawabata’s life and literary
career are introduced with the unquestioned profiling of the author as
a veteran referent of Japanese letters. Academia-targeted critical texts,
contrary to mass-audience-targeted texts, are less conditioned by the
timing of each translated work. The texts comprising this subcorpus
appeared after many of Kawabata’s books were made available in the
West and his popularity had already been established thanks to the
fame provided by the Nobel Prize. He is cherished as a competent
interpreter that helps establishing a bridge of rapprochement between
Japan and the West. This judgment, however, essentializes a supposed
distance between the two entities that would reify the idea of Japan as
an alienated entity naturally detached from particular Western
referents. The ability inscribed on Kawabata’s literature to appeal to
universal common ground is downplayed by a constant doubt cast
over the possibility of actual and substantiated mutual understanding.
The process of incomplete comprehension is structured in two levels.
First, the texts claim the existence of a basic human connection that
allows for sympathy and recognition. At the same time, the discourse
nurtures the idea that underneath this universal appeal there is a
different layer of unreachable identification that is associated with the
notion of Japaneseness, a way of being and doing that is exclusive of
the Japanese nation. Gwenn Boardman Petersen describes for instance

the main character of Swow Country within this logic: “Shimamura is
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seen as a contemporary man: universal in implication though intensely

Japanese in detail.”*®

The academic discourse on Kawabata’s literature defines Japan as a
differentiated and circumscribed cultural unit. This entity cannot be
fully grasped given its assumed alien and distanced positioning with
respect to the West. Approaching Japan appears as an emotional
rather than rational enterprise, and this effort is doomed to be always
incomplete and unsatisfactory for the Western reader. Covering the

gap is an eventually unfulfillable feat:

This expression of very Japanese attitudes simply cannot be

rendered into Western equivalents.”

Because of cultural differences, the Western reader cannot
always share nuances of gesture and feeling; and the specific
sexuality, even when rendered with technical correctness in the

translation, will often have quite different connotations.*

Japan is constituted as an aesthetic being that can only be felt and
understood through psychological and emotional means, but which is
never dealt with as an intelligible body of meaning. This trope, also
present in mass-audience-targeted texts, increases in depth and
incidence throughout this subcorpus. I argue that genre conventions
associated with the structure and approach of academic literary

criticism at the time these works were produced conditioned this

38 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 154.
3 Ibid., 143.
40 Ibid., 188.
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construction of Japan. New Criticism and its related formalist Kantian
aestheticism determined the way Japan was delineated out of the
reading and analysis of Kawabata’s literature. Japan goes through the
same process of aestheticization condemned by Karatani involving the
objectification of the subject to be appraised. Japanese identity gets
equated through this practice to a set of specific referents. These
referents are in turn based on a loose understanding of pre-modern
Japanese ideas on the aesthetic sublime: impermanence, purity, or
fragility. The authors limit the definition of the nation outside socio-
political contemporary terms by correlating an essence of the Japanese
to these pre-ordained aesthetic principles. Moreover, this discourse
creates a gradation of affinity based on the presence and adscription of
the same in the literary texts. A work is ‘very’ or ‘little’ Japanese
because of the abundance or lack of these aesthetic ideas. As a result,
‘Japan’ becomes an umbrella concept to bundle up an oft
undetermined collection of aesthetic tropes that represents a grading

criterion to determine affinity to itself.

Ambiguity is both a constitutive element of this intertextual definition
of the ‘aesthetic Japan’ and a resource that enables the undetermined
delimitation of its representation. Japaneseness is defined by voids,
reservations, vagueness, and a desire to be indirect. This conclusion is
reached through the interpretation of Kawabata’s novels as ‘plotless.’
Miyoshi considers that Kawabata inscribes his literature in a tradition
of silences, absences, and evocation. This interpretation suggests that
the more faded the plot, the more Japanese it can be considered to be.
This idea has been forged in opposition to the belief that action and

plot development are Western literary resources. Following this logic,
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recognizing alien and dissonant elements gets the reader closer to a
non-Westernized, nativist essence that in the discourse’s terms
constitutes Japaneseness. Yamanouchi’s close reading analysis of
Kawabata’s prose is drafted from a study of the writer’s use of
aesthetic resources. Western influence is dismissed in order for the

supposedly Japanese essence to be reached:

In fact, the uniqueness of Kawabata’s style is not its imitation of
European modernism but rather its use of quintessentially
Japanese poetic sensibility in the once prosaic genre of the

4
novel.

Miyoshi also appeals to the existence of this distance from Western
literary influences to justify his association between Kawabata’s
literature and the idea of Japaneseness: “the notion of a cosmopolitan
is itself quite specific to modern Western culture. The fact is, in the
complexion of their feelings and emotions his characters are
unmistakably Japanese.” ¥ Makoto Ueda’s chapter on Kawabata
follows the same pattern of examining the novelist’s major works as a
strictly textual study, framing these resources as part of a Japanese
tradition of plotlessness. At the end of her text, he quotes Kawabata

directly on the matter:

The Japanese have been said to be simple-minded and unable
to devise too complex a plot, so that the literary works they

produce are in the main simple and natural. But, in my opinion,

Y Yamanouchi, The Search for Authenticity in Modern Japanese Literature, 123.
42 Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 100.
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this feature of Japanese literature is due less to national
character than to the views of Japanese writers concerning the
extent to which logic and artifice may be allowed in the novel.
To be natural, to be true to nature - this has been the basic
principle pervading all the arts in Japan, both past and

present.“

Although Kawabata seems to deflect with his words the association of
empty plots as a strictly national trait, he deems it a characteristic of
Japanese art. This diversion, however, conceals a different type of
reification. The aesthetic principles of Japanese art are hailed as
representatives of Japaneseness. This principle would have its
discursive vindication in Kawabata’s Nobel speech, conveniently
translated as “Japan, the Beautiful, and Myself,” with a defense of art

as paradigmatic of national character or ‘spirit.’

A list of tropes is grouped together through the description of these
Japanese codes. The idea of Japaneseness as closely connected with
themes of nature, is one of the main tropes of this body of aesthetic
correlations. Keene refers to it with the Japanese compound kachs-
Sfugetsu, “flowers, butterflies, the wind, and the moon.”* He considers
these “poetic evocations of nature |[...] typically Japanese features,”
arguing that Kawabata, Tanizaki, and Mishima combined “their
flawless use of suggestion or their poetic evocations of nature” with

more modern and West-associated genre forms and conventions “to

43 Ueda, Modern Japanese writers and the Nature of Literature, 208.
4 Keene, 5 Modern Authors, 25.
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transcend the particularity of being Japanese.” * He reinforces through
this association the framing of Japaneseness confined within the realm
of the aesthetic. In some instances, Keene goes so far as to use in this
sense the word ‘Japanese’ as an adjective evocative in its own semantic
code, a signifier acting simultaneously as a signified: “despite the
exotic touches — Chopin, birds of paradise, kangaroos — Kawabata

found something Japanese, even specifically Buddhist, in the scene.” *

Another feature of this bundle of aesthetic associations is the idea of
the Japanese as sensual and, more precisely, as feminine. Kawabata’s
portrayal of Japanese women as meek and delicate is considered
representative of a national archetype. As Keene puts it in Dawn o the

West.

Snow Country conveys, better perhaps than any other modern
Japanese novel, the special charm of the Japanese woman, and
not only the geisha [..] sometimes foolish though charming

protestations.”’

Boardman Petersen claims that the Japanese possess a natural
tolerance for sensuality and eroticism. She justifies this statement by
making a comparison of potential Western reactions to the encounter
with the Japanese erotica: “It should therefore be stressed that while
explicitly sexual descriptions surprise Western readers of The Lake,

Japanese readers find these quite natural extensions of the sensual

4 Tbid., 27.
46 Thid., 37.
47 Keene, Dawn to the West, 819.
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”* Ideas of sensuality and sexuality are associated with the

imagery.
figure of the woman. These gendered portrayals of national character
are more accurately embodied through the acritical recreation of the
prototype of the geisha. This image carries along a patriarchal
rendering of the figure of the geisha as a woman whose identity is

molded to serve men both as an agent of artistic (and thus, aesthetic)

recreation and also as a channel for their erotic desires.

The idea of Japan that emerges described from Kawabata’s literature is
constantly associated with the notion of a surviving past, an
anachronism which finds itself at odds with the constant push forward
involving the project of modernity. This breaking of contemporaneity
establishes a coexisting linear progression for the development of the
country and a static principle of national identity that is detached from
it. There is an observed Japan with a modern sociopolitical reality, and
an essentialized Japan that can only be ‘evoked’ through artistic
expression. This, in turn, emphasizes the rejection of a Japan that can
be defined in rational terms and reinforces aesthetic and emotional
means to comprehend it. This dismissal of modernity is coupled with
a supposedly pre-modern heightened closeness with motives of nature
and pacific stillness. See, for instance, this fragment from Kimball’s

Crisis in Identity and Contemporary Japanese Novels:

The something Japanese about Kawabata is a meditative,
sympathetic, sometimes wistful, and highly evocative
understanding of nature, or rather, of the subtle interplay

between nature and human experience. It has deep roots in the

48 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 188.
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heritage from Japan’s past, both religious and literary, from
Buddhist reflection and Shinto mystique as well as their artistic

calling card, the haiku poem.49

Nature, meditation, art, and Japan’s past are constitutive traits of this
“something Japanese” Kimball claims to have identified in his reading
of Kawabata’s literature. Moreover, he maintains that these literary
texts are a conduit for the reader (especially the Western reader) to
access to its meager and underlying ‘true’ identity lingering below the
thick coating of modern development. He is not alone in his judgment.
Keene, for instance, seems to vouch for the same view when he

declares the following:

During the war, Kawabata attempted to understand the special
character of a country for which so many men were dying. He
drew examples from the literature of the past, intending to
demonstrate that the Heian traditions had survived despite their

apparent weakness.”

The combination of pre-modern referents and aesthetic concerns is
also embodied in the use of ‘tradition’ when discussing Japan.
“Tradition,” in its semantic implication of a canonical methodology
inherited from a time gone, becomes in the national narrative a
synonym of Japan. In using with debatable freedom the term ‘tradition’

as a receptacle for a supposed national self, these authors establish a

4 Kimball, Crisis in Identity and Contemporary Japanese Novels, 95.
50 Keene, Dawn to the West, 822.
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clear distance between a modern present and the nation’s identity,

introducing them as engaged in strict conflict:

For Kawabata, who never imagined abandoning the best of
that tradition, his advocacy produced a body of work that, for
all its homage to techniques and values of the past, remains in
many ways the most contemporary among the work of all
twentieth-century writers. His inner poetic world, like that of
Lady Murasaki’s, moves quickly across the spaces of time, out
of its own culture and into our own, remaining both accessible

and suggestive at the same time.”!

So-called influences are apt to reveal themselves as artfully
updated versions of centuries-old tradition, while the ‘quaint’
elements derive their significance not from the ways in which
they separate East and West but from the ways in which
tradition - as in Kawabata’s tea ceremony in Thousand Cranes -

has been subtly distorted in contemporary Japan.”

The parallelism established between Japan and its supposed canon of
tradition is conditioned by two elements. First, these texts attempt a
comparative exercise that brings out differences in relation to an
equivalent so-called Western tradition. This effort establishes the
Japanese ‘traditional’ identity through an exercise of mirrored
opposition. Second, ‘tradition,’ is described in perpetual clash with an

unstoppable process of modernization because it is exclusively

51 Rimer, Modern Japanese Fiction and its Traditions, 180-181.
52 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 1.
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constituted by pre-modern traits. Moreover, the framing of the project
of modernity as a Westernizing phenomenon induces the process of
creating a modern Japanese identity with the implication of alienating
and estranging its historical precedence. Japanese tradition, and by
virtue of semantic inference in the national narrative, the idea of Japan,
is threatened by two seemingly unstoppable forces in an unsustainable
situation of imperilment. The discourse which dictates Japaneseness is
comprehended by pre-modern, non-Western features. Therefore, this
association brings upon itself the assailing paradox of observing the
effects of re-industrialization and global cultural exchange purporting
the message that #hat Japan and not #bis Japan is fading, is vanishing, is,

apparently, going away:

The Nobel Committee members who read The Old Capital in
German or other translations were impressed by the sense of
old traditions and the beauty of Kyoto suggested by the novel.
But the appeal is chiefly for the tourist, whether Japanese who
find the language spoken by Kyoto women of seductive charm
or BEuropeans who yearn for a Japan unaffected by the blight
of Americanization. Kawabata was moved to write The Old
Capital by his fear that the traditional way of life would soon

disappear, an apprehension he shared with most tourists.”

These cultural memories are becoming increasingly remote

even from the younger Japanese reader, who may miss the full

53 Keene, Dawn to the West, 837.
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richness of poetic hints but can still appreciate the delicate

feelings that are conveyed.”

The mourning of a disappearing Japan clashes with the most obvious
fact that this allegation does not mean the end of Japan as a territorial
and political entity. The contemporary country known as Japan still
exists albeit it is paradoxically ignored in the definition of its identity.
Kawabata’s Japan is composed as a split body. It is described as a
nation at odds in simultaneously hosting the conflicts between new
and old, East and West that have been previously associated with
Japan. The authors find these conflicts expressed and manifested
through Kawabata’s literature. Japan may have experienced after the
war changes in its economic, politic, and social landscape brought by
the effort of reconstruction, industrial development, and incipient
consumerist behavior. These practices are however not considered
constitutive of the nation’s identity. Quite the opposite, the idea of
Japan described in these texts comprehends features that antagonize
observable reality. This national narrative suggests the somewhat
unquestionable assumption of an ‘essence’ that defies time, changes,
and foreign intervention by being both rooted in pre-modern times
and composed by pre-modern cultural referents. On top of that, it
establishes the idea of Japaneseness within the conceptual structures
of emotional and aesthetic considerations. None of these assessments
is concerned with the relationship between the individual and its
community from a sociopolitical point of view. Keene makes a strong
point to defend this detachment, both in describing Kawabata’s life

and in how contemporaneity is obliterated from the text:

5% Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 181.g
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Yet despite the evidence of his considerable involvement in
the literary (and even the political) world, Kawabata seemed to
remain largely unaffected by the developments in the society

surrounding him.”

He was interested above all in communicating perceptions, in
the manner of the New Sensationalists, rather than in

supplying a sociologically accurate description of Asakusa.”

The Japanese distilled from this narrative are quiet, melancholic,
pensive, frail, sensitive, isolated, and unconcerned by social ills. This
assessment is not enriched by an interpretation of the country’s
historical context. The absence of a reliable and cohesive answer to
the question of paradoxical coexistence of the ‘two Japans’ makes the

definition of ‘the national’ an unstable and irresolute issue.

As it has been shown in this analysis, a unified group of tropes
constitutes the national narrative of Japan based on Kawabata’s
literature throughout the whole corpus. The potential conditioning of
being produced and targeted to different audiences does not change
the core elements and features of the discourse. The only difference
worth considering is a reasonable disparity in the degree of interest
and depth put into further describing the Japan from an aesthetic
approach. I argue that this differentiation is explained in this case by

the historical genre conventions of each body of texts, which favors

55 Keene, Dawn to the West, 787.
56 Thid., 797.
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aesthetic interpretation in academic texts. In terms of differences
across countries where these critical texts circulate, the most notable
disparity is the discrepancy in the amount of critical texts. The absence
of a tradition of Japanese scholarship in Spain at the specified
periodization has hampered the development of an analytical body of
academic texts in the country that would discuss autonomously
Kawabata’s literature. This has also meant that any later appearance
and advancement of Japanese studies in Spain had to take for
reference other foreign scholar traditions, mainly English sources. As
for mass-audience-targeted texts, Kawabata’s life and work are
reported and discussed in relationship with Japan in both countries to
a very similar and coherent degree. This should not be too surprising
given that the direct allusions and citations Spanish authors inscribe in

their own journalistic pieces prove the explicit influence of U.S. texts.

To sum up, the Japan that emerges from Kawabata’s literature-based
national narrative is partial by design. It rejects a contemporary socio-
political mirroring correspondence. The discourse opts instead to
define Japan by a so-called underlying national essence that is
endangered by the progress of modernity and the sway of Western
influence. This paradigmatic principle refuses to harmonize the
precariously assumed Japanese essence with a rendering of the
country’s contemporary reality. This process normalizes the
questioning of any ongoing model of national representation that
would not comply with a description of Japan outside a tension with
modernity. Because it is built out of conflict, the national narrative of
Japan takes pre-modern cultural elements present in Kawabata’s

literature as representative of a nativist national identity. Japan is
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understood and constructed only through aesthetic concepts that
predate Western contact and with an approach that equates tradition
with nation. It is a definition whose conceptual scaffoldings are set on
top of a constant and inevitable decrying of modernity’s threat. The
proposed solution is to sustain Japan as a perpetual Other trapped
outside History which can only be approached as an object of

depoliticized aesthetic interpretation.

2.3 Mishima Yukio

Where there are cases in which accident, fate, and serendipity seem to
be the major agents in the shaping of an individual’s traits and
circumstances, the life of Mishima Yukio (1925-1970) appears, on the
other hand, held up by the strings of a methodical will of careful and
deliberate design. Born as Hiroaka Kimitake in a well-off Tokyoite
aristocratic family, Hiroaka was raised until he turned twelve years old
by his grandmother in a regime of confinement and isolation. He
received from that time the permanent scar of being a witness of his
grandmother’s physical and mental disorders. Hiroaka excelled in his
studies at the Gakushiin, the elitist Japanese Peers’ School, where
besides learning French, German, and English, he fostered his early
devotion to writing literature. Shy, introvert, feeble of body but
strong-minded, Hiroaka decided to follow the advice of professors
and colleagues from literary circles and adopted a pen name before

submitting a manuscript for the first time to a serious publication.
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Hiroaka Kimitake became thereupon Mishima Yukio: beyond the
pseudonym, an identity in public, relentless, and determined

construction.

Mishima avoided the war because the day of the draft he was sick with
a common cold that the military doctor mistook for tuberculosis.
Upon graduation from Tokyo University and pressured by his father,
Mishima accepted an entry job at the Minister of Finance. Working by
day and writing by night, Mishima crossed his parents’ wishes and quit
this unbearable lifestyle to devote full-time to literature. During his
early years, Mishima mainly wrote short stories that were well received
and caught the attention of influential literary personalities. He became
Kawabata’s protégé and good friend, to whom he always professed a
rare and exceptional admiration. Mishima made his real literary
breakthrough in 1949 with Kamen no Kokubaku (Confessions of a Mask), a
semi-autobiographical best-selling novel that tells the story of a young,
fragile, and conflicted boy growing up in an oppressive social
background trying to give workable meaning to his repressed

homosexual and creative pulses.

Mishima traveled at the beginning of the 1950s through Europe and
the United States riding a wave of newfound popularity. During that
decade, he also wrote novels, short stories, and plays. He
supplemented his income with cash-grabbing texts for popular
periodicals, working around the clock following a highly disciplined
routine. It was at this time that Mishima became obsessed with body-
building. On the one hand, he may have wanted to overcome the

weakness and illness-prone condition of his childhood and teenage
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years. On the other, he seemed attracted to a muscle-chiseled canon of
male beauty. Mishima’s sexual orientation needs to be mentioned as an
element of nuance that gives complexity to his identity and literature
given the time, place, and magnitude of his popularity. He never
addressed his homosexual tendencies openly, but never quite denied
them. Besides Confessions of a Mask, Kinjiki (Forbidden Colors) features
another parallel between his life and work. In this novel, Mishima
describes the atmosphere of Japanese gay bars during the occupation
and narrates the tempestuous relationship between an old writer and a

young follower.

As the 1960s unfolded, Mishima became more socially, artistically, and
politically active. He was known for his public disregard of Japanese
literary cliques and enjoyed throwing parties and inviting guests to his
baroquely decorated home. Mishima modeled for photoshoots, took
kendo and karate classes to heart, and acted in commercial films. He
also wrote, directed, and starred in his own movies, the most famous
of which is probably Yukoku (Patriotism), based on his homonymous
text. In his later years, Mishima became more engaged with his
partisan views. He abhorred institutional politics and although
cultured and well-informed, he was not an academic or a social
scientist. Mishima approached politics like an artistic exploration,
farther from the rational and the pragmatic and better understood
closer to a cultural and emotional exercise of discovery. Partially
inspired by Roman-ha authors active during the 1930s like Yasuda
Yojuro or Kita Ikki, Mishima’s political body of thought entails a
denunciation of supposed moral corruption by contemporary Japanese

society, especially by its institutional elites, in the aftermath of the war
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and in their plan of economic development projection. He advocated
for the restoration and revaluation of the Emperor as the prime
national axis, although it was unclear whether that meant for Mishima
the granting of executive powers to the monarch. Mishima defended
the understanding of a new role for the Japanese individual as a model
citizen who would reject postwar passivity and meekness to embrace
sacrifice for the bigger cause when necessary. He framed these ideas
around the sometimes contrived wrapping of so-called samurai
imagery and values that established a relationship between body, mind,
and the Japanese nation. Mishima wrote about these topics in popular
essays which he never shied away from defending in public. In 1969,
for instance, Mishima exchanged views with left-wing student activists
linked to the Zengakuren, with whom he only shared a standpoint of
opposition to the Japanese status quo, in a heated debate hosted by

Tokyo University.

Apart from developing these ideas in writing, Mishima founded the
Tatenokai or Shield Society. This private militia group of around ninety
members followed his leadership into physical and didactical training,
paraded around Tokyo, and were supposed to help the Japanese army
assist with their ultimate goal of defending the Japanese Emperor in a
hypothetical (and desired by its members) restoration of the social
order arranged around his figure. On November 25, 1970, Mishima
and a close circle of his Tafenoka: lieutenants were granted a reception
by the commandant of Tokyo’s Ichigaya Camp of the Japanese Self-
Defense Forces. Once the party entered the office, they restrained the
commandant and barricaded inside. Mishima requested in exchange

for the officer’s freedom the opportunity to make a speech in front of
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the military forces there stationed. In a grandiose choreographed event,
Mishima appeared on the balcony and urged on the troops to enforce
a coup against the government and the restoration of the Emperor. To
his dismay, the soldiers rejected his proposition. Mishima retreated
then to the office and committed seppuku along with political activist
and right-hand follower Morita Masakatsu. This striking death was
considered a symbolic turning point for postwar Japan. His suicide,
coinciding with the loosening of claims from left-wing and student
demonstrations, seemed to signal the triumph of conformism and
compliance with the established paradigm within Japanese society after

two decades of relative social unrest.

In literary terms, Mishima wrote short stories, essays, and plays, but he
is best known for his novels. The majority of them use an urban
contemporary Japan as setting for the action with the exception of
Shiosai (The Sound of Waves), set in postwar Uta-Jima, an island in the
Gulf of Ise. Mishima is particularly studied for the way he developed
the psychological intricacies of his characters. He explored in many of
them the relationship between an anxious and insecure individual that
develops an obsession with a shiny, platonic model of reference. This
is the case in Confessions of a Mask between the narrator and his
classmate; in Forbidden Colors between Shunsuke and Yuichi; and also
in Kinkaku-ji (The Temple of the Golden Pavilion) between Mizoguchi and
the Golden Pavilion. He made it one of the main pillars of his
tetralogy Hojo no Umi (The Sea of Fertility) too, where Honda gets

infatuated with his friend Kiyoaki and his successive reincarnations.
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Mishima’s popularity abroad grew thanks to the promotion of foreign
editions. He was friends with his translators, especially with Donald
Keene and John Nathan, who would later write about his life and
work. During the late 1960s, Mishima’s name was among the favorites
to obtain a Nobel Prize of Literature. When it was revealed in 1968
that his mentor Kawabata was the writer to receive the award, he
reportedly took the blow with contempt. In the end, it proves difficult
to extricate Mishima’s life from his work. Under thorough analysis,
both seem products of methodical planning and design: crafted with
an attention to detail in every of its shown angles and deliberately
ambiguous facets. Either by the impact and magnetism of his life,
death, or popularity of his work, Mishima greatly contributed to the
internationalization of Japanese literature and is an unquestionable

agent in the shaping of the national narrative of Japan in the West.

2.3.1 Mass-Audience-Targeted Texts

In the following pages I examine articles, book reviews, and interviews
published between August 1956 and December 1989 in the United
States and Spain in which authors define and describe Japan and the
Japanese based on a reading of Mishima’s literature. I also review five
relatively popular biographies produced during the selected period of
time as relevant mass-audience-texts. Pieces in which the author is just
cited but not further analyzed are considered outside the scope of this

work and therefore they are not included in the ensuing study.
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I start with a breakdown of the metadata from the body of newspaper
articles taken and analyzed as source material for the definition of this
subcorpus. There are a total of sixty-six articles read and examined,
thirty-eight published in the United States and twenty-eight in Spain.
In the U.S., The New York Times provides the biggest amount of texts
with a total of eighteen articles, followed closely by The Washington Post
with fifteen, The New York Review of Books with four, and one long
piece in the section “The Talk of the Town” of The New Yorker. In
Spain, the distribution is practically even between the two periodicals
that featured Mishima at the time: .AABC published fifteen texts and La

Vangnardia thirteen articles.

These texts have forty-seven different authors: Lorenzo Lopez-Sancho
(ABC), Luis de Paola (ABC), and Selig S. Harrison (The New York
Times) are the most prolific, with three articles each. Donald Keene
(The New York Times), Juan Antonio Vallejo-Nagera (ABC, La
Vangnardia), James Clayton (The Washington Pos?), and Philip Shabecoff
(The New York Times) authored two each. The rest of the authors, listed
in the bibliography, published one text. Some texts, especially those
that report on the aftermath of Mishima’s death, were published
without specifying the author, hence only the source and date appear

listed.

I find it useful putting back to back the publication dates of these texts
against specific temporal markers in order to fully understand the
evolution of the national narrative. There are three types of events that
coincide with the production of newspaper articles commenting on his

literature in the case of Mishima. First, the publication of one of his
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work in translation. Second, the reporting done on a major life
landmark, which in Mishima’s case is his dramatic death. And third,
the revival of his figure in the late eighties incited by movie director
Paul Schrader’s biopic Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters (1985). Even
within these categories, there are differences in the moment a text
appears in the United States and in Spain, with the evident exception

of reports on Mishima’s suicide.

The majority of Mishima’s works in English translation appeared while
the author was alive. The Sound of Waves was the first novel to be edited,
published in 1956, and nine other books followed suit. This selection
included a collection of Noh plays translated by Donald Keene (Five
Nob Plays, 1957), the modern play Sado Koshakn Fujin (Madame de Sade,
1967), and the particular autobiographical literary essay Tazyo no Terasu
(Sun and Steel, 1970), which came out only a few months before his
death. Mishima’s popularity in the United States was solid enough to
ensure a reaction in the press whenever he got a work translated. In
Spain it was the opposite case. Only one of his works (E5/ pabellin de
oro) had been translated into Spanish (and from English) but the time

of his death. It came out in 1964 and received a very short

commentary in La Vanguardia which did not even introduce the author.

Mishima’s suicide changed this scenario. The incident at the Ichigaya
camp was well chronicled in both countries. In the following years,
Spanish publishing houses started offering indirect translations of
Mishima’s most popular novels. Interest in Mishima was held steady
during the 1970s and early 1980s, with a sudden peak of attention
between 1985 (a date Ana Salado called “the year of Yukio
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Mishima.”>" ®") and 1987. Five of his works were translated into
Spanish. Schrader’s movie premiered in Cannes and was withdrawn
from the Tokyo International Film Festival after pressure from right-
wing groups. A translation of Marguerite Yourcenar’s Mishima ou la
vision dn vide (Mishima: A Vision of the 10id) came out in Spanish. And
finally, two adaptations of Madame de Sade appeared in theaters in
Barcelona and Madrid, one directed by Jordi Mesalles and the other by
Joaquin Vida. The illustration in the following page shows more
clearly the distribution and correlation between time, number of texts,
and publication country when compared to the rhythm of translations
to English or to Spanish. It is worth pointing out at the two spikes in
the graph, one in 1970 when he died and the other in 1985, as they

correspond to an upsurge in publications.

Mishima landed on U.S. shores in 1956 as a very popular writer in
Japan. The earliest text discussing his work introduces Mishima with a
sentence that could easily pass for a press release from the publishing
house: “it is the first book to reach us in English of a prolific, youthful,
richly gifted Japanese writer, Yukio Mishima.”*® This presentation
would set the tone for the pieces that came afterwards. From early on,
Mishima is constructed as a one-of-a-kind author, a powerhouse in

Japan regardless of his youth, “the best-represented Japanese novelist

57 Salado, “Mishima, biograffa de John Nathan.”
58 Fuller, “For love of a Girl.”
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here, an intellectual with impeccable credentials”” about whom
“few writers boast so intense a readership — near idolatrous in the
home country and ardent and zealous, if smaller, abroad.”®" His death
added a level of perverse allure and tempestuous mystery that eroded
his canonicity. It framed Mishima outside conventionalism while
easing the establishment of a parallelism between his life and a socio-
cultural interpretation of postwar Japan. Because the majority of
Spanish translations and critical texts were published after his suicide,
this dimension is already present in their introductions. Spanish texts

9562 (xiii) <

describe Mishima as “their major postwar author, a genius, a

95603 (xiv) <.

lunatic, and a suicide, who was considered deserving the Nobel

Prize of Literature.”® &

Around the end of his life, some authors began to frame Mishima as
an oddity to a supposedly existent standard of Japanese individuality.
His political views, habits, and personality are reckoned as not
espoused by many of his contemporary citizens. Philip Shabecoff
produced for The New York Times a long profile with the colorful title
of “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima, Novelist, General, Swordsman,
Karate Student, Movie Star, Lecturer, Bon Vivant and Maybe Soon
Nobel Prize Winner? Everyone in Japan Has.” In this piece, Shabecoff
tries to both recount Mishima’s eccentric feats while explaining his
figure as a product of postwar, post-occupation Japan, a country that

follows and competes with the West:

% Keene, “Beauty Itself Became a Deadly Enemy.”

60 Clayton, “Nationalism urges Japan to Shed Its Western Trappings.”
1 Flowers, “Politics and Love in Japan.”

62 “Caballos desbocados.”

63 Berasategui, “Vallejo-Nagera o el placer de escribir.”

4 “Un grupo de extremistas asalta un cuartel en Tokio.”
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Mishima is, I suppose, about as far as possible from being a
typical Japanese. His life and his work, if they reflect
contemporary Japan, do so the same way as a funhouse
mirror returns a modified, individual view of reality. He feels
he has no obligation in his work to Japan, only to his art. Yet
there are uncanny echoes of modern Japan in Mishima’s life;
glints of national aspiration in his private ambitions; broad
hints of what it is to have been Japanese in a world
dominated by the West, in a country defeated by the West

but finally reaching exhilarating parity with the West.*

This discourse of uniqueness of the individual when compared to a
supposed homogeneity of the Japanese masses is justified through an
interpretation of Mishima’s failure in successfully bringing to fruition
his coup at the Ichigaya Camp. Mishima’s exceptionality is upheld
years after his death by pointing out the reported lack of actual
political consequences to his sacrifice. Japan and the Japanese are in
this regard described in opposition to Mishima’s views. The discourse
categorizes Mishima’s position as an accurate diagnostic of Japan’s
situation while suggesting at the same time that his intended plan of
action would not strike a chord with contemporary Japanese. The
popularity of his political views was downplayed, for “only a few
Japanese seemed interested in joining Mishima’s fanciful march.”* As

Takashi Oka puts it in his reported piece on Mishima’s funeral, “the

65 Shabecoff, “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima...”
66 “The Talk of Town.”
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Emperor-centered Japan that Mr. Mishima sought to restore was an

idealized and probably un-realizable vision, not a practical blueprint.”*’

With the passing of time and most notably in his resurgence in the
mid-1980s, Mishima’s exceptionality is used to describe in contrast the
image of post-recovery Japan. This model of national identity is built
associated with ideas of submission and acceptance of the late-
capitalist citizen-consumer paradigm. Ian Buruma talks about a
“feeling of ambivalence” in Japan towards Mishima in which “it is
hard to say whether the Japanese are truly uninterested or whether
there is a kind of national conspiracy of silence, to blot out an
embarrassing memory.” Buruma also called to think of Mishima as

. . 68
“not a harbinger, but an anachronism.”

Japanese of the 1980s are
described distant to the image projected by Mishima and what his life
and work are thought to represent. Japan is already defined as purely
an economy-driven entity that rejected Mishima’s so-called romantic

ideals. Taylor Gregg believes that the Japanese consider Mishima

ultimately [...] an embarrassment because he rejects the face-
saving rationalizations that underpin modern, Western-
influenced Japanese life. He is a rebel with a cause, a man out of

his time but squarely in the middle of a very Japanese tradition.”

This evolution in describing the Japanese as progressively less
interested and disengaged with politics runs parallel to a sustained

consideration of postwar Japan as a state in crisis. The authors of

7 Oka, “Mishima Memortial: Some Banzais, Much Skepticism.”
68 Buruma, “Rambo-san.”
9 Gregg, “The Mishima Enigma.”
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these texts believe this circumstance stems from Mishima’s literary
themes, style, and what he represents as a polemic yet very popular
writer and intellectual. Even though Mishima’s literature started to
appear in the West over ten years after the end of the war, Japan was
still considered a nation dealing with the traumatic effects of the defeat.

Ben Rey Redman suggests in his review of Confessions of a Mask that

the younger and middle generations of Japanese writers find
themselves [...] wandering between two worlds, one dead, the
other powetless to be born. Cut off suddenly from the life-giving
traditions of their national past, they have not yet been able to find
spiritual nourishments in the Western culture that has been thrust

to them.”

Upon his death, Mishima represented a branch of the Japanese who
chose to reject pacifism and materialism out of this general sense of

disorientedness and loss of a purpose:

He argues that fear of violence and denial of power in postwar

Japan will lead ultimately to the denial of state authority.”

Mishima deplored the ‘soulless life’ of the Japanese people today

. . . . . . . 72
and their ‘intoxication’ with economic prosperity.

He expressed his distaste for the grossly material existence of

the Japanese today and the utter meaninglessness of their lives.”

70 Ray Redman, “What He Had to Hide.”
! Clayton, “Nationalism urges Japan to Shed Its Western Trappings.”
72 Harrison, “Suicide of Novelist Mishima Shocks Japanese.”
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Gore Vidal suggests that “the sun no longer rises in Japan” for “his
children are bored with their new prosperity, their ugly cities, their
half-Western half-Japanese culture, their small polluted islands.”” The
same type of assessment was being made in Spain. Jorge Edwards
describes Japan as “a defeated country, without an army, forced to an
accelerated modernization |...] with a humiliated emperor turned into

a little white-collar bureaucrat.”” *

In the construction of this account, there is an implicit acceptance of
Japan as a materialistic, consumerism-driven society that exchanged a
sense of particular tradition for a bundle of industrial and capitalist

tropes:

The Japan of transistors, atomic clocks, and extremely fast

monorails.”® ¥

This is a society feverish with work, business, and the desire for

77 (xviii)

hoarding goods.

They are materialistic and wealthy and want nothing but to

enjoy life without limitation.™

73 Keene, “Mishima.”

74 Vidal, “Mr. Japan.”

75 Jorge Edwards, “El fondo oculto de Japén.”

76 Lopez Sancho, “El «No» de Yukio Mishima.”

77 “El hara-kiri de Yukio Mishima.”

78 Philip Shabecoff, “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima...”
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As Luis de Paola puts it in his 1984 review of Caballos desbocados
(Runaway Horses), “the soul of the country has been transferred from

9579 (xix)

the Golden Pavilion in Kyoto to the walls of the Bank of Japan.

This criticism also entails an accusation of superficiality and
unsustainability set to be applied only to Japan and not to a global
model of late-capitalist society. Mishima also condemned this standard
of permanent doubt in an interview published in The New York Times
little before his death. During a conversation built around the idea of
Japan’s treatment of modernity and tradition, Mishima compared

Japan’s postwar development with a two-story house:

We think we have climbed to the second floor. But can we be
sure? Can we really certify that this is the second floor? I
believe that Europeans can certify their results and say they
have reached the second floor because they built the stairway.
But if we borrow the stairway, the second floor is not our

second floor — at best it is borrowed.®

Mishima’s literature is believed to be able to help Western readers
understand Japan’s cultural idiosyncrasy. Shabecoff quotes in
Mishima’s obituary his editor Harold Strauss in a statement that seems
to place Mishima as the ultimate mediator between two differentiated

cultural entities and two distinctive times:

7 Luis de Paola, “Caballos desbocados.”
80 Shabecoff, “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima...”
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Mishima was torn apart by the Japanese transition to
modernism [...] he had a foot in the past and one in the
future. He was able to articulate this change as no other
Japanese novelist was able to do. Older writers such as
Yasunari Kawabata can write only of the past and younger

writers such as Kobo Abe can write only of the present.81

He was constantly interrogated about his Western literary influences —
a common question for Japanese writers that are popular abroad.
There are authors that established a parallelism between Mishima’s
simultaneous taste for Western and Japanese art forms as a symbol of
“the paradoxes and inconsistencies that plague Japan today, despite
the changes that have taken place since World War I1.”* Donald
Keene considered Mishima “possessed both traditions and combined
them brilliantly,” effectively establishing a distinction between the two
cultural bodies.” Italian writer and friend of Mishima Alberto Moravia
also jumps on the bandwagon of contributing to this dualistic and self-

sustained paradox of hybrid identity in his eulogy:

Mishima, as a public figure and as a writer, represented Japan,
a dualistic and contradictory country in which a neo-capitalist
industrial revolution and the uses and habits of a traditional
wortld still coexist. Even today in Japan, the intermediary

between the industrial revolution and feudalism in literature

81 Shabecoff, “Mishima: A Man Torn Between Two Worlds.”
82 Oka, “Mishima Memortial: Some Banzais, Much Skepticism.”
83 Keene, “Mishima.”
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is aestheticism and not Marxism like it was in Europe a

century ago.”* ¥

This assessment of Mishima’s foreign literary choices involves a
commentary on the integrative dynamics of Western cultural influence
in Japan. Paul Theroux considers in his review of The Temple of Dawn
that Mishima’s use of the theme of reincarnation is “a Nipponese
rehearsal of Joyce’s ‘met-him-pike-horses.””* Tan Buruma seems to

agree with this view of cultural cross-pollination:

Mishima was not the only one of his generation to see parallels
between Kabuki and the Elizabethan thirst for theatrical blood,
between Wagnerism and Japanese spiritualism, between
Baudelaire and teahouse decadence, or between Byron and

Japanese artists of action.®

These comparisons seem to suggest that just like Mishima was
considered to adapt the West, so Japan adapted Western cultural traits.
This is based on assuming the existence of a common ground between
the two countries. This presumption, however, sidesteps the need of
engaging in a debate over how to harmonize the existence of foreign
cultural references with a defense of national particularism. As Gregg

puts it:

Mishima’s is the story of two cultures — of ill-fated lovers.

Like many modern Japanese, he fell in love with the West but

84 Moravia, “Motir como un samurai.”
8 Theroux, “About Reincarnation (sort of), chickens (sort of), travel (sort of).”
86 Buruma, “Rambo-san.”
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his infatuation wore off and in the end he came to hate his
old lover. He felt the relationship had cost him his identity. It
is the story of Japan and the West, more particularly of Japan

and America.”’

Japan is described as a country in a cultural transition forced by
Westernization and postwar economic development. As the
intertextual discourse puts it, Mishima defended an idea of Japan that
possesses an ‘essence’ that is to be found in pre-modern tradition.
Some texts suggest that Mishima’s postwar settings are to be taken as a
superficial background, a landscape that only serves to show how the

idea of Japan has to be found disengaged from contemporaneity:

Until now, most of Mishima’s novels have been set in
contemporary Japan. But in most of them, time and place are
like the scenery and settings of a Kabuki play: they are rich
and beautiful and integral elements of the complete work of

art — but they always remain the backdrop of the drama.*

The flourished Western fan drops down to reveal an ancient

(xxi)

face, a cruel and incomprehensible mask.*

These captivating industrialization and modernization
processes happening in Japan, could they be a mask? Maybe
the Japanese obey the magic sound of a whistle cut from the

clog of a Western woman. They haven’t feared a fascination

87 Gregg, “The Mishima Enigma.”
88 Shabecoff, “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima...”
8 Lorenzo Loépez Sancho, “El «No» de Yukio Mishima.”
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to anything Western [...] seduced by the technique, which in

the end turn out to be a trap of material wellbeing.” **”

The majority of authors believe however that whether Mishima
describes contemporary Japan or not is irrelevant because the only
Japan they are interested in identifying is an ‘essential, pre-modern
cultural body. They interpret in Mishima’s literature and public
statements a condemnation of the supposed disappearance of this
‘essential’ Japan. According to these authors, Mishima considered the
West and a supposedly ongoing process of Westernization as
responsible of endangering Japan’s identity: “he deplored most of the
signs of Westernization of Japan. Western influence, he felt, was
corrupting a Japan and robbing her of her essential spirit.””" His
criticism aimed at the process of ‘Westernization’ entailed the
disapproval of ideas like consumerism, the attempt to adapt a
democratic system of governance, and the imposition of urban and

industrial landscapes:

Most people dismiss the militarist part of his message, but agree
b

with his basic contention that Japan is losing its ‘innermost spirit

in its single-minded pursuit of economic affluence.”

Some people, including the writer Shintaro Ishihara, believe that
Mr. Mishima was protesting not merely the shallow

Westernization and so-called democratization taking place in

% Lépez Sancho, “El Jap6n y su mascara.”
91 Shabecoff, “Mishima: A Man Torn Between Two Worlds.”
92 Harrison, “Novelist’s Grisly Death Stirs Japanese.”
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Japan since World War II, but also that which was Western

within himself.”

Is it worth destroying the nature of Japan, their ancient
architecture, their traditional courtesy, their religious serenity, to
fill the country with garbage, plastic factories, and electronic
equipment?”*

Mishima’s literature is interpreted featuring an assumed ongoing
conflict between old and new in which Mishima took sides with the
latter because it carries a ‘truer’ definition of Japan. Miguel Dalmau
exposes this idea clearly in his review of La corrupcion de un angel (The
Decay of an Angel) when he considers Toru a symbol of modern Japan

and Kiyoaki the representation of a fading, ‘pure’ and ‘eternal’ Japan:

Young Toru represents, therefore, a new race without
qualms: an industrial desensitized automaton, unable to host
noble emotions. As a result, while Kiyoaki symbolizes the
purest of eternal Japan, his last reincarnation is an
anonymous monster straight out of the contemporary

anthill.” ®*)

If there is an item that seems to keep this loose idea of a pre-modern
identity together is the figure of the Emperor. The Japanese Emperor,
deprived by the postwar constitution of executive powers and

relegated to a position of emblematic and almost decorative functions,

9 Oka, “Mishima Memortial: Some Banzais, Much Skepticism.”
% Edwatds, “El fondo oculto de Japén.”
% Dalmau, “Yukio Mishima, la corrupcién de un angel.”

190



is framed in this discourse as the ultimate proof of the decay of a so-
called traditional essence. This association is made through the
unquestioned and acritical interpretation of Mishima’s views.
Moreover, the discourse assumes that the degradation of the figure of
the Emperor illustrates the disappearance of Japan’s alleged pre-

modern identity:

To Mishima, as to ancient Chinese and Japanese, the
Emperor clearly seemed more an artistic symbol than a
source of power. Mystically, in history, the Emperor linked

past to present, the outer universe to his terrestrial domain.”

The Emperor, he believed, is the incarnation of Japanese
tradition, the unique repository of the experience of the
Japanese people. To protect the Emperor thus meant to

protect Japan itself.”

The trope of Japan as being both geisha and samurai is particulatly
present in these texts, a theme reportedly legitimated by Mishima’s
respect for Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword. In an
interview with Bernard Krisher for The Washington Post, Mishima
vouches for this essay when asked what books would he recommend
to someone who knows nothing about Japan. He validates Benedict’s
proposal by deeming it “a very cynical, very critical view of the
Japanese character but it has some truth in it.”” Luis Antonio de

Villena refers to Benedict’s book as a useful reference for describing

% “The Talk of Town.”
97 Keene, “Mishima.”
%8 Krisher, “Portrait of a Man Reading.”
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the Japanese literary tradition, considering that Japanese literature is
perpetually “moving back and forth between the sword and the
chrysanthemum” and asserting that Mishima “had control over” this

09 (xxv'
balance.”” &V

Edmund Fuller, in relating his reading of the lives and settings of Uta-
Jima in The Sound of Waves considers Japan “an exotic experience, but

<

also a warming one” in which despite the “universal appeal [...] the
colorful setting is an enchantment [...] The Sound of Waves is altogether
a joyous and lovely thing.”'” James Clayton judges Mishima’s Five

55 101 aﬂd

Modern Nobh Plays “oriental pictures in black monochrome
Loépez Sancho considers that these theater pieces describe “a Japan of
cherry blossoms, lovers that exchange fans as a wedding charm, magic
pillows that bestow marvelous dreams.”'”> ®* Audrey C. Foote muses
about “the change of seasons, the exotic harvest of a Japanese farm
and the picturesque annual festivals”'” of The Sailor Who Fell From
Grace With the Sea. Angela Carter talks about the “good deal of the
conventional bric-a-brac of japonaiserie — the bamboo flutes, the
sliding screens and so forth”'" that his novels contain. The list of
references is extensive but in the end quite homogenous. These
authors insist in reading in Mishima’s literature a rendition to a
Japanese literary tradition that describes the country through an appeal

of the exotic that is aesthetically pleasing and which has its roots in a

time that precedes modernization.

9 De Villena, “Mishima, la belleza de la muerte herida.”
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While these texts insist on describing Japan as a gentle, delicate, and
loving nation, the presence of its counterbalancing trope trait, Japan as
warrior, is simultaneously strong. Mishima is quoted supporting this
switching back and forth between tropes when he condemned in an
interview what he believed was a deliberate plan from the Japanese
government to promote a vision of the Japanese as “peace-loving”
while ignoring their “rough-soul tradition.” In this criticism there is,
however, a defense of the supposed anthropological accuracy of this

appraisal:

Since World War II, the feminine tradition has been
emphasized to the exclusion of the masculine. We wanted to
cover our consciences. So we gave great publicity to the fact
that we are a peace-loving people who love flower arranging
and gardens and that sort of thing. It was purposely done. [...]
It worked [..] but we have also hidden this ‘rough-soul’

L 105
tradition from ourselves.

The Japanese essence is also constituted in this discourse by what
authors call ‘a samurai tradition.” They describe the Japanese identity
as resilient, brave with a shade of recklessness, and obsessed with a
mythicized concept of honor. The Japanese are depicted based on this
trope as a warmongering people with a propensity towards
indifference when faced with individual death. Many of these ideas
were active during World War II but had been cornered out of public

discussion during the years of U.S. occupation. The previous casting

105 Shabecoff, “You’ve Heard of Yukio Mishima...”
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off of these themes made precisely for a compelling justification of a
‘samurai spirit’ that had been forcedly and unnaturally thrust aside.
Robert Trumbull says “Mishima suddenly unveils a violent aspect of
Japanese character that is supposed to have died with the end of
World War II [...] the blood-drenched exposition of the old bushido

spirit that may not be wholly dead in Japan.”'"

This ‘samurai-spirit’ comeback, however, did not mean as it happened
during the war that the Japanese posit a politically militaristic
disposition. Given the lack of following to Mishima’s political claims,
the discursively assumed ‘samurai’ facet is solely framed within the
realm of cultural interpretation. The discourse establishes a distance
between this description and any attempts of producing a
sociopolitical commentary on contemporary Japan based on the

warrior theme:

He regarded the militarism as a foreign import alien to the
Japanese spirit. What he really was seeking was a return to the
samurai tradition, which he saw as the ethical and aesthetic

system truer to the spirit of Japan than a modern army.'”’

The political message he tried to send across during the events that
happened on the day of his death and through his literature gets
intertwined from the year 1970 onwards. De Paola compares Kiyoaki’s
“aesthetic paradigm” to Isao’s “martial alternative face.”'” ™" A the

same time, Angeles Maso thinks that “the average Japanese accepted”

106 Trumbull, “Encounters with Life.”
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a reality where “liberal democrats got closer to the United States [...]

[and] the samurai philosophy stayed dormant.”'"” "%

The consensus over the role of Japan’s so-called ‘samurai spirit’ falls
apart when discussing the topic of Mishima’s suicide. Some authors
defend the so-called Japaneseness of this act, attributing explicit
political connotations to his death. For instance, Alan Friedman
considered that “in the Japanese context, Mishima’s seppuku [...] had
political overtones.”'"” On the other hand, other texts are quick to
dismiss this political motivation and searched instead for personal and
psychological reasons, explicitly detaching the event from a national
reading. Hide Ishiguro declares that “Mishima’s death seemed less
connected with such traditional motives for suicide as honor and
despair than with the idiosyncratic thoughts and needs of a peculiarly
tormented man.” """ He condemns this effort of framing his suicide as
Japanese while nobody frames Mishima’s famous pictures posing as

Saint Sebastian an expression of Christianity.

Both time and place of publication matter in the framing and
interpretation of Mishima’s suicide. Spanish texts tend to seek for a
relationship between the writer’s political intentions as expressed in his
literature and his ritualistic end. G. Grazzini calls the members of the
25112 (xxix)

and a review

published on June 24, 1974 in La Vanguardia of Runaway Horses

Tatenokai “the last samurai of old national pride

describes the work (quite freely and questionably) as an essay on the

109 Maso, “El escritor, intérprete de su propia histotia.”

110 Friedman, “A Master of Gorgeous and Perverse Surprises.”
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112 Grazzini, “El ‘hara-kiki’ como protesta y desengafio.”
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causes of his future suicide and an explanation on the method of
seppuku.'”” As seen above, U.S. texts are on the contrary a bit more
skeptical and avoid establishing a straight correlation between the two
events. These marginal exceptions notwithstanding, the majority of
texts agree on correlating ritual suicide to a supposed samurai tradition,
and this tradition as part of Japan’s national definition. Harrison says
in 1970 that “most Japanese either admired Mishima as a patriot or
viewed his suicide as the gesture of an artist seeking to die in the
fashion of his heroes.”''* A couple of months later, the same author
reaffirmed this conviction by adding that “the emerging consensus
appears to be that while his rightist prescription for Japan is
questionable, his hara-kiri was noble demonstration of the selfless

95115

Samurai spirit enshrined in Japanese ideals.

In the end, while the act is framed as culturally Japanese, it is also
considered not idiosyncratic to the particular stage of the country at
the time. Again, the national definition of Japan is split between an
ahistorical, pre-modern and assumed ‘essence’ (the ‘samurai spirit’ that
appears invoked time and again) and the modern-day manifestation of
the country. By including the rejection expressed by Japanese society
towards Mishima’s assumed-as-traditional Japanese act, the narrative
creates a distance between national identity and contemporary Japan.
The discourse seems to switch back and forth between two positions.
On the one hand, Japan’s exceptionalism is associated with Mishima’s
unique identity construction. On the other, Japan is defined as a

bridge nation within itself and with the world, trapped in perpetual

113 “Caballos desbocados.”
114 Harrison, “Suicide of Novelist Mishima Shocks Japanese.”
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transition from past to present, from an idea of ‘feudality’ to

‘modernity.’

Another of the main jointed axis of this discourse is the question of
Japan’s unintelligibility for the West. Japan and the Japanese are

framed as “somewhat difficult for the Western mind to grasp,”“(’ a

n
idea that is rooted in psychological and aesthetic inaccessibility
brought by a supposed failure to fully access the so-called Japanese

disposition. Thomas Lask refers to this in his review of Spring Snow:

To a Westerner, however, on whom the subtleties of Japanese
expression and symbol are lost, ‘Spring Snow’ appears to be free

of morbidity and heroic posturing.'"”

This idea is repeatedly conveyed using the image of a ‘Japanese mask,’
a resource probably inspired by the title of Mishima’s breakthrough
novel. His suicide is at the same time clouded in a sense of mystery

that estranges his literature and the mere idea of Japanese identity:

There was a candid suspicion abroad in the West that Yukio
Mishima’s final work might appear no more than a gesture, a
literary ritual as incomprehensible to us as his last-stand and

certainly grand-stand act.'"®
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The demons which possessed Mishima were wild-eyed Japanese
ones; so his life, his work, and his death have a bizarre

appropriateness that insists on standing.m

This notion of unreachability is at some instances even deemed
unresolvable, as Dalmau sentences without a proper quote in his
review of La corrupcion de un dngel “at some point in his life,
Mishima said that a Westerner would never be able to

120 (xxx
comprehend a Japanese.”'?’ Y

I argue that the same idea of Japan’s inscrutability gets reinforced even
when Mishima’s role as capable ambassador between cultures is hailed.
The consideration of Mishima’s capacity to act as a bridge presumes
the existence of two separate cultural communities that need to be
connected through the intervention of an exceptional mediator. For
instance, Enright acknowledges a “sense of remoteness, the resistance
to participation, experienced by even the readiest reader in Mishima’s
work” that, especially in the case of his Five Modern Nob Plays, should
not be interpreted as “representatively enigmatic, inscrutable.”'”' By
asking the reader to refrain this time to read Japan from this work as
mysterious, he is accepting that the default of Japaneseness 7s the
‘enigmatic’ and ‘inscrutable.” Even the attempts to consider ‘universal’
55122

Mishima’s motives of “tension between tradition and modernity

09 depart from the basis that it is a Japanese person who is producing
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them and a Western reader who is at the other end of the

interpretative process.

Ultimately, Mishima’s suicide articulates in this discourse the idea of a
Japan built upon pre-modern concepts of estranged aestheticism and
anachronistic so-called samurai spirit. These notions lead to consider
Japan’s national identity as endangered by modernization, economic
development, the intervention of Western (especially U.S.) policies,
and the advent of globalization’s cultural imperialism. The presumed
‘essence’ of Japan is laid down as a permanent eulogy of a never-quite-
dead but always imperiled national identity. The alleged existence of a
‘traditional’ Japan is assumed despite the inescapable observation of
Japan’s marching present. Mishima’s death is discursively deployed to
justify the construction of Japan as a country whose traditional identity
is in jeopardy. Simultaneously, Mishima is also portrayed embodying a
generational postwar Japan that had to bear with the discursively
assumed cultural contradictions brought by the occupation and early
and fierce stages of economic expansion. Japan is eventually defined as
a nation forged out an ongoing conflict between its so-called pre-
modern essential identity and the present-day social and material

landscape of the country.

Mishima’s death exerted during the 1970s and 1980s a powerful allure.
It had the capacity of pulling in with gravitational strength the
articulation of the national narrative through the exploration of an
inextricably triangular relationship between life, literature, and Japan.
The popularity of his figure was big enough for the market to embrace

the production and relatively successful circulation of five standalone
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biographies across the two countries aimed at the general public. John
Nathan and Henry Scott-Stokes published in 1974 Mishima: A
Biography and The Life and Death of Y nkio Mishima. The two books were
later surprisingly translated to Spanish despite the fact that Juan
Antonio Vallejo-Nagera had put out in 1978 a biography explicitly
intended for the Spanish public: Mishima o el placer de morir (Mishima or
the Pleasure of Dying). Mishima’s second wave of popularity at the end of
the 1980s engendered two more works. Javier Pedemonte authored
Yukio Mishima: el pensiltimo samurai (Yukio Mishima: the Second to Last
Samurai) in 1987, and Peter Wolfe wrote Yukio Mishima in 1989.

In addition to these biographies, two essays appeared authored by
renowned, non-Japan related novelists. Marguerite Yourcenar wrote
Mishima: A Vision of the 1oid in 1980, translated into English in 1981
and into Spanish in 1985. Henry Miller composed the piece
“Reflections on the Death of Mishima” which was published in Sextez:
His Later Writings Under One Cover in 1977. All of these texts have
several points in common. They study Mishima’s life in an attempt to
give meaning to his suicide by looking at the conditions of his
upbringing and mannerisms. These texts assess and dissect the
sociopolitical circumstances of postwar Japan in order to frame
Mishima and his work in their historical context. Lastly, they also offer
an interpretation of Mishima’s literature in search for cultural keys that

would provide a comprehensive frame of reference for his study.

The same core tropes unearthed and analyzed from newspaper texts
prevail across these biographies. Nathan argues that Mishima abhorred

mixing the West with Japan and defended looking at them in their
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own terms. He believed in the idea of Japanese particularism and
accused modernization of diluting the country’s national profile: “who,
in this day and age, lives in a purely Japanese style? In one corner of
the Japanese room there will be a television set, in the kitchen, a
washing machine.”'” He seemed to imply that modern imagery had an
incompatible incorporation into Japan’s identity, which would need to
be approached constituted from pre-modern aesthetic principles
instead. He echoes for instance Mishima’s belief that “Japanese culture
as it was understood came from mzyabi, or court elegance, which built
the basis for Japanese aesthetics.”'** Although Nathan makes clear that
Mishima’s plan of action could not be thought as shared among most
Japanese, he uses the novelist’s criticism against the status quo to
develop on ideas of postwar Japan as a state in moral, political, and
social crisis. Nathan grants special relevance to the demands of left
and right-wing movements, especially during the student revolts and
the Anpo crisis in May of 1970, which happened just half a year before

Mishima’s assault on the Ichigaya camp.

Scott-Stokes’ version is, on the other hand, structured in a more
prosaic and creative manner. The authot’s views reflect an approach
prone to interpret every single aspect of Japan and Mishima as a
struggle between Eastern and Western epistemological experiences.
He uses ‘Japanese’ as a supposedly self-explanatory attribute of
specific traits and scenery, many of them straight out of banal and

unapologetic stereotypes:

123 John Nathan, Mishima: A Biography, 218.
124 Tbid., 233.
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A charming and captivating man. Quite un-Japanese; fluent
in English, gestures, and manner of speaking Western [...]
his face darkened and went red with the alcohol, at least

Japanese in that respect.'”

The coast there looked just as Japan is supposed to look:
pine trees sticking out at odd angles; savage waves and a
brutal coastline; sun sank slowly in the West with oblique

rays striking the foam, etc.'”

He approaches Japan “as a nation of samurai; of course, the samurai
spirit survives — but not the forms.”'*" This was a country in danger
because “everyone ran after money; the old spiritual tradition had
vanished; materialism was the order of the day.”'™ He echoes with
slight skepticism Mishima’s condemnation of “the emphasis in Japan

1% to then insist on a “dual tradition”

itself on ‘the chrysanthemum,
that gives “a complete picture of Japan.” " The excess of a
deceptively anthropological commentary borders in some instances
the ludicrous. Scott-Stokes mentions that “like many Japanese parents,
the Mishimas would seem to have decided to have no more
children,” ™" as if this could be considered in itself a Japanese

particular trait. He also blames modernization for Japan’s postwar

crisis, claiming that “a nation cannot evolve from feudalism to an

125 Henry Scott-Stokes, The Life and Death of Y nkio Mishima, 6.
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ultramodern way of life in the short space of time granted to the
Japanese and not place great stresses on individuals.” "> Ultimately,
Scott-Stokes makes the aforementioned correlation between
Mishima’s death and the decay of the so-called Japanese ‘essence’
brought by sustained contradictions: “did his image of an ugly,
materialistic Japan in this last novel mirror an unbalanced despair?”'”
This relationship acquires greater impact when one takes into account
that Scott-Stokes considered Mishima’s literature, especially his last
opus The Sea of Fertility “a panoramic vision of Japan in the 20" century

and tells more of modern Japan than any other work in translation.”'*

Vallejo-Nagera produces a work in which he reconstructs his own
interpretation of Mishima’s life based on these preceding biographies
and other supplemental texts. Given the cross-referential nature of
this book, it is not surprising to attest to the reproduction of the same
core tropes also present in his sources. Vallejo-Nagera’s original
contribution is establishing some peculiar connections and
comparisons between Japan and Spain. He associates the Bushido
with the Legion’s ‘honor code’ but fails to mention accordingly the
role of Millan Astray’s translation of Nitobe’s work on the matter. He
also defines the Japanese as “a nation of shame” instead of “a nation

of sin like ours,” ° (i)

borrowing directly from Benedict's
conceptualization. Vallejo-Nagera shares with Scott-Stokes an attempt
to offer an ofthanded anthropological study out of Mishima’s life and

ocuvre. He also validates Benedict’s definition of Japan as an entity

132 Ibid., 165.
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constituted by a binary nature of aesthetic delicacy and fierce
assertiveness. Vallejo-Ndagera defends the conception of Japan as an
entity that cannot be fully understood rationally and can only be
approached through emotional rapport: “dear reader, don’t kid
yourself, in Japan it is not enough with ‘knowing,” you must enjoy

136 (o) pe argues that

yourself in a certain and strictly regulated way.
only the meek and kind aspects associated with the
chrysanthemum/geisha tropes have been exposed during the postwar
period. Vallejo-Nagera denounces the existence of a creeping layer of
violence and aggressiveness that is co-essential to the Japanese identity.
The suggestion of Japan as a country with a disguised inclination
towards belligerence activates the discursive mechanisms of

denouncing a ‘yellow peril’ in a time when the trade war rhetoric was

in full swing.

Pedemonte’s and Wolfe’s biographies constitute another brick in the
wall of the national narrative. There are some key differences in how
these works mediate with the reproduction of tropes when compared
to the previous memoirs that can be attributed to the differences
between two historical contexts of publication. Pedemonte, for
instance, includes in his book a judgment of Japan “driven towards the
purest form of modernity and ‘Westernization,” and called to be a

95137 (xxxiv

country leader in technology. ' The inevitable hindsight shapes
these appreciations and depicts a Japan that has already reached a

status of superpower “by means of materialism, competitiveness, and

136 Ibid., 72-73.
137 Javier Pedemonte, Yukio Mishima: El peniiltino samunrai, 10.
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oligarchy, learned the hard way.” ' ™) Japanese society is in
decadence after failing to harmonize progress with a so-called essential
tradition, but this conflict is not as crucial in the definition of Japan as
it was previously. Wolfe is openly critic towards Mishima’s opposition
to modernity as an endangering force in Japan. He points out that by
the end of the 1980s, very few people believed in Mishima’s claims

and praises Japan’s embracement of materialism:

Industrial production was also improved in those years; a
healthy balance of payments was achieved and maintained;
more consumer goods and more leisure time were created for
the masses. Life in Japan under this new prosperity was not

as squalid as Mishima claimed."”

Pedemonte’s work wraps up his biography with a guest chapter by
Agustin  Jiménez Mufioz that is almost shamelessly coated in
condescendence. This epilogue boosts a discourse of ‘yellow peril’
clearly inspired by Japan’s economic might and trade imbalance with
the West. It depicts the Japanese as voracious, deprived of
individuality, collectively driven, and is sure to identify modernization
as a Western asset appropriated by the Japanese with an undertone

that could be interpreted as malicious:

In our day and age, Western computers provide them with
markets and currencies. Classic theories support the existence

of a relationship between politico-economic conquest and

138 Thid., 29.
139 Peter Wolfe, Yukio Mishina, 186.
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cultural conquest [...] The Japanese are still a mystery. They
have given us nothing, restricting themselves to overpass
their masters in the things we have taught them [...] Made
out of an internationalism that erases any message that
cannot be digested in curious working-class bookshops or in
high-brown film archives, we can overlook the particular, or,
mouths opened wide, wolf it down raw in the decorated

140 xxxvi

nook of the exotic.

Yourcenar’s Mishima: Vision of the 1V0id could be more appropriately
considered a literary study rather than a proper biography. It is also
less of a novel than Mémoires d’Hadrien (Memoirs of Hadrian) or 1."Oenvre
an noir (The Abyss), and more a running essay on aesthetic and cultural
musings that takes Mishima’s life and works as a point of reference. It
is built, in point of fact, as an ongoing commentary on preceding
biographies and on her readings of Mishima’s works in translation. As
such, many of the tropes that are familiar at this point appeared
reproduced in Yourcenar’s text. She considers Japan a Westernized
society that carries an endangered pre-modern essence which she
associates to images of geishas and samurais. Yourcenar judges the
nation as a mystery that needs to be approached emotionally and
aesthetically rather than rationally. She undertakes her study from a
point of dictation that sets apart two self-defined cultural
communities: ‘us,” the Western, and ‘them,” the Japanese. Lastly, she
joins Mishima in considering Japanese ‘true’ identity imperiled by the

unstoppable tide of industrialization.

140 Javier Pedemonte, 155.
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In comparison to Yourcenar, Miller produces a shorter, more laid-
back text, whose tropes are cut nonetheless from the same fabric. His
piece also departs from establishing a point of difference between two
entities and assumes Japaneseness is something quantifiable and

measurable on a subjective scale:

I thought immediately of all the contradictions in his nature
and at the same time I thought to myself — how ever
Japanese! [...] the admixture in the Japanese of cruelty and
tenderness, of violence and peacefulness, of beauty and
ugliness. It is true, of course, that the Japanese are not alone
in this respect. But in the Japanese, to my mind at least, this

ambiguity exists more sharply and poignantly.'*'

Miller rebounded ideas of Japan in danger for “following our Western
ideas” and considered that Mishima wanted “to awaken the Japanese
people to the beauty and efficacy of their own traditional way of
life.”'* He also describes the Japanese as “working like ants, killing
themselves in this rat race which is called earning a living [...] and
from being work slaves to dying like flies on the battlefield is only a
step, an inevitable one.”'* There is in Miller a combination of praise
and condescendence which takes him to positions of curiosity and
ambivalence. He locates Japan framed within the trade war-promoted
‘yellow peril’ discourse, but in this occasion Miller downplays Japan’s

capacity of being a threat:

141 Henry Miller, “Reflections on the Death of Mishima,” in Sextes: His Later Writings
Under One Cover, 26.

142 Tbid., 28.

143 Ibid., 39-40.
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Japan is at a crossroads [...] can she continue to grow, to
dominate world markets, to exceed the production of her
competitors without the backing of a formidable military? Can

she conquer the world peacefully?'*

In the end, Miller makes a case for accepting Japan’s particularism
without alienating the country. He rejects equating Mishima’s personal
struggles as a mark of national identity: “Japan is no more crazy, no
more sane, than the rest of the world [...] Her problems are not

unique, nor the solution to them either.” %

There are virtually no differences in the way these monographs
describe Japan and the Japanese when compared to the body of
newspaper articles. In fact, the most notable divergence can be found
in time. The shock of Mishima’s death and the sudden peak of his
popularity gave at the moment strengthen the rendering of his views
as an accurate depiction of national identity. With the passing of the
years, however, and the confirmation that Mishima was not inciting
the following in his society he and some other authors may have
expected, the lens shifted towards a search for reasons of this fiasco.
The discourse reproduced throughout the 1980s solidified instead an
early construction of Japan as a late-capitalist, conspicuous
consumerist society. Instead of looking at Mishima’s life and work as a
way to cast a mirror-reflection of Japan, it builds the national narrative

through what he criticized and opposed of the nation’s circumstances.

144 Thid., 32.
145 Thid., 43-44.
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2.3.2 Academia-Targeted Texts

In the following section I produce an exploration of the intertextual
discourse present in the delimited subset of academia-targeted texts
that discuss Japan through an interpretation of Mishima’s figure and
his literature. As will be revealed throughout this examination, the
aforementioned core tropes articulate the description of Japan again in
this subcorpus. There are however differences and similarities in
approach and degree that emerge when studying how academia-
targeted texts mediate with the construction of the national narrative
of Japan in comparison with the same process stemmed from mass-
audience-targeted pieces. This contrast must be assessed and
accounted for in order to fully understand the implications of genre
conventions and textual production in the mediation of discourses of

representation.

There is a considerable imbalance in the number of academic texts
that explore Mishima during this specific period when one measures it
against the size of the previous subcorpus. The situation of academic
work on Japan developed in the West that was previously explored in
Kawabata also applies to Mishima’s case. The critical texts included in
this subcorpus are either specific chapters on works that delve into the
ocuvre of multiple Japanese writers, or they are book reviews on
academic periodicals like The Journal of Japanese Studies and Monumenta
Nipponica. The field of Japanese studies in the U.S. remained quite

modest practically until the turn of the century. At the same time, in
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the case of Spain it was practically non-existent. These conditions
offer, on the other hand, a chance for exploring an interesting angle.
This limited range of sources enhances the comparative value of the
present exercise, for many of the same authors that discuss Kawabata
do so too for Mishima. It deepens the entrenchment of a cross-
sourced discourse knitted from texts that by their niche-focused
nature already lean towards referentiality and endogamy. Donald
Keene, Arthur G. Kimball, Yamanouchi Hisaaki, and Gwenn
Boardman Petersen, among others, are revisited here to explore their
construction of Japan, this time by looking at how they interpret
Mishima’s literature. This situation is taken into account further down
this thesis when comparing the two writers and the way the national

narrative has been mediated by the same community of authors.

Scholarly texts on Mishima sprouted once the writer was already a
powerhouse in both Japan and the West, although the bulk of them
came out after his death. Keene repetitively expressed his admiration
for Mishima’s literary faculties, framing him as “more cosmopolitan,
more responsive to foreign literary currents than his great
predecessors.”'* The acknowledgment of his fame did not, however,
mean in every case the recognition of his talent. Marleigh Ryan for
instance built her critique from a skeptcial point of view that could
even be taken as open distaste for the writer’s work. They all
recognized regardless his impact on Japanese literature and the

relevance of his role as representative of a generation.

146 Keene, Dawn to the West, 1216-17.
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Japan is approached through the development of two debates that
constitute its two main descriptive dimensions. On the one hand,
Japan’s cultural identity is built from pre-modern tropes. On the other,
Japan’s  socio-political ~ contemporary  reality is  constantly
problematized at odds with this same cultural identity. Commentary
and evaluation of Mishima’s stylistic resources employed for literary
effect tend to implicate an interpretation of Japan and the Japanese
from the same body of aesthetic terms. This correlation between a
national style and an aesthetic sensibility is consciously inscribed as
detached from any political interpretation. These texts attempt to
frame Japan despite or disregarding the writer’s explicit political views:
“to read Mishima’s death as an example of fanatical nationalism is to
distort an ethical and aesthetic statement into a political gesture.”'"’
This suggestion develops, therefore, a description of Japanese culture
on the margins of what could be considered ‘political.” It brings
forward the possibility of discussing Japanese identity as an immanent

concept that exists outside history and its socio-political reality.

Mishima’s renderings of nature, human emotion, and body are tied up
in these interpretations as expressions of a ‘Japanese way.” This
conception of the Japanese is believed detached from the particular
time of Mishima’s diegetic settings or his socio-political context. The
discourse places the debate over Japan’s national identity embedded
into an ahistorical conceptual space where Japaneseness zs 7z itself and
can be understood without having it conditioned by the shifting pains

and regular struggles of the country. The open-ended presence of the

147 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 206-7.
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natural world as associated with Japaneseness strengthens this

approach:

Mishima’s gift is three-fold; he can simultaneously portray
the person, make a generalization on the human level, and
also perform the peculiarly Japanese feat of reducing, if not
denying, the gap between man and the natural world in

which he moves.'*

Stylistically Mishima makes excessive use of nature imagery,
another quality for which Japanese literature is noted abroad,
and for which his eatly Sound of the Waves is so greatly

admired."”

Boardman Petersen builds her argument in The Moon in the Water by
echoing Lafcadio Hearn’s belief that the Japanese were “the Greeks of
the Orient” She suggests that Mishima was proving right that
assumption by considering that “the bodies of Japanese youths
conform to the aesthetic standards of ancient Greece.” "™ This
insistence on equating Greek and Japanese aesthetics by framing
Mishima as a kind of late artist of the Renaissance reinforces the idea
that the Japanese tradition of Platonic ideas could not be found in
contemporary times. This gap between an identity-shaping tradition
and a historical present that forfeits its representation perpetuates an
irresolvable decalage. It repeats and gives legitimation without proper

questioning Mishima’s claims that tradition was disappearing. The idea

148 Bracelen Flood, “Review of ‘After the Banquet,” 486.
149 Ryan, “Review of the Mishima Tetralogy,” 171.
150 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 213.
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of a ‘Japan lost’ is seen reiterated across texts and never propetly
defined in its monopolization of outlining the constitutive ‘essence’ of

the Japanese nation, as Mishima defended:

He concludes that Japan today has lost the external rules of

conduct and at the same time an essential “wardrobe.’’>!

He deplores the loss of the Japanese Spirit — a term that
includes love of the country but also encompasses centuries

of ethical and aesthetic values.'

Perhaps the people most deeply affected by Mishima’s
suicide were, paradoxically, non-Japanese who were
profoundly impressed that a man at the height of his career
had thrown away his life in the hopes of reminding his

countrymen of what they had lost.'”

There is no dispute in sentencing Japanese cultural identity in a
receding and perceived-as-anachronistic traditional body of tropes and
practices. This assumption does not mean, as it was more commonly
presumed in  mass-audience-targeted  texts, that Mishima’s
representation of it is accurate. This casted doubt is seen from
different angles. Boardman Petersen, for instance, accuses Mishima of
boasting about his knowledge of traditional Japanese martial values

while misusing them in what “seems [...] profoundly un-Japanese.”"*

151 Thid., 205.

152 Thid., 316.

153 Keene, Dawn to the West, 1168.

154 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 204.
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Yamanouchi suggests that Mishima created literary worlds out of the
revalorization of a so-called Japanese traditional spirit in order to
escape from his own personal ghosts and compensate an enmity felt
towards a reality that confronted his aspirations. Other authors share
this perception of an existing distance between Mishima’s represented
literature and an assumed contemporary reality of Japanese society.
Kimball, for instance, deems Mishima’s Go/lden Pavilion traditional in its
settings and characters portrayed, but modern in the way it’s designed

and the behavior shown by them.

These accusations are linked in other instances to an impact of
Mishima’s so-called Westernization of literary style which according to
the authors contradicts his affection for Japanese tradition. Ryan, who
makes little effort to disguise her aversion to Mishima and his work, is
even more drastic. She charges him with being too Westernized even
to be judged as Japanese, to the point of considering him “a Westerner
who happens to have chosen an Asian setting because of its exoticism
[...] we are left with the impression that Mishima did not know, did
not truly experience his own country.”'* She correlates these literary
resources with those employed by Western authors and dislodges
Mishima’s literature from representing an ‘Asian’ reality. Ryan
consigns Mishima as an oddity, detaching him from her idea of what

Japan is or should be:

Their [the characters] foibles — and they are legion — may or
may not be shared by people in Japan, but they are identical

with the foibles depicted by Western European and

155 Ryan, “Review of the Mishima Tetralogy,” 166.
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American twentieth-century authors. The lesbians, the
fanatics, the bisexuals, the voyeurs, the sadists — all are by
now stock characters in Western fiction. We are tired of
them; we find nothing new or enlightening about Mishima’s
use of psychological aberration, and we fail to see how his
handling of human degradation contributed anything to our

understanding of Asia or the world."®

For others, traits of Westernization in his style manifest precisely a
status of paradoxical coexistence of so-called Eastern and Western
streams of cultural sourcing in the basis of an actual understanding of
the country. This same paradoxical nature, however, is identified as
the reason why postwar Japan undergoes a permanent state of moral
crisis. Westernization and the aftermath of the occupation years are
described as having a negative impact in Japan. Their manifestation is

95157

considered “symptoms of the disease of modernity,” " and they paint

95 158

Japan as “overrun by noisy, ugly, obtrusive foreigners. Keene
describes how Mishima styled a country that needed to be saved from
“the merciless hacking away of Japan’s landscapes and [...] the
superficial adoption of foreign things and manners.” "’ In turn,
Miyoshi depicts a nation “shaken by a great number of social and
political crises signaled by a nearly endless series of demonstrations

and protests.”'"’

156 Thid.

157 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 311.
158 Keene, Dawn fo the West, 1212.

159 Keene, 5 Modern Novelists, 54.

160 Miyoshi, Accomplices of Silence, 175.
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Mishima’s figure and literature are read as a prism where these
circumstances crystalize. The are several reasons that explain this.
Ryan reproduces with skepticism Mishima’s denunciations: “the
tetralogy, named with conscious irony The Sea of Fertility after the
barren wasteland on the moon, is meant to reflect the moral and

161 :
> " Yamanouchi

spiritual vacuum of twentieth-century Japan.
interprets his mere existence as proof and symptom of a larger more
cross-sectional malaise: “for despite their different views on such
matters as the Imperial authority both Mishima and those students
aimed their criticism towards the attainment of spectacular economic

162 .. - .
7?%% Ueda criticizes his overzealousness and

growth in the late 1960s.
vindicates capitalist prosperity by emphasizing on the lack of following
to Mishima’s claims: “his stories sprang from his desire to create a
sense of order that could be shared by the masses, but the masses
were not receptive.”'” In any of these cases, contemporary Japan is
eventually narrated as a country first bearing and later overcoming a

traumatic process of identity crisis associated with modernity and with

an alleged clash of cultural traditions.

The discourse that appears revealed from these texts is a portrayal of
Japan through the pulse of different conflicts that are founded on a set
of seminal assumptions. This is not surprising given that Mishima is
constantly depicted as an individual in perpetual struggle with himself
and with his environment. Transplanting this idea of ongoing dispute
from the individual to the nation dominates in its articulating force

both the themes and approach of this discourse. It assumes the

161 Ryan, “Review of the Mishima Tetralogy,” 173.
162 Yamanouchi, The Search for Authenticity in Modern Japanese Literature, 137.
163 Ueda, Modern Japanese Writers and the Nature of Literature, 247.
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existence of two recognizable entities (a ‘Japan’ and ‘the rest,” almost
in every case, the West) that are agents, victims, or reasons for an
unfolding set of frictions that constitute in its perpetual atomic
vibration the elements of an identity associated with postwar Japan.
Thus, even when authors disagree with Mishima’s political views, they
do not question his desire to rise against a status quo. Their criticism is
directed to either his intentions (reducing them to the realm of the
personal or the artistic) or his means, but never his motives. They
assume that Japan is in crisis and a reaction would not be unbefitting
to this circumstance. That would also explain why, once Mishima’s
lack of following is assessed, his figure and literature appear during his
second spike in the 1980s out of place and out of time. The national
narrative built out of the conflict between modernity and tradition that
Mishima represented could not be sustained. It clashed with an
expansive discourse that would consider Japan based on ideas of
capitalist assimilation and political passivity that could not incorporate

tensions of the same voltage level previously assessed in Mishima.

While the core underlying tropes and approach are, therefore, shared
across the two subcorpora, it is worth pointing out the differences
between them. To the already mentioned imbalance in numbers
between mass-audience and academia-targeted texts, I want to go back
to the lack of scholarly work on Mishima published in Spain. The later
filling of this void by Spanish scholars meant that the establishment of
a Spanish specialist community happened through a direct dialogue
with English academics instead of with a domestic school of Japanese
literature experts. This, in turn, has an effect on style and emphasis on

generalist texts. Whereas some of the texts published in U.S.
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newspapers are authored by experts on Japan like Donald Keene or
Edward Seidensticker, in Spain this circumstance is not repeated. As it
has been proved above, the core tropes remain unaffected by this
situation, and Japan is constructed from and through the same ideas
across countries and conjointly from the two bodies of texts. However,
I argue that Spanish newspaper texts, by lack of at least a minimum
sense of nuance inherent to academic work or good journalism, tend
to definitions with basic colors. They describe Japan with an extensive
penchant for Mishima’s partisanism. These critical texts take Mishima
and his literature as somewhat unquestionably illustrative of a national
description. This effort fails to take full shape as it is a victim of its
professed dramatism. The way mass-audience-targeted texts describe
Japan in Spain, missing the critical trace of specialist work, is too
obsessively focused on the flashy and superficial of Mishima’s
interpretation and is unable to develop a substance that would carry

argumentative weight and depth to it.

Another way to evidence this circumstance in Spanish texts is by
comparing the means by which the five selected biographies were
produced and put into circulation. Nathan’s and Scott-Stokes’ are
quite different from each other but both depart from a sense of self-
commended knowledge of Japan and the topic at hand (a sense
probably more legitimate in Nathan’s claim). Vallejo-Nagera and
Piedemonte do not possess this same level of inside knowledge and
require their U.S. counterparts’ input for it, reproducing their ideas
across the Atlantic and taking them for granted. Their works,
especially Vallejo-Nagera’s, are focused on studying Mishima as a, to

their view, psychologically troubled individual. When it comes the
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time to produce a national interpretation, they either replicate their
peers’ views or attempt an explanation that is in any case heavily

influenced by U.S.-driven discourse.

As a concluding consideration, I would like to develop some thoughts
on the way Mishima’s disputed homosexuality is described and
associated with Japan. The two subcorpora do not approach the topic
in even terms. As a general rule, newspaper pieces discuss Mishima’s
alleged homosexuality as an artistic manifestation close to open
queerness. This swings back and forth between the closeted emotional
oppression of Confessions of a Mask to the eccentric exhibitionism of his
photoshoots, especially his rendition of Saint Sebastian. Academic
articles shy away from commenting on the matter. They only address
the subject through the analysis of Mishima’s use of the body as a
means of expression that, in some instances, strikes as an

unnecessarily convoluted way to discuss queerness in disguise.

These considerations tend to orbit around the assumption that
Mishima’s homosexuality was another manifestation of an artistic
desire to break barriers or instigate a polemic. In some cases they even
hint offensively at a correlation between his sexual preferences and
‘social deviancy’ or mental instability, either pseudo-psychologically
diagnosed or through implying that it is a choice and not an organic
reality. Many of these texts argue that the Japanese have a higher
degree of tolerance towards non-heteronormative desires. Boardman

Petersen considers for instance Japan “a country noted for its relaxed
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attitudes towards homosexuality.”'** Some go further and embed this
pretended openness regarding homosexuality as a cultural inheritance
from pre-modern practices and attitudes. These customs would also
involve — predictably enough — courtesan life and especially so-called
samurai codes that would establish homosexual relationships between
men as common and even regulated behavior. These vocationally
anthropological assessments that link together homosexuality and
Japaneseness depart and brace the Japanese position as alien by means

of implicit or even explicit comparison.

Assuming that the Japanese are more open, tolerant, or complicit with
homosexuality means that there is a standard of reference that dictates
a ‘default’ of acceptance or that even deems normal the exceptional
status of homosexuality. Given the point of diction of this discourse,
the authors assume that ground zero is the West — and that Japanese
attitudes are judged only in relation to it. For instance, Nathan assures
that “the traditionally ‘Japanese’ response to homosexuality is not
principally one of abhorrence as it is in the West.”'* This indicates
that 1) there is a ‘traditional’ attitude (but missing the corresponding
‘modern’ or contemporary one), 2) that in the West homosexuality is
‘abhorred’ (putting aside the potential subtexts of his own personal
views), and 3) that because homosexuality in Japan is analyzed only
comparatively and in Western terms, the bar of morality set by the
West places Japan in a realm of tolerance instead of rejection. Western

sexual normativity dictates here too national narratives.

164 Boardman Petersen, The Moon in the Water, 214.
165 Nathan, Mishima: A Biography, 142.

220



Jasbir K. Puar describes in her work Terorist Assemblages:
Homonationalism in - Queer Times how discourses on homosexual
normativity are related to the construction of national discourse. This
process is done, on the one hand, by offering an escape from
discrimination in exchange for the sacrifice of race, class, gender, and
non-normative queerness that would grant a space in the national
imagined community. The other way this relationship is strengthened
is by constructing a national homonormativity in comparison with
what is composed as ‘other’ national homonormativities. These ‘other’
homonormativities are simultaneously established as referentially non-
normative if practiced within the semiotic confines of the defining
subject’s nation. Puar focuses on the (de)construction of
homonormativity in the United States in the wake of 9/11. She studies
the power-charged articulation of the idea of the Arab terrorist as a
sexual deviant. Based on a tradition unfolding since Said popularized it,
she refers to the cultural structural sway that Orientalist discourses
have laid as a pattern in Western discourses on defining sexual

normativity by considering ‘the East’ as a place of unrestricted license.

While Puar develops her case understanding ‘the East’ from an
analysis of Muslim and Sikh experiences, 1 argue that the same
processes have been applied to the case of Japan. Mishima’s portrayed
homosexuality is deemed non-normative in its desctriptions of
exhibitionism, staged BDSM desire, and trans-generational or mentor-
pupil power relationships. At the same time, this consideration fits
precisely with a ‘normative non-normative’ nature of non-Western
homosexuality. Additionally, the aforementioned association of

Mishima’s perceived homosexual practices with a tradition-born
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Japanese explanation holds strong ties with how the national narrative
has been constructed so far. It approaches Japan as a site of assumed
difference whose national particularities are reified, yet again, by

weaving them together as contingent to presumed pre-modern roots.

Based on this discourse, the national narrative builds in the
interpretation of Mishima another dimension to describe Japan’s
cultural basis as essentially pre-Western contact. It ties homosexuality
and national discourse together through the association of sexual
norms to the cultural pairing of geisha/samurai. I believe one should
not downplay the strength of these discursive structures in
constituting an additional statement on what is to be instituted as
sexually normative. It becomes another stone in the wall for the

encumbrance of the Western gay as the homonormative gold standard.

2.4 A Tale of Two Japans

Having concluded the analysis of the two corpora, it is time now to
arrange and sum up the already developed tropes of the national
narrative of Japan based on its translated literature that was produced
and circulated between 1945 and 1989. I put together this cross-
examination by looking at the main differences and common points
when comparing the particularities of the national narrative based on
the author discussed, the country where the text is written and
distributed, and the chronological progression of the discourse. I

structure my findings on the construction of Japan around three
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dimensions that constitute its definition: the cultural, the social, and
the political. Grouping them as such helps to expose the traits with
more detail, but it should be noted too that this classification does not

omit any of the existing overlaps.

The national narrative of Japan during this period is heavily reliant on
a complex and thorough development of a specific idea of culture that
is thought to define the national identity. According to the narrative,
the culture to be understood as nationally Japanese is composed
exclusively by elements that are rooted in, coming from, and even
belonging to pre-modern times. It is a claim in favor of particularism
as the proper and unique lens to accurately characterize the identity of
the Japanese nation. It sets modernity-tied, post-1868 cultural features
as alien to Japan. Japanese culture is in this sense matched throughout
this discourse with two terms that are revealing by themselves of this

same pre-modern framing: ‘tradition’ and ‘essence.’

The concept of Japanese tradition is used to refer to an ingrained set
of habits and aesthetic conventions that are assumed canonic and
particular to the nation. For these practices to be identified as
‘traditional,” they also need to have been originated and shaped outside
Western influence. On the one hand, ‘tradition’ is time-conditioned to
a history previous to Meiji. On the other, it is ‘Japanese’ also in
comparison with what could be considered ‘Western,” occasionally
referred to as ‘universal.” Whenever ‘essence’ is invoked to refer to the
attribute of being related or belonging to the idea of Japanese, it
follows the Hegelian understanding of presupposing the existence of a

national spirit that defines origin, traits, and even purpose (with the
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potential and dangerous implications this assumption carries). The
Japanese essence is also pre-modern and pre-Western, and in its
rendering within the national narrative, it appears in opposition with
an observable reality of modernity-defined Japan. This contra-essential,
superficial Japan is also described hosting cultural elements labeled as

‘Western.’

Japanese culture and its metonyms ‘tradition’ and ‘essence’ appear
articulated in this discourse as a Janus-faced body of elements grouped
together around two core defining agents: the geisha and the samurai.
This dichotomist conventionalism of reducing the Japanese cultural
identity to one of the two sets that would unescapably comprise it,
although present before the war, was popularized and legitimized by
invoking the authority and popularity of Ruth Benedict’s The
Chrysanthenum and the Sword. Cultural manifestations perceived as
genuinely Japanese ate either part of the chrysanthemum/geisha facet
ot belong to the sword/samurai family. The Japan as geisha’ tropes
understand Japanese culture as bound by a sense of the delicate, the
ephemeral, the fragile, and the gentle, all of them strongly tied to a
gendered understanding of the feminine. An aesthetic order emanates
from these tropes. It also channels ideas of religiosity, spiritualism, and
dissolution of the human experience, both individually and collectively,
in the Japanese relationship with nature. On the other hand, samurai
tropes associate Japan with notions of martial life, honor, belligerence,
cult for the body, and hierarchy. These concepts are correlated in turn
with Japanese masculinity. Although both groupings are described as
inherently Japanese, they appear mutually exclusive, as two sides of the

same coin. Thus, Japan is simultaneously and paradoxically geisha and
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samurai when described as a whole, and geisha or samurai when the

focus is set in giving more detail to a particular cultural element.

There is in the national narrative a dominant tendency towards both
the identification of whether a cultural manifestation can or cannot be
considered Japanese. This process includes the carrying out of a
taxonomical exercise that attempts to fit a cultural element as either a
geisha or a samurai trope in order to determine its allegiance to
Japaneseness. Both Kawabata and Mishima are labeled using this same
set of discursive rules. Kawabata, his literature, and the Japan that
appears described out of them are more strongly associated with ideas
belonging to the geisha group. On the other side, Mishima and his
work are described as expressing the samurai side of the Japanese

identity.

The discourse assumes a point before and after Japan established
regular contact with the West that serves as genealogy and even
teleology of the shaping of the Japanese identity in direct opposition
to Western influence. Any developments occurring after that moment,
associated with the project of modernity, were suspicious of being
foreign and therefore alien to this assumed ‘essence.” The ‘danger’ of
Westernization anchors in history the Japanese culture and dwarfs its
development. It questions the regular generational progress that would
normalize integration and cultural exchange precisely through contact
and cross-pollination. In this regard, the discourse acknowledges the
inevitability of interaction with foreign cultural spheres when tackling
on Kawabata and Mishima’s Western influences. In the case of

Kawabata, his ascription to the Japanese national identity is less
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questioned than in the discussion of Mishima’s literature. I argue this
is so precisely because of the self-referential nature in which Japanese
identity requirements have been formulated. Kawabata’s style and
portrayed aestheticism are both used to define Japanese culture and to
legitimize branding him as nationally canonical. In the case of
Kawabata, furthermore, his personal lifestyle and appearance matched
the pre-modern imagery he describes in his works and that the

discourse identifies as Japanese.

In the case of Mishima, the questioning of his ‘Japaneseness’ looms
over the narrative. While his literature and some of his lifestyle choices
appear associated with the description of samurai cultural elements as
essentially Japanese, some accused him of being culturally hybrid or
directly hands-on Westernized. This indictment was meant to criticize
Mishima’s alleged hypocrisy in his appraisal of so-called Japanese
values. At the same time, it evidenced the fragility and constraints of
Japanese identity definition. These accusations work within the same
system that legitimizes Kawabata’s ‘purity.” Mishima is only
Westernized when he appears not completely faithful to a recreation
of the same pre-modern settings, psychology, and aesthetic
manifestations that appear in his literature. He is charged with being
unfaithful to the Japanese standard whenever he develops a so-called
Western-style action and character-oriented literature instead of
devising the structure of his novels in the perceived as nationally
traditional way of plotlessness and landscape recreation. Accusing
Mishima of Westernization adds another knot to the shawl of

Japanese identity narration.

226



The social dimension of Japan’s description develops chronologically
in two stages. First, it depicts the nation during the U.S. occupation in
timid strokes, predominantly as undergoing a process of institutional
reconstruction and the import of foreign practices. During those years,
the Japanese are seen described by their eagerness to grow
economically, but there is little detail devoted to completing or giving
more depth to these portrayals. The landscape changes starting from
the 1970s and 1980s to adopt a narrative that would describe Japan as
having reached a complete capitalist model. Words like ‘materialism’
and ‘consumerism’ become associated with the way Japanese people
had become and which designated a new set of national patterns of

behavior.

It should be noted, however, that this national narrative takes little
interest in explaining how contemporary Japanese society looks like in
terms of structure and design. I argue that this lack of interest may be
linked precisely to the way Kawabata and Mishima’s literature is
approached. Especially with the former, his literature is explicitly
framed as describing a Japan that does not correspond exactly with the
critical text’s present-day manifestation of the country. The idea of
Japan defined is revealed as coming from times of yore. Kawabata’s
households are placed as ‘traditional’ or from a pre-war Japan, slightly
out of time but not out of space. This description emphasizes the
ascribed valued to a Japan of days gone by rather than a modern

rendition of it.

Mishima’s literature, on the other hand, is recognized as attempting in

some of his works a depiction of contemporary Japan: from Forbidden
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Colors  occupation-time background to The Decay of an Angels
description of the late 1960s. As a matter of fact, the tetralogy of The
Sea of Fertility is organized as a chronological exploration of Japan’s 20®
century from the perspective of the generation that saw the end of
Meiji and lived through Taisho, the war, and the reconstruction.
Despite this sequential structure, Mishima’s account is not taken as an
accurate depiction of Japan’s social reality. There is, as we have seen
especially in the subcorpus of academic texts, a constant skepticism
shown towards Mishima’s portrayal of Japan. The country’s social
reality interpreted from his writing is depicted as resembling a
distorted mirror and perceived too dependent on and conditioned by
the author’s personal fixations and obsessions. In the end, Japan’s
contemporary setting is chiefly taken as an indifferent and superficial
landscape against which greater topics (and tropes) of Japan’s identity
are unfolded. This indifference shown towards elaborating a reading
of the authors’ contemporary social description from their works
parallels the representation of Japan’s main conflict of asynchronicity

between its perceived identity and the country’s ongoing path.
p y gomng p

In the political dimension, the narrative swings back and forth
between two mutually exclusive definitions. On the one hand, it
describes Japan as a site of apolitical sentiment where aesthetic and
ethereal concerns occupy the mind of the Japanese individual rather
than the trifles of society. On the other, it defines postwar Japan as a
country undergoing a state of moral and institutional crisis produced
by the war’s defeat which economic and industrial development
prolonged and aggravated. This swinging is contingent on two factors:

the writer whose literature serves as the basis for the construction of
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Japan, and the moment when the critical text is produced and
circulates. Although the idea of an apolitical Japan appears discussed
on interpretations of the two authors, it is substantially more present
in Kawabata. The national narrative describes the Japanese as
uninterested in politics and the national identity as away from such
concerns. This portrayal is based on Kawabata’s diegetic
representations, on the judgment of his style as detached from modern
politics, and — perhaps more importantly — by inferring that his fame
and canonization legitimized his representation of Japan. If
Kawabata’s literature was apolitical, and Kawabata was a figurehead in

Japan, Japanese favored apolitical feelings.

While some of Mishima’s works were also interpreted using the same
criteria of apolitical aestheticism deployed for Kawabata’s production,
his more openly belligerent activism especially towards the end of his
life channeled a political reading of the Japanese. Through this, the
idea of Japan enduring a crisis is articulated as being carried by a
generation that opposed the Japanese government’s status quo, its
alliance with the United States, a business-centered long-term agenda
of industrialization, and the incorporation of materialistic and
consumerist practices. This nonconformist generation is defined as
bipartisan in its incorporation of left-wing and right-wing resistance
movements. It emphasizes a cross-sectional and systemic situation of
Japan in dire straits that is not subject to a specific programmatical

alternative project.

The increase in the intensity of a political reading of Japan as a state in

crisis reached its peak at the end of the 1960s and early 1970s. The
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culmination of massive demonstrations and the change of
international diplomatic and trade relationships after the Nixon Shock
coincided with the deaths of Mishima in 1970 and Kawabata in 1972.
The idea of a Japan at a watershed lingered for a few more years, but
with the passing of time, the interpretation of the literature of these
two authors changed to become a window to understand a bygone
turmoil, sacrificing its contemporaneity in the barter. As a matter of
fact, texts that discuss these authors in the 1980s describe the country
again as a nation disinterested in politics. This time, the agent that
depoliticized the country was not aestheticism, but the shaping of a
late-capitalist conspicuous consumerism model of community
relations. The anti-status quo trait of the Japanese of Mishima’s time is
deemed outdated and marginal. Ultimately, both Kawabata and
Mishima appear as representatives of a Japan that is at odds with the
project of modernity. Kawabata’s literature because it displays pre-
modern settings, modes, and characters that constitutes this idea of
Japan. Mishima’s work because it represents the opposition to the

effects of modernity on the Japanese national identity.

Another core trope shared across the two corpora is a definition of
Japan as a conceptual entity partially or totally unintelligible for the
Westerner. This assumption of abstract haziness is inherited from the
Orientalist tendency of surrounding Asia with a sense of perennial
mystery. It appears invoked in relation to Kawabata’s style and themes
of supposed Japanese aestheticism as a code hard to decipher for the
Western reader. It figures again in several attempts to explain
Mishima’s reasons to commit suicide and the way this act was

performed. 1 argue that the trope of Japan as mysterious and
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unbridgeable is set to enclose the nation in an epistemological
framework of emotional perception that keeps it away from positivist
and rational structures of configuration and understanding. This
perpetuation of a one-sided gap in the process of comprehension also
strengthens the discourse’s assumption that the relationship is
established between two clearly outlined entities. Japan is set posited
in its particular stance against a West that interacts with it. This
association creates narrow room for the development of overlapping

attributes and belittles existing efforts to nurture universalist identities.

I defend the idea that the national narrative exposed throughout this
series of tropes proposes the construction of the Japanese as an
identity split in two paradoxical representations that coexist out of an
ongoing historical conflict. The discourse suggests that there is an
‘essential Japan’ that can only be found and understood by looking at
pre-modern cultural and social structures. This ‘essential Japan’
coexists at the same time with the unquestionable contemporary
manifestation of the Japanese country. Because the discourse places
the kernel of Japanese identity in a time outside its ongoing
representation, the decalage between this past-anchored body of
identity-defining tropes and the modern rendition of the Japanese
country is bound to be explained as an ongoing conflict. Modernity,
the contact with the West, and any other agent that would clash with a
consensus on Japanese particularism are defined as elements that are
part of the Japanese experience but not defining attributes of its
national characterization. If one understands ‘country’ as a term used
to refer also to the political decisions, social configuration, and cultural

synergies of operating communities, the national narrative assumes a

231



breach between the Japanese country and its articulated notion of the
Japanese nation. The national identity is framed as historically static.
Its definition is withheld from incorporating changes to match the
relentless path of the community it is supposed to comprise.
Moreover, the national narrative already assumes this is a conflict that
the ‘essential’ Japan is predicted to lose. The discourse calls time and
again for the vanishing of ‘old’ Japan, mourning the disappearance of
an identity sentenced to this doom precisely by the narrative’s
insistence on particularism despite its fossilizing effect in an

increasingly interconnected world.

The national narrative establishes in the suicide of these two authors a
point of inflection for the development of this chronicle of a death
foretold. Kawabata’s immolation is judged in these texts as
symbolizing the end of a traditional, shaped-by-aestheticism Japan.
Mishima’s death is considered in turn the failed culmination of any
opposing movements to this alleged erasure of a particular identity.
From the mid-1970s on, the discourse emphasizes the idea of a
materialistic, modern-looking Japan that while the writers were alive
was just a superficial landscape to be disregarded in favor of the so-
called underlying essence that constituted the core of the nation’s
identity. After their deaths, however, this modern-looking Japan
becomes the main signifier of the country. The national narrative
interpreted on the figure and literature of Kawabata and Mishima a

reminder of what was apparently lost.

There are, of course, differences that need to be assessed and

commented in the development of the national narrative in each
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country, between writers, and across corpora and subcorpora. Some of
these differences have already been accounted for in the unraveling
and summing up of the analyzed tropes, but some others deserve
specific mention. I would like to start by comparing the way both
Kawabata and Mishima are placed in relation to the idea of canonicity
and representativeness of Japan. Kawabata’s role as the exponent of
the ‘essence’ of Japan is unquestioned and even gets international
legitimation with the awarding of the Nobel Prize in Literature.
Mishima’s position, on the other hand, is not fully agreed upon as
archetypical. In the 1950s and 1960s, Mishima was riding a wave of
popularity that hailed him as a spokesperson for his generation. Later,
his activism and suicide fueled a revisionist trend that mutated his role
of literary spearhead into that of the popular black sheep within the
mainstream. His political agenda’s lack of following, which was more
evident during the 1980s, fed this idea of unconventionalism. I
maintain that the main reason why the discourse sets a looming
question mark over Mishima’s shoulders when addressing the issue of
Japaneseness is because of his ambiguous relationship with identified-
as-Western cultural forms. His lifestyle and his preference for plot-
oriented novels and themes clashed with a standard of Japanese
particularism and purity. In those rare instances in which Mishima’s
Japaneseness is not doubted, the construction of Japan is consistent

with the same tropes employed to interpret Kawabata’s literature.

The most relevant difference that deserves to be commented upon
when putting back to back the four subcorpora is the high degree of
intertextual coherence that exists across academia-targeted texts that

discuss Kawabata’s and Mishima’s literature. The limited range of
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potentially selectable sources and the historical relatively smaller size
of the U.S. and Spanish scholarly community result in the fact that the
same group of authors and critical works end up mediating in the
reproduction of the national narrative in both countries. While small
differences transpire when comparing the texts, these are better
attributable to the authors’ concessions on the scope rather than to
actual divergences on the core mechanics of the national narrative.
This lack of textual variety ends up being unsurprisingly balanced by a

perceivable level of consistency and referentiality.

In this regard, I would like to briefly mention the omnipresence of
Donald Keene. Highly esteemed as a postwar Japanese literature
authority by academics and journalists alike, this wartime instructed
scholar made his indent in the niche by means of producing an
extensive bibliography of essays, reviews, translations, texts for
specialist and the masses alike. He also acted as industry manager and
intermediator by befriending both international editors and Japanese
writers. While some of his views and especially his academic approach
have become a bit outdated over the decades, Keene remains a
powerhouse in the production of critical texts, especially on postwar
authors like Kawabata and Mishima. His contribution in reproducing
some of the main core tropes of the discourse across many influential
texts should not be downplayed. I believe the following quote from
his monumental Dawn to the West, for instance, shows at this point the
many ways in which his interpretative work mediates with tropes of

the national narrative:
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For Kawabata the past meant above all taoayame-buri, the
feminine aspects of Japanese culture, which had eventually
compelled the allegiance of even the rough soldiers of the
Muromachi period; for Mishima the past was typified by
masurao-buri, the masculine traditions of the warrior (to

which Kawabata was indifferent).l(’(’

In assessing the differences between the ways the national narrative of
Japan circulates in each of the two countries, I conclude that there is a
great level of coincidence in the construction and reproduction of the
same tropes from and through mass-audience and academia-targeted
texts in both the U.S. and Spain. I argue, however, that this is more
attributable to an intrinsic dependence of the Spanish side to U.S.
sources. The lack of a developed domestic Spanish scholar community
on Japan entailed the unmediated redistribution of the discourse as the
only possible reference. Similarly, the two biographies that circulated
in Spain quote those texts originated in the U.S. as they constitute
their main sources to shape their texts. This dependency amplifies the
agency of texts from the U.S. in the construction of the national
narrative and opens up the possibility of working with the hypothesis
of a shared ‘Western’ discursive space. This common ground appears
heavy reliant on the production from the U.S. It is also
disproportionally distributed in the weight and contribution of its

constitutive agents.

I believe the idea of the ‘two Japans’ sums up appropriately the

construction of the national narrative out of the literature of Kawabata

166 Keene, Dawn fo the West, 1183.
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and Mishima. It refers to the coexistence of two dimensions on the
idea of Japan. One is defined by the assumption of a traditional
essence composed by pre-modern themes. The other idea of Japan is
recognized as its contemporary representation, marked by the
modernization of social structures. Because particularism and pre-
Western contact identifiers are deemed by this discourse the only
proper attributes to comprise the identity of the Japanese, the
‘essential” and pre-modern Japan is reckoned endangered by this later
modern and allegedly Westernized manifestation of the country. Their
deaths are underpinned as marking a symbolic turning point for this
ever-ongoing struggle, freeing the way for the materialistic, late-
capitalist reading of Japan to be integrated as predominant. The debate
between particularism and contact-bred cultural evolution remains
unresolved at the root of what the discourse considers the proper
conceptual arguments to build an agreed definition of Japan. It
inevitably hauls the question further in time and bequeaths its
unsettled nature to the succeeding process of national narrative

construction and reproduction.
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CHAPTER 3:
THE GREAT BEWITCHMENT

(1989 - 2018)

3.1 Historical Context

Any temporal landmark is a product of social conventions that
structures and legitimizes a particular interpretation of chronological
records. The ordering and systematization of historical developments,
especially a periodization such as the one I am applying in this work,
reifies precisely certain elements and apparatuses of national narratives.
In order to put this process into question, one should always approach
canonical methods of periodization with a critical outlook.
Historiographic turning points serve a useful purpose, but they should
not be taken for granted as actual thresholds between two distinctive
periods. They can be rather thought as points of reference that help

conceptualize and understand changes and developments in discourse.
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Either history is an unstoppable, continuous stream of un-
systematized events, or we parcel and divide time, accepting the

artificiality and subjectivity of such endeavor.

Keeping these considerations in mind, I argue that the year 1989 can
be interpreted as a symbolic crossroads for Japan. It signals the end of
Showa and the start of the Heisei era. The death of Emperor Hirohito,
in power since 1920, signified for the symbolic collective memory of
many Japanese the disappearance of the main representation of their
wartime past. Susan J. Napier has developed in her work the notion
that even though the emperor’s executive powers were very limited,
his presence and continuous public appearances during the postwar
period created an anachronistic and contradictory narrative within the
Japanese psyche.' Japan may have leaped from foe to ally within the
last decades for the West and other Asian countries, it may have
abandoned the idea of being an empire to focus on technological and
industrial advance, it may even have an arguably functional democracy,
but the Showa Emperor was still associated with the atrocities
committed during the first half of his reign. His death offered an
opportunity to move beyond these ghosts to finally embrace a
redefinition of the country’s present even though it had to happen
with Hirohito’s own son in the throne. This ambition, however, was
more emblematic and fueled by wishful thinking than actually realistic.
Japan has not found yet the proper way to deal with its role as an
aggressive, criminal, and colonial power in East Asia. The unsettled
status of Japan’s historical memory manifests in different episodes and

periodic crisis. One of the most symptomatic is the recurrence of

! Napier, “Death and the Emperor: Mishima, Oe, and the Politics of Betrayal,” 72.
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controversies over Japanese textbooks. During the 1970s and 1980s,
the Japanese Ministry of Education censored or sugarcoated the
actions of Japan during the Second World War in schoolbooks. Far
from being solved the first time this polemic was brought up, the
problem of revisionist meddling in the national curriculum has kept
re-emerging time and again over the past thirty years. The attempts by
ultra-nationalists and war crime deniers to influence the Ministry in the
confection of textbooks have been an intermittent — even if poorly

effective — event.”

Institutional apologetic efforts are most of the time insufficient and
halthearted. The Japanese Diet offered in 1995 an official admission
of guilt to the countries it invaded and to its victims, but the honesty
and extent of Japan’s atonement have been constantly put into
question by activists. Territorial disputes over strategically positioned
islands in the seas between Japan and Taiwan, the Korean peninsula,
China, or Russia are discussed in diplomatic roundtables with the ever
looming burden of Japan’s colonial ambition and its felonious
behavior during the first half of the 20" century. The case of the so-
known ‘comfort women’ (zanfu in Japanese, weianfu in Chinese, wianbu
in Korean) also attracted strong attention and condemnation not only
from the victims and their countries, but also from other parts of the
world. The European Union in 2007° or Pope Francis in 2014 have —
ironically enough — repeatedly requested greater reparations. These

‘comfort women’ have also been excluded from some schoolbooks,

2 Selden and Nozaki, “Japanese Textbook Controversies, Nationalism...”

3 European Parliament, “European Patliament resolution of 13 December 2007 on
Justice for the 'Comfort Women.”

4 Tiezzi, “Pope Francis Meets Korean ‘Comfort Women.”
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forcing the Japanese government to offer several and periodical
rounds of official apologies. In the latest episode of the controversy,
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe announced in 2015 that Japan
would invest ¥1 billion in a fund for victims and survivors of these
war crimes with the goal of finally putting the dispute to rest. The
following year, however, the United Nations noticed the lack of
enforcement of such pledge and prompted Japan to make good on
their word. The need of having to issue such warnings hints at the sad
fact that the dispute may still re-emerge in the future because of the

untrustworthy attitude shown by Japanese institutions.’

Official apologies are on top of it ineffectual when addressing the
unresolved tension within the Japanese society on how to deal with its
wartime past. In his work Japan’s Contested War Memories, Philip A.
Seaton argues that war memories need to be differentiated from the
way the legacy of the war has been tackled institutionally in order to
properly understand the question. On the one hand, there are the legal
and diplomatic implications of Japan’s imperial war actions, what is
customarily known as ‘war responsibility.” These include the signing of
international agreements, monetary compensations, and symbolic
declarations. These actions, however, do not necessarily articulate the
way the conflict is remembered and rendered within Japan. The lack
of agreed-upon cultural discourses on how Japan deals with war
memories creates a space of conflict between mutually antagonistic
interpretations. This state of constant dispute leads to the perpetuation

of the idea that the Japanese are unwilling to address their past, while

> See for instance relevant chapters in: Roy L. Brooks, When Sorry Isn’t Enongh.
Alternatively, Sonya Kuki provides a more recent update on the matter in her article
“The Burden of History.”
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in fact, the problem is that they do not approach war memories from a
common position. Local narratives avoid the problem of framing
Japan as a responsible entity. Guilt is lost in a self-sustained limbo
where responsibility exists but cannot be pinpointed. Local narratives
accept the misdeeds of Japan as a nation, but elude extending this
responsibility to the deployed soldiers. This mechanism is based on
the unspoken consensus of avoiding pointing at the wrongdoings of
each of the Japanese stationed abroad. There is a lack of pedagogy on
how to deal, grieve, and accept this particular historical episode that
gets passed on for generations. Even when veterans or survivors pass
away, family bonds make it extremely painful for Japanese people to
make critical judgments of their relatives. Time fails to heal all the

wounds.

In January 1995, an earthquake hit the Kansai area near Kobe, killing
close to 6,500 people and becoming the country’s second worst
episode of seismic activity of the 20" century after the Great Kant6
Earthquake of 1923. Just two months later, the sect Aum Shinrikyo
attacked the Tokyo subway with sarin gas on a busy workday morning.
It was the deadliest domestic attack in Japan after the end of the war.
These events, combined with the recent ousting of the Liberal
Democratic Party after thirty-eight consecutive years in power, seemed
to signal that the time of peaceful bonanza experienced during the
previous twenty years might be gone or at least in serious jeopardy.
There were strong reasons to believe so. In 1989, the Nikkei went
from registering its highest peak in stock prices to abruptly collapse by
the end of the following year. The asset price bubble that had been

growing during the 1980s and especially at the turn of the decade
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finally burst in 1992. In a phenomenon very similar to what would
happen in the rest of the world in 2008, many banks, insurance
companies, and investors were left stockpiled with big amounts of
unfulfillable debt. The neoliberal craze and the capitalist belief that the
only possible direction for the Japanese economy to go was up
unsurprisingly backfired. The financial burst cursed the country with
over twenty years of chronic financial stagnation. The outcome:
unstable and precarious job opportunities, dormant real estate asset
exchange, subpar GDP growth, low public expense, and permanent
deflation. This crisis showed that despite the steadiness of
conspicuous consumerism, Japan’s economy has new challenges to
face in the 21" century that were not present during the postwatr

€conomic recovery.

In recent times, the Japanese government has tried to fight back and
stimulate the economy to palliate the effects of this recession and the
collapse of global markets. A set of aggressive fiscal measures known
as ‘“Abenomics’ after Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was put in place. The
efficiency of these actions is still up to debate.’ Besides the economic
struggles, Japan faces a series of paradigmatic challenges. First, Japan’s
demographic projection is trapped by an unsustainable model that
shows a low fertility rate coupled by an increasing elder population.
Pressure groups close to Prime Minister Abe push him to reform the
Constitution and allow the Self-Defense Forces greater range of action,
in clear conflict with Article 9. Moreover, anti-nuclear activist
movements found new energy and momentum after the Fukushima

Daiichi disaster of March 2011.

¢ Hausman and Wieland, “Overcoming the Lost Decades?”
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At the end of 2017, Emperor Akihito announced that he plans to
abdicate the throne in April 2019 in favor of his son, Prince Naruhito.
This would mean that, most likely, the Heisei era would comprise
exactly thirty years. In terms of this work, his rule comprises the entire
second period of the study, which I name “The Great Bewitchment.”
This nomenclature serves the purpose of highlighting the most
noticeable aspect of the national narrative of Japan in the United
States and Spain. Even though fascination and allure towards Japan
had been going on since the advent of Japonism in the 19" century,
interaction with Japanese culture in the West had been almost strictly
confined to the exotic and vaguely distant. During the second half of
the 20" century, Japanese culture timidly opened up to a larger — albeit
still relatively minor — audience. First, it was through the interaction of
U.S. occupation officers and intellectuals that later on became
translators and advocates of Japanese culture at home. Starting in the
1970s and 1980s, however, the Japanese government began devising a
diplomatic agenda that included calling attention to their tourism
industry and exporting cultural influence and products as a way to
attract foreign investment. The Japanese campaign of soft power,
aimed at its Asian neighbors and Western societies, funded
translations and publications of Japanese literary authors. Anime,
manga, cinema, martial arts, music, and other cultural artifacts were
effectively introduced in foreign markets and attracted most

notoriously younger generations during the eighties and nineties.

The outcome of what Roland Kelts calls the ‘third wave of

Japanophilia’ resulted in the largest foreign engagement with Japan to
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record. As an early outcome of the success of Japan’s overseas
promotion and a cause that sustains it, the number of students of
Japanese in the United States has gone from around 175,000 in 1997
to around 3 million in 2006.” According to the Modern Language
Association of America, Japanese and Korean are the only two foreign
languages that have experienced an increase in the number of
enrollments in U.S. institutions of higher education in recent times. In
the case of Japanese, this is an upsurge of 3.1% between the records
of 2013 and 2016.° The number of published works from Japanese
authors is similarly on the rise, with new titles and many re-editions or
re-translations of pieces made first available during the 1960s and

1970s.

Until now, I have been referring to the national narrative as if there
were no differences between the U.S. and Spain. That is true only to
an extent; the effects of Japan’s softpower campaign were felt in both
countries with very similar results. The biggest dissimilarity has to do
with the separation between the respective starting points from which
both countries experienced this fascination. In the United States, there
had been a strong and relatively settled circle of academics, publishing
houses, and aficionados that nurtured the relationship during the
postwar era. This new wave of Japanese interest broadened their base,
reaching to more conventional and casual audiences. As it has been
explored in the previous period, in the case of Spain the relative
number of specialists in Japan was way lower. The intellectual

apparatus and academic institutional structure was weaker and more

" Kelts, Japanamerica, 179.
8 Looney and Lusin, “Enrollments in Languages Other Than English...”
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disperse. For instance, even though it was possible to follow
postgraduate and partial studies in some university departments of the
country, the first bachelor’s degree on Fast Asian Studies was made
available for students as late as 2009. In the following years, other
official curriculums appeared in different centers, with new programs

and courses being planned each year.

In this sense, the Japanese wave of the 1980s and 1990s produced in
Spain a starker and more visible increase when compared to the U.S,,
both in terms of regular enthusiasts and a specialized (or prospective
specialist) audience. It would seem like this increased interest, along
with an upsurge in people in both the United States and Spain that
enroll in higher education and pursue a more rigorous understanding
of Japan may have an impact on how the national narrative is
constructed and reproduced during this period. In the following pages,
I put this idea to a test by producing an intertextual analysis of texts
that discuss the literature of Oe Kenzaburd and Murakami Haruki

over the last thirty years.

3.2 Oe Kenzaburo

We sometimes stumble upon the realization that no matter the
amount of effort, achievements, or struggles to position oneself in
accordance to a series of ideals, there is a pre-established set of

premises that determines every attempt at self-definition. I believe that
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for writer and activist Oe Kenzabur6 this condition is to be peripheral.
Born in the now extinct village of Ose, located in the western region
of Shikoku, Oe’s sheltered childhood during World War II came to an
abrupt end when Emperor Hirohito renounced his divinity on radio
and admitted the country’s defeat. Oe was at that time only ten years
old, but from then on, as his literature, many interviews, and the
majority of academics point out, he became suddenly aware of the
cripplingly dangerous effects that ideological isolation can have on
individuals and entire communities. Scarred by the eatly trauma of a
sudden and unforeseen change of worldview, Oe devoted his work to
denounce how easily hegemonic discourses can creep in and
unconsciously manipulate the psyche of a society to make it adopt and
support a set of principles that go against the progressive ideals that
mankind should attempt to uphold. He calls for the mapping out of a
model of moral commitment that demands individual and collective

responsibility in the fight against this system.

Oe was the first member of his family to leave their village. He went
to study French literature at Tokyo University, where he graduated
with a thesis on Jean-Paul Sartre. Oe began publishing during his
college years and won the Akutagawa Prize in 1958 when he was only
23 years old. He became popular in a flash thanks to the success of his
two main early works, Shizku (The Catch) and Memushiri Kouchi (INip the
Buds, Shoot the Kids), published that same year. The new enfant terrible
of the Japanese literary world decided to become more politically
involved. In 1960, Oe visited China with an expedition of communist
intellectuals to attend an audience with Mao Zedong. He then crossed

the Soviet Union to finally meet Sartre in Paris. The next year, Oe
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wrote two particularly controversial stories, Sebunteen (Seventeen) and
Sezjishonen Shisu (The Death of the Political Youth). In these texts, he
mocks right-wing fanaticism, especially among the youth of the era.
He creates a character openly based on Yamaguchi Otoya, the
ultranationalist student who killed Inejiro Asanuma, head of the
Japanese Socialist Party, during a political debate on October 12, 1960.
Oec and his editor received multiple death threats from right-wing
groups for daring to publish these stories. While the editor publicly
apologized and agreed to never reprint or allow translations, Oe held
his ground and has never conceded to the threats, standing always by

his work.

Oe’s individual and professional trajectory had an inflection point in
the year 1963. His eldest son Hikari was born with brain damage and
hopes for his survival were slim. If he ever made it, Hikari would be
forever dependent on his family. Oe, tormented by this prospect, fled
for a few days to Hiroshima to attend an event of rendition for the
victims of the atomic attacks. The experience of listening to the
survivors left a deep mark on him. He came back to his family with
two resolutions: to undertake the task of taking care of his son no
matter the costs and to give a boost to the voices of atomic survivors.
From both episodes sprang his two most acclaimed works, Gojinteki na
Taiken (A Personal Matter) and Hiroshima Noto (Hiroshima Notes). In the
first title, he creates a fictionalized alter-ego of himself, a person faced
with the choice of keeping alive his physically challenged newborn
child while flirting with the temptation of running away. The
character’s final resolution of standing by the baby becomes a source

of constant and over-reaching commitment. In the second book, Oe
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narrates the lives of many victims of the nuclear attacks and of the
numerous doctors and volunteers who went to Hiroshima to offer
their help at their own mortal risk. The work helped humanize the
episode and was intended to lift the social stigma smeared over the
people affected by the catastrophe. Oe became from then on a
vigorous anti-nuclear activist. He has been an advocate for the
renunciation of nuclear power in Japan, always invoking the memory
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki while criticizing any attempts to erase their

account from Japanese cultural memory.

Oe’s professional career has been irregular. He was hailed in his eatly
years as a spokesman of the postwar generation. Oe has won many
major Japanese literary prizes (the aforementioned Akutagawa in 1958,
the Tanizaki in 1967, the Noma in 1973), and his domestic and
international projection looked in the 1960s very promising. After .4
Personal Matter was translated into English in 1968, however, his public
presence started to wan. Oe continued writing, but his work became
more and more cryptic. The massive success of his breakthrough
novel did not hold up and he gradually turned into a niche writer.
Many of his works combine the biographical alter-ego trope initiated
in A Personal Matter with the political and historical denunciation of his
activism. There are two archetypical settings in his literature. On the
one hand, he depicts the alienating urban landscape of the so-called
‘economic miracle, which he judges prone to de-politicize the
Japanese and diverts them from addressing the unresolved legacy of
the war. On the other, Oe also places his action on the idyllic and
somewhat surreal pastoral landscape of his birthplace. He embeds his

stories in a land of forests and elusive backwardness that serves to
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criticize the ills of acritical industrialization. Translations of his wotks
poured into the English-speaking market during the 1970s and 1980s
but received a timid reception, far from the interest achieved when he

first made an appearance in the 1960s.

Oe would have remained a writer strictly framed in the postwar
narrative if it were not for his second major breakthrough: the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1994. Attention to his work suddenly
skyrocketed around the world. His novels were translated and
reprinted. He accepted interviews and op-eds in major publications. At
only 59 years old, Oe was still young and had the energy to use his
success as a writer to push forward his activist agenda. All of a sudden,
his criticism of Japan’s treatment of historical memory and his anti-
nuclear stance became topics of public discussion. Japan’s financial
crisis, the Kobe earthquake, and the Aum terrorist attacks at the
Tokyo subway in 1995 gave even more momentum to Oe’s
admonitions. He rejected the Imperial Order as a condemnation of the
continued existence of wartime institutions. During the last twenty-
five years, Oe’s popularity as a writer has been modest in terms of
readership. His relevance as a public intellectual, however, has
invested way more weight to his literature than the volume of book
sales would otherwise suggest, as it often happens with Nobel Prize

winners.

Three moments in his life are instrumental for understanding his work,
as everything is articulated from and by them. First, Oe’s perennial
defense of the idea that Japan should never refrain from pacifism. He

denounces a system that both unnaturally maintains the emperor as a
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symbol of national unity and keeps in power a political class that is a
direct inheritor of the imperial government. Second, his visit to
Hiroshima and his continuous work with the victims of the atomic
bombs and of the nuclear tests in the Pacific have kept him actively
militant for world disarmament and against nuclear power, especially
in Japan. The Fukushima disaster of March 2011 socially reignited an
issue that he personally had never neglected. Oe became in the wake
of the tragedy an wunseemly referent of the protests and
demonstrations that overtook the country. And finally, the birth of
Hikari and the process of learning how to live and foster a person with
physical and intellectual challenges is a constant reminder of how the
two previous pledges cannot be treated as an easy and fleeting vow.
Every commitment is an arduous enterprise that requires patience,
devotion, the necessary humbleness to accept limitations, and the
reassurance that only by direct engagement can change have a chance
to bloom. Oe’s method of direct activism may never become
mainstream. He is respected but does not raise a following and has
been perceived as a voice of conscience rather than a man of action.
His status and worldly success provide him by default with a bully
pulpit that he uses to periodically reaffirm his political messages. His
incisive works and statements may condemn him in the end to the role

of first-class underdog.

3.2.1 Mass-Audience-Targeted Texts

In the following pages, I examine articles, book reviews, and

interviews published between June 1968 and January 2017 in the

250



United States and Spain in which Japan and the Japanese are described
from an interpretation of Oe’s literature. Texts in which Oe is just
mentioned but not reviewed are excluded from this subcorpus.
According to the criteria established, I have chosen ninety-five pieces.
Twenty-nine were published in the United States and sixty-six
appeared in Spanish newspapers. In the U.S., The New York Times
provides the biggest amount of texts with a total of fourteen articles,
tollowed by The Washington Post with ten, The New Yorker with four,
and closed by The New York Review of Books with one long text. In
Spain, the distribution is more even: ABC published twenty-six texts,
followed by E/ Pais with twenty-two, and finally La Vanguardia with

eighteen articles.

These texts have ninety-two different authors. The most prolific of
them is Oe himself, who has signed six pieces published in The New
York Times, El Pais, and The New Yorker. Mercedes Montmany
produced four texts for ABC. Robert Saladrigas (La Vanguardia),
Ramon Mantecon (E/ Pais), Cecilia Mora (La VVangnardia), and David
Streitfeld (The Washington Post) wrote three each. James Sterngold (The
New York Times), Jesas Garcia Calero (ABC), José F. Beaumont (E/
Pais), José Maria Guelbenzu (E/ Pais), Justo Navarro (ABC, E/ Pais),
Norimitsu Onishi (The New York Times), Philippe Pons (E/ Pais),
Ricardo Moreno (E/ Pais), and Xavi Ayén (La Vangnardia) all
published two articles. The rest of the authors, listed in the

bibliography, published one text each.

The flow of newspaper articles is heavily reliant on the date of

publication of his works in translation and other major life events.
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Oe’s case follows the general editorial pattern of having his works
translated first to English and then to Spanish, this time however with
a considerable time gap. His debut in the international market with .4
Personal Matter in 1968 received some general attention from U.S.
audiences. A Spanish edition was made available in Argentina three
years later, but it went almost entirely under the radar. Two
translations into English poured out during the 1970s and 1980s:
Warera no Kyoki wo 1kinobiru Michi wo Oshieyo (Teach Us How to Outgrow
Our Madness) in 1977 and Man'en Gannen no Futtoboru (The Silent Cry) in
1986. Oe was considered at the time an author more attractive to an
intellectual minority, with brief notes by book reviewers that seemed
to only take him into account because of his fifteen minutes of fame
in the 1960s. Readers in Spain had to wait until the last decade of the
century to get easier access to Oe. Anagrama decided in 1989 to
publish Una cuestion personal (A Personal Matter), a choice they were
probably happy to have made five years later with Oe’s big leap
forward in the international market thanks to the Nobel Prize. Interest
in Oe and Japanese literature shoot up from then on. It is worth
mentioning the great media coverage by the three Spanish media
outlets on the day of the announcement. They produced a total of
fifteen texts published on October 14, 1994. On the other hand, U.S.

newspapers preferred to stick to fewer but longer texts.

Ten works were translated into English or Spanish from 1995 to 1998:
Dinos como  sobrevivir a nuestra locura (Teach Us How to Outgrow Our
Madness), El grito silencioso (The Silent Cry), Kaifuku Suru Kazokn (A
Healing Family /| Un amor especial), Jinsei no Shinseki (An Echo of Heaven),
Nip the Buds, Shoot the Kids, Hiroshima Notes, Shizuka-na Seikatsu (A Quiet
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Life), Natsukashii Toshi ¢ no Tegami (Carta a los ajios de nostalgia), and
Seventeen and ]. This list does not include the reprints commissioned of
previously published works. Spanish translations had to catch up with
the English versions during the first decade of the century. The only
exception was Torikae ko, a novel originally published in the year 2000
that got both translations ten years later as The Changeling in English
and Renacimiento in Spanish. During the first decade of the 21% century,
Oe was busy fighting a lawsuit filed by a group of military veterans
who considered his complaints against the actions of the Japanese
army during World War II depicted in his works unfair. Once the
matter was settled in Oe’s favor, he resumed writing and produced
two new novels. The first title was translated into English and Spanish
almost simultaneously, Swuishi (Death by water/ Muerte por agna) in 2014
and 2015. The second book has only been translated into Spanish,
Routashi Anaberu ri sounke dachitu mimakaritu (La bella Annabel 1.ee) in
2017. Oe has said several times in the past that he wants to quit
writing, but he keeps taking back this pledge. The impact the Nobel
had on Oe’s presence abroad and the fact that he has stayed
professionally active ever since are the two biggest reasons to frame
Oe as a contributor to the second period of the national narrative, the
one that goes from 1989 to present times. He is labelled as a postwar
writer, but his literature and impact affect most prominently
discourses at the turn of the millennia, as revealed in Figure 3 in the

next page.

The way writers are introduced in the texts is one of the most direct
and powerful ways to establish an explicit link between their literature

and their ascribed nation. These attempts to contextualize the life and
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ocuvre of a novelist already frame the terms in which a specific nation
and its members are going to be portrayed. Oe is depicted reaching
U.S. shores as an already famous author in Japan: “the most dynamic
and revolutionary writer to have emerged in Japan since the end of the
War”” and “the spokesman of a new generation of Japanese.”"’ He

was first depicted for being a “radical” e

of leftwing political
proclivities.”"> ! The discourse would stop criticizing Oe for his
ideological inclinations after the failure by the student movements to
produce systemic changes in Japan at the end of the 1960s. From the
1970s onwards, he was introduced as representative of postwar Japan,
a generation “which grew in the aftermath of the Second World
War,”" is “filled with anger and a sense of betrayal,”'* and “knows the
most about the old and the modern Japan, the most cultivated and
active, the one that integrated the best Western influences and avant-

garde advances.” > SV

When Oe became a Nobel Prize winner, many in Japan jumped on the
international bandwagon and praised his literature as a collective
success for the country, conveniently forgetting that during twenty
years he had only been read by scholars and brooding intellectuals. Oe

himself became very comfortable assuming this ambassadorial role,

? Enright, “Days of Matvelous Lays.”

10 “The Talk of Town.”

11 Tbid.

12 Pottecher, “Una cuestiéon personal.”

13 Gold, “A Ray From the Rising Sun.”

14 Sterngold, “Nobel in Literature Goes to Kenzaburd Oec of Japan.”
15 Pottecher, “Una cuestién personal.”
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especially after 1994: “the people I write for are people of my own

generation, people who have had the same experiences as myself.”"

The turn of the century revealed, however, the existence of two
different groups: Oe’s postwar peers and a younger generation that
grew up during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s and had other writers like
Murakami Haruki and Yoshimoto Banana as spokespeople. Oe’s
representativeness acquires then a different meaning. He becomes
from then on the delegate of a past generation living in a Japan that is
not theirs anymore: “I have always wanted to be part of the voice of
my generation. When I was young I wrote about young Japanese and

now I guess I write about desperate old people.”!” ***%

Many mainstays of the narrative are fortified on these grounds. These
texts use Oe’s works to depict postwar Japanese as a scarred and
traumatized people to whom the change of political paradigm, the
military defeat, and the nuclear attacks left devoid of individual and
collective meaning. The degree of harshness in the description of
postwar Japanese varies depending on the author but they all share a

rather bleak and in some instances even morbid outlook:

With the Emperor’s announcement of Japan’s surrender, Oe’s
world was wrenched from its natural axis as suddenly as the
sky burned and the earth shook at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Now his fellows grope in their dim subconscious for the

16 Reid, “Japanese Writer Oe Wins Nobel.”
17 Sanchis, ““Nacer con estas orejas me hizo escritor’.”
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warmth of a history long ruptured. Their anxiety is ambiguous.

The warmth scarred their skin.'®

He was the youngest of a generation of authors who
responded to the war experience by depicting a world knocked

off its center and surrounded by dark, irrational forces."”

Kenzaburo Oe lived in a homeland destroyed by the atomic

bombs, a murderous and murdered homeland, a monstrous

homeland.”® &9

The raison d’étre of a demystified Japan, the uncertainty and

the pursuit of truth, which is to say the duty to embrace it.”'

(XLI)

Oe portrays the youth of our time, kidnapped by modernity,
with a strong desire and despair for the future, and existential

: : 1 22 (XLIT
anguish in constant turmoil.”> *"

Sturen Allen, secretary of the Nobel committee, mentions Oe’s ability
in conveying the trauma experienced by the Japanese during the
postwar period as one of the main reasons to bestow the award on
him: “he is an author that combines the interest of today’s society with

unforgettable moments: the atomic bomb of 1945 and the day the

18 Wolff, “Hiroshima Shadows Novel.”

19 Sterngold, “Nobel in Literature Goes to Kenzaburd Oe of Japan.”
20 Navarro, “La generacion de Hiroshima.”

21 Martinez Ruiz, “Testigo del nuevo Japén.”

22 Porta, “Retrato de los jévenes de nuestro tiempo.”
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Emperor, turned citizen, spoke among the mortals.”? "'V This idea

of postwar Japan as a country deeply wounded and confused by its

wartime heritage and incomplete recovery is supported by Oe himself.

He describes the Japanese postwar generation thoroughly in the

second letter of his public conversation with Mario Vargas Llosa,

printed by E/ Pais in February 1999. He repeatedly refers to the

existence of ‘wounds’ inflicted throughout the second half of the 20"

century by war trauma and acritical economic development:

It was inevitable that a process of modernization so violent
and spectacular would cause in Japan and the Japanese such
deep wounds. During the first half of the current century,
Japan was the one inflicting wounds upon other countries and
peoples in Asia. As the first victims of the destructive power
of nuclear weapons, Japan and the Japanese received fatal
wounds that would become hereditary. During the second half
of the century, the hurried economic development caused, like
a violent accident, domestic and international wounds. For
some time, Japan was the only target of all foreign criticism.
Today, Japan suffers from its wounds — some have not healed
yet and keep bleeding, and you can see that in its people. I
hope you understand me when I say that, living in this country
and this society, the country and society that I describe in my
novels, I use my writing as a means to implement the theory of

rehabilitation.** &MY

23 Villar Mir, “La Academia Sueca premia en Kenzabur6 Oe...”
24 Oe, “El poder de la inocencia.”.
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This description of the Japanese postwar generation puts emphasis on
the idea that Japan is a state in a general and perpetual condition of
crisis. The “problematic of modern Japan” as Beatriz Pottecher calls
it,” ™) has many different sources and reasons for concern. The
discourse is articulated around a generally uncertain clutch of troubles
that act as triggers in describing Japan as a country permanently
maimed in its core. Any of these challenges articulates “the crisis in
the Japanese mind:” ** the rejection to the idea of an authoritarian state
that partially mobilized students during the sixties;*” the memory of
Hiroshima and the bloodshed in Okinawa;*® the sense of being
culturally disinherited; ? the looming shadow of war crimes; ' the
economic tribulations of the 1990s, along with the earthquake and
terrorist attack of 1995;°! or the Fukushima disaster of 2011.%* All of

these subject matters depict an eternal struggle to keep balance in

fighting back Japan’s assumed inner demons.

The texts’ interpretation of Japan’s successful plan of macroeconomic
development deployed during the following decades engage with the
shaping of the national narrative. This is especially so in the United
States given its role as promoter and then challenger of the same.
Japan’s commercial and industrial progress is rendered throughout
Oe’s literature as having the purpose of helping the country cope with

its jarring past. The narrative depicts consumerism as a substitute for

25 Pottecher, “Una cuestioén personal.”

26 “The Talk of Town.”

27 1bid.

28 Ward, “Innocence and Experience.”

2 Pottecher, “Una cuestién personal.”

3 Pons, “Japo6n ha entrado en una nueva era.”

31 Tanabe, “Letter From Tokyo.”

32 “F] Nobel Nobel Kenzaburé Oe lidera la gran protesta antinuclear en Tokio.”
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this reported void of meaning left after the disintegration of the

wartime imperial system:

That generation witnessed the physical and economic
devastation of the country followed by its spiritual

reexamination and fantastic economic growth.?’3

The Japanese people accepted it positively, and based their
dream of recovery, at least for a few years following the
surrender, on a future as a democratic nation that had

34
forsworn war.

Towards the year 1960, Japan’s economic recovery was more
or less consolidated and the Japanese economy was in a stage
of considerable growth. Japanese literature experienced a
radical change then. Materialism and frivolity dominated
literary works. People did not need to remember the war

35 (XLVI
anymore.” X"V

Japan is portrayed as a country that was “brutally modernized.”>® V1
In some instances, some texts disregard basic historical knowledge
when describing the postwar period as the time “feudal Japan [...]

»» 37 ( XLVIII)

turns to consumerism or “makes a sudden jump from

feudalism to contemporaneity.” * (¥**) These perceptions move

33 Remnick, “Reading Japan.”

34 Oe, “The Day the Emperor Spoke in Human Voice.”
35 Kotazawa, “Literatura a contracortiente.”

36 Caeiro, “Oe en la literatura japonesa del siglo XX.”

37 Marco, “El grito silencioso.”

38 Saladrigas, “La 'divina comedia’ de O¢.”
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between banal condescendence and blatant Orientalism. The trade-
imbalance-induced ‘yellow peril’ trope is present in some texts. Rafael
Conte, for instance, suggests that Japan is taking revenge for the
atomic attacks by imposing its cheap commodities, technological
products, and cultural exports.” In many other instances, however,
Japan’s embrace of neoliberalism is considered a blessing.
Consumerism is judged capable of patching up postwar trauma.
Wartime amnesia is considered an acceptable price if it leads to
moving on from political apathy. This idea is expressed for instance in
Vargas Llosa’s second letter to Oe, published in the exchange cited

above:

I have great admiration for the way the Japanese people,
despite the level of devastation that the country suffered after
the war, could rise up from their ruins, get rid of an
authoritarian tradition that strongly gravitated around them,
and become one of the most prosperous and modern societies
in the world. I am aware that this modernization had a great
price, and that it caused traumas, and that’s thanks to people
who, like you [to Oe], described it with such clarity and tact.
[...] There’s no doubt that the Japanese society is less open
than what it seems and that in the current crisis this is a reason
for industrial stagnation. But, despite all of these necessary
criticisms, the history of the last fifty years for Japan has been
that of a pacifist feat that should be an example for all the

poor and underdeveloped countries in this world.* ¢

% Conte, “La presa.”
40 Vargas Llosa, “Segunda carta a Kenzaburo Oe.”.

261



Oec is described thoroughly as opposing these images of progress,
modernization, and consumerism that are channeled through the
discourse’s representation of Japan. His position of resistance is
however regarded as uncommon within the Japanese. Oe is
considered right in his criticism despite not having a big following
within Japanese society. These authors interpret his denunciations
nonetheless as a valuable and accredited source for understanding and
describing Japan, especially its challenges. This portrayal of Oe as the
voice of morality is accentuated at the turn of the millennia. He rises
to be represented as the lecturing decrier of topics that “millions of
Japanese try to cover with a veil of ignorance.” * ‘') These
uncomfortable issues can be organized into four subjects: Japan as an
incomplete democracy, Japan as taunting with a return to
militarization, the unresolved memories and open wounds of the war,

and Japan as having a complicated relationship with nuclear power.

Oe’s mistrust for the Japanese government has been one of his longest
reported criticisms of the system. He is described as a firm defender of
the historical need to embrace a more democratic state but believes
the commitment of the Japanese elite to democracy is not entirely
sincere. Oe recognizes the United States as the agent that pushed for a
restoration of democracy after the war. He considers at the same time
U.S. interference as an important factor in Japan retaining power
dynamics that still have a reminiscence of past autocratic tendencies.
The Japanese state is deemed in this light as fundamentally

authoritarian:

41 Mantecon, “Voz discordante en el pais de la unanimidad.”
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Oe is against the radicals’ position of opposing anything with a
flair of America. He defends the continuation and amendment

of the democratization that came after the war.*

As a public figure, Oe resembles Germany's Giinter Grass, a
literary provincial (Grass is from Danzig) lecturing his
powerful nation on its authoritarian tendencies and the

vacancy of its current politics and its cultural scene.”

“I was born in the old imperialist Japan but came of age in the
new democracy after the war,” he said. “But in Japan now,
many scholars are expressing beliefs contrary to democracy.
There is a reactionary movement,” which he disapproves of.
It’s a message he is also trying to convey in a new novel, which

is a warning against cults.*

Kenzaburé Oe says he has been waiting for sixty years for
democracy to consolidate in his country, a desire hindered
continuously by the submission of the Japanese elite to the
‘hegemony of the United States’ and, more recently, to the

growing militarism.* @V

This feeling of opposition to the government is paired with a total

aversion towards the Japanese imperial system. According to Oe and

42 “The Talk of Town.”
4 Remnick, “Reading Japan.”
4 Streitfield, “Book report.”

4 Sans, “Kenzaburo Oé: "En Jap6n atin no se puede hablar de una democracia".

"o
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the texts that discuss his figure and literature, the emperor is an
anachronism, a dangerous remnant of the wartime principles that used
to structure the logic behind the political, social, and ideological
frameworks of the country. As he describes it: “the Emperor was a
god, the authority of the nation, the organizing principle of reality.
The military and the police, our system of social classes the Emperor
as a god was at the source of all things.”* Based on these accounts,
the continuation of the emperor’s existence, even if in theory from
1945 he lost any policymaking agency, has been fueling right-wing
movements and politicians. This continuous denunciation describes
Japan as a potentially militaristic nation. The discourse develops the
idea that behind technological and economic progress lays a Japan that
may at any moment turn a foe again for the West. It also reinforces
the impression that concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’ are the
property of right-wing ideologists, suggesting that a ‘progressive’ Japan
should be ‘universalistic.” This association leaves unclear how Japan
should build its own identity. In this narrative, the Japanese emperor,
largely sold as a cultural icon, embodies everything that is wrong with
the current Japanese political system. Japanese institutional politics are
portrayed as conservative and potentially dangerous to the country’s

own stability:

The threat of violence from fanatical rightwing groups, which
worship the emperor and have traditionally enjoyed strong ties
to ideologically minded politicians, has long contributed to
stifling intellectual and artistic discourse in Japan. So it was no

surprise that Mr. Oe — who has relentlessly criticized the

46 Oe, “The Day the Emperor Spoke in Human Voice.”
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imperial system for stunting postwar Japan’s democratization
and its ability to come to terms with its wartime past — was

singled out in the recent battle over Okinawa.*’

If they consider me left-wing because I defend a universalist
opening of Japan, that is fine, I can gladly assume that position.
I am against all kinds of nationalism. I want to take a role that
could universalize the nation. The worst thing that can happen
to Japan is to turn and focus on its own nationalism. It is
worthless. It does not offer any hope for the future of this

country. 48 (LIL)

According to Oe, the most immediate danger to Japan is the aspiration
of right-wing lobbies of modifying its constitution to allow for a
remilitarization of the country. These initiatives have encountered so
far popular opposition and lack of political consensus. Japan is
described through the telling of this conflict as a peaceful nation that
sees resistance from within by powerful warmongering pressure

groups:

Japan will become a terrible country the day the Japanese stop

believing in paciﬁsm.49 (LIV)

If we stop attending our duties, the most dangerous and

50 (LV
monstrous ]apan can reemerge. )

>

47 Onishi, “Released From Rigors of a Ttial, a Nobel Lauteate’s Ink Flows Freely.
48 Mantecon, “Estoy contra todos los nacionalismos.”
4 Pons, “:Pueden hacerse humanistas los japoneses?”
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I want to be clear when I say that if we do not honor the spirit
of the Japanese constitution [...] a monstrous and very

51 (LVI
dangerous Japan can emerge.”’ "

In a visit to Spain in March 2004, Oe was asked about the recent
terrorist attacks in Madrid. He used this chance to praise Spanish
disapproval of the war in Iraq and expressed his wish for the Japanese

to follow suit:

[Oe] T am gathering data and studying this impressive
phenomenon because I want to write something about it.
Hopefully, it could help mobilize the Japanese people.
[Journalist] In what sense?

[Oe] Japan has troops in Iraq even though our pacifist
constitution forbids us to invade direct or indirectly any

counttry. It is a tremendous tragedy.” "

The shadow of wartime Japan is long and has a strong influence in the
national narrative. Oe wishes for a Japan that could finally be able to
reconcile with its Asian neighbors. This reporting depicts, therefore, a
failed trajectory of missed attempts of restoration and the futility of
wartime compensations. Oe would like Japan to use its role as an

economic powerhouse to redeem itself and establish a new paradigm

0 Moreno, “"Japén todavia tiene que pagar por sus atrocidades”, declara el Nobel
0¢”
51 Mora, “Oé: "Mi hijo autista cree que ha sido él quien ha ganado el Nobel y que

recogera el premio".
52 Ayén, “Espafia es el ejemplo a seguir.”

266



of alliances with other Asian nations that would close historical
wounds. This association between Japan’s commercial might and its
regional responsibilities gives a diplomatic dimension to the process of

industrial development:

For the Japanese to be able to regard 21%-century Asia not as a
new economic power rivaling the West but as a region in
which Japan can be a true partner, they must first establish a
basis that would enable them to criticize their neighbors and
be criticized in turn. For this, Japan must apologize for its

aggression and offer compensation.53

We must contribute economically to the United Nations when
we are asked. Japan should under no circumstances carry on
military actions. It’s possible that it would be considered then,
a bit condescendingly, that Japan is just an economic power.

Why not? You can be very effective being just that.” """

Oe’s position projects a sense of hopelessness and frustration.
Japanese may be pacifist now, but the pessimism transmitted by these
texts suggests the situation may reverse at any given moment. The
discourse paints a dreary future for the country. A very similar
impression can be extracted when discussing the idea of Japanese
antinuclear sentiments. The texts report that Oe’s activism against the
use of nuclear power has had little following within Japanese society.

Anti-nuclear opposition gained some presence in the narrative after

53 Oe, “Denying History Disables Japan.”
54 Pons, “¢Pueden hacerse humanistas los japoneses?”
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the debacle in Fukushima. This activist upsurge was framed however

entirely as a circumstantial event, a fleeting change of winds in a

“traditionally pronuclear society.

555 (LIX)

These pieces build a discourse that portrays the Japanese as politically

passive and generally disengaged. They attribute this detachment to a

generational indifference towards addressing the challenges of the

country. It develops the arecument that Oe’s postwar generation was
ry P g p g

the last politically engaged group in Japan, while contemporary

Japanese are described as frivolous, consumerist, and materialistic:

Mr. Oe also acknowledged that the seriousness of his
generation and its political agenda made it seem old-fashioned
compared with young Japanese writers today, who have tended
to be more introspective and more concerned with materialism

than with war.*®

Oe is not dismissive of either Murakami or Yoshimoto, but is
concerned that their work portrays and appeals to Japanese
who are politically uninvolved and content to exist within a

late-adolescent or post-adolescent subculture.”’

Mr. Oe’s real problem is that he found so little public
sympathy for his stand, which seemed to leave most people
angry or puzzled, but conspicuously unmoved. The thought

that an ideal was worth fighting for struck people as quaint.

%5 “E]l Nobel Kenzaburo Oe lidera la gran protesta antinuclear en Tokio.”
% Sterngold, “Nobel in Literature Goes to Kenzaburd Oec of Japan.”
57 Remnick, “Reading Japan.”
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[...] In Japan, rarely does any public debate stir such emotion.
[...] Critics complain the lack of tension has taken a toll on the

58
arts.

This trope, one of the most present when defining contemporary
Japan, is underpinned in some texts by quoting authority scholars like
Donald Keene (“It is a statement on a prosperous country, a country
that is very pleased with itself. People don’t feel any sense of
agitation”)” or Susan ]. Napier (“He troubles them a bit, brings up
questions the Japanese don’t want to think about”).”” Oe describes in
the same terms Japan’s younger generations. He considers Murakami

Haruki and Yoshimoto Banana representative of their time:

In contrast to much postwar writing which fictionalized the
actual experience of writers and readers who, as twenty- and
thirty-year-olds, had known war, Murakami and Yoshimoto
convey the experience of a youth politically uninvolved or
disaffected, content to exist within a late adolescent or post-

adolescent subculture.®'

I remember the youth of the sixties and their protests against
the government. At the moment they were very effective, but
now I do not see any kind of demonstrations of unity among

the free-willed youth of today. That worries me. Atomization

38 Sterngold, “The World; Japan Asks Why A Prophet Bothers.”

% Ibid.

60 Streitfeld, “Japanese Writer Oe Wins Nobel; Novelist-Activist Depicts his Two
Shattered Worlds.”

61 Tanabe, “Letter from Tokyo.”
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brings vulnerability, and I am not asking them to get around a
party or an ideology, but I would like them to get together to

exert criticism spontaneously.”

Q: How is the Japanese youth today?

A: After the dissolution of the Soviet Union there isn’t any
ideology left in Japan. There’s a void of power and leadership.
There aren’t any university movements anymore. What
influences the youth? What do they seek? [...] The lack of
leadership and common projects, the idea of creating a new
identity through experience, that is what my novels are about

in the end.® ™0

Oe synthesizes many of these tropes with the coinage of a concept
that became widely popular and repeated intertextually because he
used it as his main topic during his Nobel Prize acceptance speech:
Japan as ‘ambiguous.’ It primarily refers to an alleged desire of
contemporary Japan to establish itself in a permanent state of
ambivalence: as an Asian country aligned with Western powers;* a
pacifist state that nevertheless enjoys the protection of the U.S.
military;*” or a victim of nuclear bombs that relies heavily on nuclear

0!

power. % Tt is also described as a nation nurturing the wish of

"

62 Dortia, “"Serfa dificil hacer una lista...
63 Mora, “"Japén debe retirar sus tropas de Irak".”
64 Kato, “Ambiguities of Japan's Nuclear Policy.”
% Pons, “Japo6n ha entrado en una nueva era.”

66 Oe, “History repeats.”
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maintaining a unique identity, respectful with traditions while

embracing Western industrialist models of development.”’

This trope of the ‘ambiguous’ Japan becomes particularly attractive for
the national narrative as a wildcard concept that could bridge the
otherwise unsettled debate over Japan’s cultural identity. There is a
dispute within the texts on whether Oe’s Japan is traditional or
Westernized, and whether a supposedly Westernized Japan can be
considered ‘authentic’ and worthy of a unique identity. Many texts
waive O¢’s education in French literature as a way to dismiss any
connection with the so-called traditional aesthetic canon. They posit
his work away from readers’ expectations of what Japan and the
Japanese are supposed to be and even unhooked him from his literary

peers:

He has wrenched Japanese literature free of its deeply rooted,
inbred tradition and moved it into the mainstream of world
literature. In truth, he can only seem revolutionary to someone
who still thinks of Japan in terms of priests chanting sutras and
elegant geisha entertaining their cultured guests with readings

from Lady Murasaki and Lady Shonagon.®

Oe wants Japanese art to drop its tradition of stylized
ambiguity, its vagueness, and help reveal the true faces of its
people, without masks. [...] Perhaps that is why many Western

readers, secking in Oe the sort of exoticism found in

67 Mora, “Kenzaburé Oe defiende la renuncia de Japén a la guerra ante la Academia
Sueca.”
% Enright, “Days of Marvelous Lays.”
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Mishima’s Runaway Horses, go away bewildered, as if they had

been cheated of reading a ‘genuine’ Japanese writer.”

The work of Kenzaburo Oe is located in the opposite pole of
the previously awarded Japanese author back in 1968, Yasunari
Kawabata, peak of the traditional culture of his country, and it
appears as more Westernized, tragic, erotic and terrible, while

hopeful at the same time.” "

This idea brings into question whether Western references are actually
part of contemporary Japan or, on the contrary, Oe’s depiction is in
fact far from Japan’s reality. Some authors show skepticism and

consider his representations foreign to Japan:

The things of which Oe writes are unyielding and unfriendly and
very Western: automobiles, whiskey, Cokes, slot machines,

juvenile delinquents.71

Its urban surroundings, the classless misfits that populate it, and
its vivid sexual descriptions make it seem social and thematically
similar to its Occidental counterparts. Unfortunately, it is a

disappointment.”

0 Remnick, “Reading Japan.”

70 “El segundo Nobel japonés.”

1 Wolff, “Hiroshima Shadows Novel.”
72 Toback, “Bird in a Cage.”
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Robert Saladrigas spouses with these authors the idea that translation
may be at fault in this rendering.73 In recent instances, however, the
incursion of Western references is accepted and taken as part of a

process of integration and naturalization that is not free from conflict:

The deluge of images, words and sounds from abroad that
continually flows through Japan’s expanding media seems to
have erased whatever cultural resistance may have existed in the

past.”

Westernization is since the Meiji era one of the main topics of a

literature lost between two trails: tradition and modernity.” <"

Japan’s postwar mistake has been selling its soul to the West
along with its cars and computers, several Japanese novelists and

critics told an international literary conference here this week.”

Whenever an author wants to identify Oe as Japanese, it has to be
despite appearances. ‘Japaneseness’ is built out of a functional and
stable contradiction: to be labeled as such even when contradicting
expectations is actually debunking the stereotypes that are forcing the

need for justification.

Along with the rest of his generational peers, he rejects

traditional rhetoric and his metaphors try to hit its essence.

73 Saladrigas, “El fin de la historia.”

74 Tanabe, “Lettet from Tokyo.”

75 Martinez Ruiz, “Testigo del nuevo Japén.”

76 Gross, “Japanese Says His Country Has Sold its Soul.”
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However, the harshness of his images, the existential

ornamentation, that is profoundly Japanese.”” "~

The universe of Oe is a world of crossed cultures, where the
existentialist mask hides a background of traditional Japanese

morality.”® V)

Oe reached the point of rejecting the literary language of
writers such as Tanizaki and Kawabata, to provocatively copy
the style of the translations to Japanese of Western novelists,
but he has always been faithful to the principles of traditional
morality: duty to the old and the new, the moral commitment

that is the base for a noble life.” XV

This doubt looms over Oe despite his commitment to Japan and
Japanese society. Oe even explicitly stated that he considers himself
Japanese: “I believe I am a very Japanese writer [...] I have always
wanted to write about our country, our society and feelings about the
contemporary scene.”® Statements like these are another proof of the
underlying strength of an Orientalist tendency to consider discourse
produced by the West as more legitimized to establish definitions on
the Other than any attempt made by the defined subjects themselves.
The propensity to approach Japan with the intention of establishing a
sense of ‘uniqueness’ is an old dispute present also in the hegemonic

national narrative. The turning of ‘Otherness’ into a standalone trait is

7 Pottecher, “Una cuestién personal.”

8 Navarro, “La generacion de Hiroshima.”

7 Navarro, “La cuestién personal.”

80 Sterngold, “Nobel in Literature goes to Kenzaburo Oe of Japan.”
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intensified by Oe’s insistence on creating a narrative of Japan as

petipheral:

In Japan — from our, let’s say, peripheral position — we ought
to rethink our humanism, based on our historically recent

: : 81 (LXVII
negatlve experlences. ( )

Humanism is, by definition, a universal category but it is
expressed and experienced differently in the West and in Asian
countries. Creating a humanism of peripheral countries is
essential. Korea, China, Thailand, or Japan have studied
humanism and Western culture but they need to create a new

humanism that it is both universal and peripheral.® """V

Japanese people need to go from center to periphery, which
involves a great restructuring of both concepts in order to
work towards the dissolution and rebuilding of the community

. 83 (LXIX
of nations.® 1%

Oe’s ‘peripheral’ idea describes the existence of a systematic
accusation towards Japan and other Asian countries of being cultural
copycats. It also raises criticism towards any attempts of masquerading
ignorance, disinterest, or lack of true efforts to reach an understanding

of these nations with the argument of unreachability. This narrative

81 Garcia Calero, “Kenzaburo Oé: ‘Cervantes es mi modelo de humanismo
moderno’.”

82 Beaumont, “Kenzaburo O¢ afirma que las dificultades han alimentado su
creatividad literaria.”

8 Trenas, “Kenzaburo O¢ espera que en el siglo XXI Occidente y Oriente fundan

sus saberes.”
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funnels the traits in a simplifying logic that renders cultural

characteristics as either derivative from Western counterparts or

otherwise undecipherable. This correlation inevitably limits the

cognitive terms of the narrative to elements that can be translated or

adjusted to Western equivalents. Any notion considered too distant

from an easily explained Western concept is believed culturally

inaccessible. Unintelligibility is in this process equated to Japaneseness:

[Oe:] The majority of Japanese images are masks. We followed
and imitated Western philosophy and literature, but even today,
more than a hundred and twenty-five years after our great
modernization, the Meiji Restoration, began and Japan opened
to the rest of the world, we are inscrutable in the eyes of
Europeans and Americans. You can understand other
Nobelists, they are available to you in the United States [...]
But there is not much of a Western desire to understand the
people who make all those Hondas. I don’t know why.
Perhaps we only imitate the West or are just silent in the face

of European peoples.*

It is hard to imagine how many smells, colors, and shades have
been diluted in the transfer between languages that are so
different between each other: how many symbols, references,
and meanings have been lost or are strange to the sensibility of
the Western reader. On the other hand, we find out that some
practices and lifestyles, interests or inherent tensions within

Japanese society to us are alien and outlandish. [...] I deduce

84 Remnick, “Reading Japan.”
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that in the realm of the Japanese reality this monumental
fatalist and fanatic scheme may have a meaning that is

unattainable for me.* X%

Oe’s ‘peripheral’ Japan entails, therefore, a remarkable handicap: it
asserts a classical center-periphery relationship in which the West
comfortably keeps its desired seat as the center of a supposedly
universal new paradigm. It articulates a national narrative that fails to
overcome rooted colonialist discourses of power. The ‘ambiguous’
Japan reifies the dispute as connatural without actually having to delve
into the implications of this description. Boundaries between what is
‘traditional’ and what is “‘Western,” what is ‘autonomous’ and what is
‘foreign interference,” ‘purposed’ and ‘incidental’ are all comfortably
covered by the conceptual fog that is linked to the idea of ‘ambiguity.’
Perhaps Oe wanted to raise awareness and criticism towards this same
position. The way it got integrated into the national narrative of Japan,
however, is precisely that of an argument in support of Japan as

‘unreachable.’

3.2.2 Academia-Targeted Texts

With Oe considered a writer for a niche readership, the market has yet
to produce monographic works intended for non-specialist audiences

that interpret Japan through his literature. In contrast, texts created by

85 Saladrigas, “El fin de la historia.”
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and for academics or other specialized readers in which his work is
discussed and have an impact on the national narrative constitute a
considerable subcorpus worthy of analysis. This body is composed by
articles in peer-reviewed academic journals, book chapters, and a
couple of monographs: The Marginal World of Oe Kengaburi by Michiko
Wilson, and E/ ser y la carne: exitencialismo sartreano en los comienzos literarios
de Kenzaburo O¢é (Being and Flesh: Sartrean Existentialism in the Literary
Beginnings of Oe Kenzaburd) by Benito FElias Garcia-Valero. The
subcorpus also includes two long interviews conducted by Japanese
scholars and published in boundary 2 (1993) and Manoa (1994). These
dialogues are appealing especially when compared to the previously
dissected interviews made available in newspapers. Susan J. Napier’s
Escape from the Wasteland, published in 1996, has been incredibly
influential for Western scholars interested in the work of this Japanese
writer. Her ideas on Oe’s literature are anticipated in two previously
published articles that have also been explored in this work. Napier
discusses in FEscape the work of Mishima and Oe as a way to
understand postwar Japan. It belongs to both the Mishima corpus and
its corresponding Oe’s counterpart, but I have chosen to include it in
the present corpus in order to make it dialogue with her other pieces

that discuss the author at hand.

I have decided to organize the examination of these texts by revealing
how the national narrative of Japan is constructed around two main
thematic axes. First, the discourse produces a political description and
interpretation of Japanese society since the end of the war to this day.
Second, the texts attempt to frame Japanese culture within the general

discussion on cultural particularism at the age of globalization. These
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authors address questions on Japan’s relationship with Western-
sourced cultural influences and the country’s new diplomatic role in
Asia. These academic works engage with the national narrative
through the same core attributes present in texts intended for a
general audience. The textual conventions of these treatises, however,
allow the authors to go into more detail when developing their ideas.
The purpose of this exercise is to establish and expose the intertextual
discursive scaffolds of the national narrative spread across subcorpora.
I would like to use the depth of the descriptions of Japan provided in
academic texts to improve the analysis of the narrative first introduced

in the exploration of mass-audience-targeted pieces.

The texts position Oe as the representative voice of Japanese who
grew up after the war. The discourse depicts a generation that
prospered in the 1970s and 1980s but which is now being substituted
by a less favored younger replacement at the end of the century. The
perception of Oe’s literature as a window to this social reality,
combined with his bluntness when it comes to expressing what he
believes are Japan’s challenges, mistakes, and proposed solutions
create a space in which the national narrative of Japan is developed.
This space is achieved through an interpretation of postwar Japan and

the consequences of its development at the turn of the millennium.

This discourse places as the foremost defining attribute of postwar
Japan the existence of a traumatic scar left by the war’s defeat, the
disaster of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and by the
rewriting of the emperor’s role in the nation’s cultural structure.

Postwar Japanese are described as shaped by a reported transition
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from an openly authoritarian state to a form of government that was
imposed by the U.S. occupation forces through a progressive system
of democratization. This shift is accused of producing a generation of
Japanese that are debilitated, degraded, humiliated and in chaos, as
Michiko Wilson describes them.* She later complements this picture
in The Marginal World by stating that Oe “has chosen only to portray
the apathy, the stagnation, and the cul-de-sac of the postwar
generation.” ¥ Orlando Betancor considers this age group
“disconcerted and confused” after “the political and social changes the
country experimented when its emperor lost his sacred nature;”® 0
John Wittier Treat calls Japan a “demoralized nation” that sought a
solution “that could restore some chance of dignity and liberty to its
people.”” Benito Elfas Garcfa’s book Being and Flesh departs from the
idea that existentialism was particularly appealing to Japanese given the
sense of ideological emptiness and confusion that they were

* XX Yamanouchi Hisaaki directly

experiencing during that time.
considers that this generation was “suffering from a loss of identity.”
He judges Japanese for hoping to “get out of a state of humiliation
and restraint.””" Reiko Tachibana contributes to the painting of this
bleak profile when she affirms that “the coming of age of Oe’s

generation is [...] filled with negative experiences of misery, shame,

despair, betrayal, distrust, and humiliation.”” Lastly, Yoshio Iwamoto

86 Wilson, “Oe’s Obsessive Metaphor, Mori, the Idiot Son,” 26, 28.

87 Wilson, The Marginal World of Oe Kenzaburo, 32.

88 Betancor, “La libertad de eleccion...”

89 Whittier Treat, “Hiroshima Néto and Oe Kenzaburd’s Existentialist Other,” 101-
2.

%0 Garcia-Valero, E/ sery la carne, 15.

% Yamanouchi, The Dearch for Authenticity in Modern Japanese Literature, 153, 165.

92 Tachibana, “Structures of Power,” 45.
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highlights the importance of the emperor system’s fallout in the

process of creating an identity for postwar Japanese:

It is a cruel question [...] but one which tests, in its own
perverse way, what it means to be Japanese. It is a question
with which Oe, the author himself, wrestled [...] Oe is
obviously suggesting here the damaging psychological effects
on a whole generation of Japanese [...] the difficulty of
establishing an individual identity outside the emperor system
which would provide, for those who would submit to its

demands, security and a sense of belonging.”

The discursive establishment of postwar trauma is complemented by a
problematized interpretation of the U.S. occupation. The discourse
builds a critical and skeptical review of the re-establishment of
democracy during the 1950s and 1960s. This period of transition
reached its climax on the failed protests against the renewal of the
Security Treaty between the U.S. and Japan in 1969. Oe’s
contemporaneous literature is interpreted transmitting the rejection of
an important part of the Japanese society that opposed the occupation
for two reasons. First, they repudiate U.S. presence for patriotic, anti-
colonialist motivations. Second, the opposition is also a show of
disapproval and resistance against the Japanese government,
hypocritically compliant with U.S. forces. Japan is described during
this period as a subaltern nation, dependent and under the direct
control of the United States. William H. Bridges IV compares this

subalternity in his piece discussing The Catch to the struggle black

9 Twamoto, “The "Mad" World of Oc Kenzaburé,” 80-81.
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communities were having in the United States and the fight for civil

rights that was unfolding at the same time:

Just as it is the fear crystallized by living perpetually under the
white gaze that is responsible for black-on-black violence in
Atlanta, Oe’s murderous youth living under the disciplinary
gaze of the Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers
(SCAP) “has no choice but to revive the frightening illusion

9594

that once held all of Japan.

In his analogical rewriting of postwar Japanese identity, Oe
submerges the vexed, complex, historical specificity of the
postwar Japanese in the similarity of a shared, transracial

“oppression.””

Some texts suggest a stronger analogy of Japan’s purported
subjugation through Oe¢’s representation of the panpan. These authors
interpret a parallel relationship of domination between Japanese
prostitutes that offered their services exclusively to U.S. citizens and
Japanese young males that in O¢’s stories are the target of public or
private humiliation. Michiko Willson considers the postwar period as

“both submission and liberation at the same time””

and explicitly
believes that “the humiliation of Occupied Japan is symbolized by an
unemployed young man under the sway of a prostitute who caters

only to foreigners.””” She further polishes this idea in her later work by

%4 Bridges, “In the Beginning,” 330.

% Ibid., 340

% Wilson, The Marginal World of Oe Kenzaburo, 23.

97 Wilson, “Oe's Obsessive Metaphor, Mori, the Idiot Son,” 28.
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adding that “the young man |[...] has neither the power to become a

‘political being’ nor the courage to commit suicide.””®

The theme of Japan as both an impotent young man and a pandering,
submissive prostitute to the dominant United States is explored in
more depth by Margaret Hillenbrand in her article “Doppelgingers,
Misogyny, and the San Francisco System.” In this critical assessment
of Oe’s occupation-themed works, Hillenbrand both criticizes the
author’s latent sexism and shows how “the potential for popular
opposition (symbolized by the young Japanese male) is emasculated by
a craven nation (symbolized by the faded prostitute) that has
surrendered itself to the United States.”” Hillenbrand considers Japan
possesses a “colonized mindset”'" for being a country that went from
“former imperial glory” to being “a newly inaugurated U.S.
protectorate and Pacific outpost of U.S. power.”'"" This representation
of an oppressed and frustrated Japanese population is used to justify
the portrayal of society’s unrest at the end of the 1960s. It is framed
within a narrative dynamic of positioning Japan and the United States
as rivals. From being war enemies during the 1940s they entered into
the model of relationship between metropolis and colonized for the
duration of the immediate postwar. Once the occupation ended,
Japanese experience of subjugation is set to turn against the U.S.

through technological, industrial, and commercial competition.

98 Wilson, The Marginal World of Oe Kenzaburo, 24.

% Hillenbrand, “Doppelgingers, Misogyny, and the San Francisco System,” 385.
100 Thid., 402-3.
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The United States is however not the only coercive force in the
described scenario of postwar Japan. The Japanese government is
defined as inherently authoritarian by historical design. The vertical
power structures of its portrayed institutions naturalize a supposed
continuity of hierarchical structures. This portrayed model encourages
discrimination and suppresses dissent. Japanese society is depicted
integrating repressive dynamics in a top-to-bottom, center-to-
periphery fashion. These authors find that Oe addresses the issues of
Japan in his literature through the telling of the experiences involving
agents displaced to the margins: inhabitants of the rural countryside,
ethnic minorities, or people with functional diversity. This discourse
assumes that socio-cultural centralism is an imposed reality that
produces a marginalized periphery. Reiko Tachibana explores in her
study of the work The Catch the representation of power dynamics in
the village where the story takes place. She argues that the patterns and
structures of power unveiled in the town are a representation of the
whole of Japanese society. Every agent, either human or political, has
to report in her described model to a higher authority in a straight up

scheme that mirrors the emperor system:

Within Japan, the prefecture/town/village status differential
implies the historical situation of the burakumin. [...] In
Imperial Japan’s patriarchal z system, the head of the
household — in particular, the emperor as the head of Japan's
household - was the dominant factor in controlling the nation.
[...] Beyond Japan, the prefecture/town/village relationship
parallels that between Japan and the US after the Japanese

surrender of 1945, as well as the more ‘universal’ relationship
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between colonized countries and colonizers or so-called Third

World and industrialized nations. '

The power relations exhibited in this story interrogate the
moral and political acceptability of a homogeneous society in
Japan, or indeed anywhere, that is characterized by internal

hierarchies and hostility against outsiders.'”

Susan J. Napier also believes that Oe’s work, especially his pastoral
novels, attack the authority of the central government. She suggests
that Oe’s stories claim a space for potential change that goes beyond
the purely descriptive of an unfair and ordered system. Napier argues
that O¢’s literature opens up the possibility for granting the Japanese
the ability to escape this essentialist system of centrality and
uptightness by fighting back against authoritarian dynamics.'” This
interpretation, however, underscores the description of Japan as a
homogeneous and authoritarian nation, for otherwise she would have
considered Oe¢’s call for resistance an uncalled-for proposition.
Napier’s problematization of Japan’s challenges assumes their

existence within the national definition:

Whether internal or ideological, the ultimate impact of the
alien in modern Japanese fantasy is a profound one. Appearing
within a society that prides itself on its homogeneity and
stability, the disturbing and destabilizing function of the alien

cuts across both textual and extratextual boundaries to trouble,

102 T'achibana, “Structures of Power,” 42.
103 Thid., 45-6.
104 Napier, Escape from the Wasteland, 26.
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provoke, and emancipate some hidden part of the reader’s
sense of self and world. Even more than the fantastic female
who, as we saw, can perform a compensatory function, the

. . . . . . 10
alien in Japanese literature is directly subversive.'”

The stratified nature of both traditional and contemporary
Japanese society would seem to leave little room for fluidity.
But, conversely, it is possible to argue that the very existence
of consciously constructed social barriers may actually have

. . . . 106
stimulated an interest in transformation across them.

The student-establishment clashes that disordered Japan in the
1960s [...] was a time which could be looked upon as either
liberating or alarming depending on one’s position in the
political spectrum. [...] the disorder of nature and social
anarchy are infinitely preferable to the monolithic, repressive

wotld of modern Japan.'”

Napier finds the emperor system at the center of this centralist state
again. She frames the imperial household sociocultural structures as
the paradigm that legitimizes Japanese domestic and international
predisposition to be subjugated. The structures of the emperor system

vertebrate and perpetuate the permanence of Japan’s social verticality:

The reasons behind this excitement are both obvious and

problematic: the emperor is of course tied to the war and the

105 Napier, The Fantastic in Modern |apanese Literature, 97.
106 Thid., 109.
107 Tbid., 160-1.
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whole complex of emotions that middle-aged Japanese feel
toward it, but on a broader level the imperial house is also tied
to modern Japanese history as a whole and thus to the
conception that Japanese have of themselves in the postwar

period.'”

The emperor may be used for immoral — indeed, evil-purposes,
but riding on his white horse weeping tears for his warriors or
standing at the top of the stairs waiting for a boy’s bullet-
ridden body to reach him, he remains one of the most
powerful and evocative symbols of the fears and yearnings that

. . 109
continue to exert power in contemporary Japan.

Oe openly agrees with and supports this correlation. In an exchange
edited by boundary 2, Oe confirms that he sets his stories in
marginalized villages in order to confront canonic, emperor-centric
interpretations of Japanese history. ' Similarly, Oe identifies in an
interview published in Manoa one of the goals of his literature as “to
‘relativize’ Japan’s emperor-centered hegemony by depicting, through
‘arotesque realism’, the country’s peripheral regions.”'"" He makes this
correlation given that “[Japanese| historians always think of Japan as a
very static culture whose structure is vertical and so there is very little
concern for horizontal heterogeneity.”'"? The interviewers introduce

Oe as the “compassionate voice to the marginal, the peripheral, the

198 Napier, “Death and the Emperor,” 71.

109 Thid., 87.

110 Bradbury, et al, “A Conversation with Oe Kenzaburs,” 10.
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off center, to the unofficial forces of the spirit surging into

9 113

picking up this vocabulary of center/petiphery and

expression,

using it to articulate a national definition.

One of the most pressing matters for Japan as described in these texts
is the reported opposition in political, intellectual, institutional, cultural,
and even artistic domains to accurately and critically approach wartime
crimes and their aftermath. Japanese society is portrayed as both
suffering and indulging self-imposed collective amnesia that
acknowledges past damages without having to actually give them time
and space in a contemporary configuration of the country’s identity.
Guilt and wartime crimes are not denied, but also not explored, and

thus merely ignored:

[Oe;] T don’t think the Japanese have reflected in any
fundamental way on the question of Pearl Harbor, and as for
the Rape of Nanking, I don’t think the Japanese like to talk
about it. I think any honest, sensible person is going to feel
guilty about it, but it’s precisely because they feel guilty that
you get these people who insist it never even happened. And
although most Japanese refuse to talk about it, I think the
Rape of Nanking is, at least to a certain extent, perceived as
one of those multifaceted issues and, in any case, is not

something that can be so easily grasped as Pearl Harbor.'"

113 Og, Bradbury, Cohn, and Wilson, “An Interview with Kenzaburo Oe,” 136.
114 Bradbury, Pease, Wilson, and Oe, “A Conversation with Oe Kenzaburo,” 16.
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Napier gives as one of the main reasons for the legitimation of this
portrayed phenomenon the prevalence of the emperor system after
the war. The fact that it was both “the symbol of militarism and
imperialism [and the] new, democratic Japan” creates an ideological
rift in time that consequently hinders any effective going beyond a
wartime paradigm.'”” This complex relationship of the Japanese with
historical memory articulates contemporary Japan’s attitude to
ongoing political and social concerns. These considerations add up to
the perception of 21%-century Japanese as broadly apolitical and
disengaged with their collective challenges. Michiko Wilson elaborates

this idea in her monograph The Marginal World of Oe Kenzaburs:

Oe is unable to accept the memories of the defeat and postwar
Japan cherished by the conservatives and their followers, the
kind of ‘cleaned up’ memories that have resulted in the
elimination of other memories — the newborn, free, critical
spirit that permitted the masses for the first time to question
the validity of the Emperor System. He argued that ‘to recall
the time’ as a period of political liberation is ‘to violate a taboo’.
It has become a proscription [...] I feel what has been
suppressing the arts and the minds of the masses of Japan

today is nothing other than the emperor system.'"’

The ‘economic being’ trope depicts Japan as a country that turned
economic prosperity, accelerated industrial development, and

technological exports into synonyms of the nation. This definition is

115 Napiert, “Death and the Emperor,” 73.
16 Wilson, The Marginal World of Oe Kenzaburo, 79.
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however not presented as entirely free from judgment. Many of such
descriptions  charge Japan’s development for being “very

s 117

aggressive, modern life is particularized by its ‘“chaos and

118

alienation,” and Japanese society has been “glutted on

consumerism.”""” Napier says Japanese double-digit growth was “so
successful that even the Japanese themselves were asking whether they

bbb

might be ‘economic animals.” This discourse reaches the point of
considering Japan “in the late 1980s, a society that is arguably one of
the most modern, pragmatic, and materialist in the world.”"® The
harsh tone of these descriptions matches the aggressive rhetoric of the
‘vellow peril’ trope developed during the years of trade imbalance. Oe

recognizes this hostility and tries to contest it, if only by doing so he is

reinforcing its existence:

Another popular myth that rankles is the fact that everybody —
Japanese and Americans alike — seems to think that the world’s
most pressing problem is economic confrontation between the
United States and Japan. Business and industry feel that it is
also the most pressing problem for the rest of the world. I
think the attitude is also shared in bureaucratic circles as well.
My own thinking on the subject is that it is time the Japanese
stop putting economic issues at the center of U.S.-Japan

. 121
relations.

17 Thid., 137.

118 Napier, “Marginal Arcadias,” 49.

119 Hillenbrand, “Doppelgingers, Misogyny, and the San Francisco System,” 385.
120 Napiert, “Death and the Emperor,” 71.

121 Bradbury, Pease, Wilson, and Oe, “A conversation with Oe Kenzaburs,” 14-15.
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Discussions over trade imbalance are very often mixed with a debate
over Japan’s international role. These texts also show how authors
replicate Oe’s attempts to create 2 new Pan-Asian understanding. In
this new projected paradigm, Japan atones for its wartime crimes,
breaks from its chosen relative isolationism, and gets closer to China
and South Korea to consider them peers and not former enemies,
colonies, or current competitors. Japan’s transition to include the
export of cultural commodities does not escape from being framed
within the same dynamics of ‘yellow peril’ thetoric. Japan is accused of
attempting through its investment in real estate and the promotion of
soft power campaigns to become an active player in the business of
hegemonic globalization. Oe’s reported opposition of what he believes
is a conscious political and industrial agenda of national branding
legitimizes this narrative. He is against the idea of “Japan, Inc.,” a
model of the country that defends exporting culture “like televisions.”
Oe wishes instead for Japan to relate more to its neighbors in

horizontal cultural exchange.122

These discussions engage directly with the understanding of Japanese
cultural identity as mirroring Oe’s ideas of a clash between center and
periphery. During the postwar years, Japan’s center was delineated by
state institutions and the industrial oligopoly. These players are blamed
for carrying out a series of developmental leaps that increased the
inequalities between urban and rural communities. Oe’s pastoral
literature is rendered dealing with these issues and represents a Japan
that first sacrifices to then “commodify” the “mythical” countryside in

exchange for the sole embracement of city landscapes and urban

122 O¢, Bradbury, Cohn, and Wilson, “An Interview with Kenzaburs Oe” 138, 141.
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settings.'” The discourse establishes a process of transformation from
the exoticized, traditional-prone image of Japan sustained by previous
key figures in Japanese literature like Tanizaki or Kawabata into the
ubiquitous metropolitan space of more contemporary writers. This
transition articulates the discussion on the so-called Japanese dilemma
of having to build an identity between the global and the particular.'**
Western — and especially U.S. — cultural references are sourced outside
Japan while recognized at the same time irrevocably embedded in the
country’s day-to-day life. This correlation entraps foreign-sourced
cultural references as familiar imports, customarily alien.'” Oe refers
to an anecdote in the interview in boundary 2 where he goes back to his
village to visit his mother, who despises Tokyo and urban life, just to
find her eating a burger from McDonald’s. He realizes then that the
‘mythical,” primitive, unique, and pure village of the collective imagery
that he had been feeding with his own stories is just a product of the
imagination without contemporary counterpart.'* Japan emerges as
the exemplary hybrid of the 20" century, a notion encapsulated for

instance in this passage by Garcfa-Valero:

The blend of identities, intensified since the American
occupation, produced a country confusedly mixed that has not
had the time yet to assimilate all the changes associated with
the coming of the West nor the upkeep of the traditions that

the East demanded. [...] Japan epitomizes many of the

123 Napier, “Marginal Arcadias,” 49.

124 Yamanouchi, The Search for Authenticity, 177; Washburn, Modern Japanese Writers,
277.

125 Bradbury, Pease, Wilson, and Oe, “A conversation with Oe Kenzaburs,” 21.

126 Thid., 21.
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historical milestones of the last century: hybridity of East and
West; unthinkable human-made tragedies [...] a tremendous
economic development... That is why we should consider
Japan an example (or a counter-example) for the all the other
societies, all of them increasingly more plural. [...] Its
particular history has condensed practically all the traits of
modernity in barely a century: until 2010, it was the second
biggest global economy [...]; it is the cradle of the most
developed technological products; and, most of all, it has
inherited a significant historical and cultural heritage that just

recently is being treated as it rightfully deserves.'?” X!

These texts place the country under the peripheral influence of the
West while attaching the fabricated need of building its own identity
outside this reference. Surprisingly enough, in Oe’s categorical
judgment this framework should lead Japan to be considered another

“Third World country.”'**

I now sum up the major traits already present in non-specialized
targeted texts and pinpointed and enhanced in this second subcorpus.
According to the intertextual discourse, undisclosed postwar issues
and the advent of globalization are the most meaningful forces
defining contemporary Japan. Japan’s coexisting generations (postwar
and contemporary) are described as sharing the burden of unsolved
wartime crimes and the traumatic effects of the atomic bombs. The

Japanese state is defined as solidly hierarchical and still dragging

127 Garcfa-Valero, E/ ser y la carne, 10-11. )
128 Oe, Bradbury, Cohn, and Wilson, “An Interview with Kenzaburd Oe,” 138.
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authoritarian tendencies. The country is portrayed unable to move on
from undemocratic institutional frameworks that are inherited from
imperial sociopolitical design. The survival of the imperial system is
interpreted as the main representation of this condition. Japan’s
relationship with the West is presented during the occupation period
as one of subjugation and humiliation. It then morphed through
extensive and acritical economic development towards integration and
naturalization of cultural references. Oe’s promotion of the idea of
Japan as ‘ambiguous’ questions those who defend the existence of a
homogeneous Japan but sustains anyway the idea that the nation
cannot be fully explained outside a sense of perpetual conflict with
itself. The discourse features an attempt to problematize Japan’s
homogeneity through the constant representation of an unresolved
tension between institutionally-promoted discourses on racial and
class uniformity and the existence of multiple, ‘peripheral’ others: the
kokujin (Black Japanese), the zwinichi (Japanese of Korean-descent), the
burakumin (Japanese former ‘untouchable’ cast), or the hibakusha
(survivors of the nuclear weapons). This process sheds light and

brings attention to displaced narratives and identities.

I would like to comment on the differences between the reception of
texts based on their targeted audience and on the country they were
published. The most notable dissimilarity can be found again in the
number of academic texts that analyze the works of Oe published in
English against those published in Spanish. This circumstance has
been already explored in the corpora of Kawabata and Mishima. The
same set of reasons explains in this instance the discrepancy. Again we

see the relative youth of Spanish academia on Japan as the cause for
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this scarcity of scholar work on Oe. While Japan remained a relatively
strong field of interest for academics in the United States since the end
of the war, the subcorpus of academic work created in Spain only
sprouted near the turn of the century. As we have seen, only during
the 1990s translations of Oe were made available into Spanish. I argue
this circumstance has contributed to the exposure of the author to the
local audience, which in turn may have led to the promotion of
Japanese literature as a more popular field of study. This inferiority in
numbers and recent appearance is not translated in a substantially
different treatment and contribution to the national narrative. The
authors feed and echo the same tropes their peers had previously
channeled through their texts. Again I point out at the cross-
referential nature of academic texts as the main cause for this
parallelism. If, for instance, one takes a look at Garcia-Valero’s sources,
the same authors and their works here discussed appear listed: Napier,
Wilson, Hillenbrad, and the book review authored by John Whitter

Treat.

The decalage in size is not present within the mass-audience-targeted
subcorpus. Spanish newspapers have produced a more significant
amount of pieces than their U.S. counterparts, while the later has put
out longer and more exhaustive articles. The existence and number of
newspaper articles is very contingent on the publication of the
author’s works or other major life events. The Nobel Prize justified
and explained all the attention received during the 1990s, while the
decline in texts over the past ten years is due to Oe¢’s recession in
literary production. As a minor but probably relevant divergence, one

can find in texts from the United States a stronger concern on the
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aspect of Oe’s literature that deals with Japan’s sociopolitical
circumstances and challenges during the postwar years. I believe this
feature is attributable to the more active role of the U.S. during this
historical episode. Conversely, themes on new humanism, Pan-
Asianism and the reconfiguration of Japan when facing global
contemporary debates — mostly pacifism and denuclearization — are
more prevalent in Spanish texts. I argue this is so because Spanish
journalists uncritically amplify Oe’s words and interventions, giving his
ideas more discursive space and reach at the expense of the journalist’s

more personal interpretation.

The general axiom of the way this discourse mediates with the national
narrative is Oe’s categorization of Japan as ‘ambiguous.” 1 have
unraveled throughout this section how this idea of Japan as capable of
being two relatively oppositional definitions at the same time has been
transmitted throughout texts that discuss his literature. Japan is both
described as an authoritarian state to their own citizens and at the
same time a country first subjected to the U.S. and later to global
hegemonies. Japan is described as belonging to Asia and at the same
time closer than its neighbors to the West. Even though Japan’s
homogeneity is put into question, the texts constantly attempt a
definition of Japan and the Japanese through their socio-political and
cultural circumstances. I argue this dynamic reifies the discourse of
Japan as an effective cohesive nation. Oe’s literature and political
activism underpin in the national narrative precisely the statements,

attributes, and contradictions that it tries to question or overrule.
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3.3 Murakami Haruki

Loved and despised by readers around the world, Murakami Haruki
(Kyoto, 1949) has been for over twenty-five years the most popular
Japanese author alive. Raised by teachers of Japanese literature, he had
his sentimental education in the 1960s listening to the tunes of Art
Blakey, the Beach Boys, and the Beatles while reading Kafka, Tolstoy,
and pulp novels. Murakami moved to Tokyo to complete his bachelor
studies at Waseda University. He experienced in 1968 the political
unrest that took over Japanese campuses and which in the end led to
the defeat of any idealistic aspiration alternative to the capitalist
saturnalia that Japan eventually became. Murakami married young and
ran with his wife from 1974 to 1981 a jazz bar called the Peter Cat in
the area of Kokubunji. In between peeling onions and mixing cocktails,
he wrote his first novel, Kage no uta o kike (Hear the Wind Sing) for
which he received the Gunzo prize for new writers in 1979. This work
kicked off a very prolific and successful literary career: fourteen novels
(all of them translated into both English and Spanish), several short
stories (many gathered in different collections), and quite a few essays,
all available in forty-three different languages. Murakami has been the
recipient of a good number of national and international awards, while
every year his name is in the polls among the favorites to receive the

Nobel Prize of Literature.

Murakami’s relationship with the Japanese literary establishment has

always been tense. He reached fame without ever winning the
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Akutagawa Prize, which is considered the literary baptism in the
Japanese industry. During the 1980s and eatly 1990s, he received harsh
criticism for his deployment of themes on social detachment,
individual frivolity, and his inclusion of pop culture references.
Murakami’s writing style got criticized for being unorthodox when
compared to the conventions of Japanese highbrow literature: short
sentences, ditect and without too much ornament, sometimes even
repetitive. Murakami has been reported explaining how he found his
literary voice by writing the first draft of Kage in English and then
translate it to Japanese.'” He built over his first years as a writer a
steady but still shy fan base that expanded significantly in 1987 with
the publication of Noruwei no mori (Norwegian Wood). This novel was a
tremendous commercial success that sold millions of copies and which
remained for twenty years as the most significant literary hit in the
history of the country. Murakami, a renowned introvert, found himself
unable to cope with this fame and decided to flee from Japan. He
traveled through Europe to finally settle for some years in the United
States. He took this chance to adequately reflect on his country’s past
and use this acquired knowledge to write Nejimaki-dori Kuronikuru (The
Wind-up Bird Chronicle). This book addresses among other subjects a
clear-cut denunciation of Japan’s military intervention in Manchuria
during the 1930s. It meant a first attempt of reconciliation with his
most stringent detractors, and he won for it the Yomiuri Prize in 1995.
Oe, a severe opponent to Murakami’s early work, was among the jury
of this award, a gesture that meant the beginning of a coming together

between the two most relevant writers of the turn of the century.

129 Murakami, Wind/ Pinball, iii-iv.

298



That same year represents, in fact, a pivotal moment in Murakami’s
career. As I have explained above, the Kobe earthquake in January and
the Aum terrorist attacks in the Tokyo subway in March became a
turning point for Japan. Murakami came back from his stay overseas
pulled by the commitment to explore the underlying and unresolved
issues that Japanese society had been carrying for decades and that
these incidents had unearthed. He interviewed victims of the attacks
and members of the Aum cult to compile an essay called Andaguranndo
(1997 and 1998, Underground in English). As Oe and Ibuse Masuji did
in Hiroshima Noto (Hiroshima Notes) and Kuroi Ame (Black Rain) between
1963 and 1966 with the hibakusha, Murakami wanted for this occasion
to bring forward the individual voices of those involved in the attack
to subvert a narrative that was at the time monopolized by the
government and the media. He also published a collection of short
stoties (Kami no Kodomo-tachi wa Mina Odorn, translated as after the quake)
featuring the earthquake as an ominous albeit indirect presence that
coexists with ordinary individuals struggling to understand their inner

motivations and suppressed conflicts.

Murakami’s relationship with Japan and the way it became represented
in his literature veered from detachment and apathy towards
commitment and veiled social criticism. Murakami reinforced this
position in 2011 by publicly bashing the Japanese government for its
handling of the Fukushima Daiichi crisis. He also expressed his desire
for Japanese society to learn from its mistakes and to try and find a
new shared project not motivated this time by mindless economic and
technological progress. Episodes from Japan’s unresolved past and

modern ghosts of contemporary society — violence towards women,
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marginalization of minorities, and the ever-looming threat of
corporations in the shadows, to name a few — are increasingly
common elements in his work. Murakami’s characters work hard
across all his texts in their search for meaning in a society desensitized
by consumerism and selective amnesia. They all have in common a
necessity to establish meaningful relationships outside the
socioeconomic logic of late capitalism. While the protagonists of his
early works could find hedonistic and apathetic shelter in the windfalls
of Japan’s 1970s and 1980s economic bonanza, post-1995 heroes are
aware that change is needed to overcome their tribulations. Since their
discontent fails to morph into activism, private mediation appears as
their only path to find peace and meaning in their lives. Shikisai wo
motanai Tazaki Tsukuru to, Kare no Junrei no Toshi (Lsukuru Tazaki and his
Years of Pilgrimage), Onna no Inai Otokotachi (Men Without Women), and
Kishidancho  Goroshi  (Killing Commendatore), his three most recently

translated works, openly explore this approach.

No other Japanese author has aroused as much attention and
discussion as Murakami does today. His wide popularity means that
the moment his novels get out, they receive reviews in newspapers and
magazines, a phenomenon that also pushes scholars to analyze his
work in the search for keys of his success and what it represents for
Japan and Japanese literature. Because of this, Murakami’s corpus is
the most extensive among the four selected authors. Readers, culture
guides, monographs, and other critical texts that link Murakami to
Japan constitute a substantial body of sources from which to analyze
the national narrative built and based on the discussion of this author.

Murakami’s fame goes parallel to the setting up of a new discursive
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paradigm where cultural exports have a more significant mediating
role. This way of representing Japan however still requires thorough
analysis in order to reveal whether it actually represents a change in
essence or just a reshaping of the same principles of representation

that have articulated the discourse for a century and a half.

3.3.1 Mass-Audience-Targeted Texts

I examine in this segment articles, book reviews, and interviews all
published between August 1985 and December 2018 in the United
States and Spain in which Japan and the Japanese are described from
an interpretation of Murakami Haruki’s literature. Texts in which
Murakami is just mentioned but not appraised are deemed irrelevant
to my research and thus excluded from this study. According to the
criteria established, I have chosen one hundred sixty-nine pieces to be
read and interpreted. This amount is divided in almost two exact
halves: eighty-four were published in the United States and eighty-five
appeared in Spanish newspapers. In the U.S., The New York Times
provides the largest amount of texts with a total of forty-seven articles,
followed by The Washington Post with twenty-five, The New Yorker with
nine, and closed by The New York Review of Books with four long pieces.
In Spain, the distribution is more even: La Vanguardia published thirty-

one, £/ Pais thirty, and ABC twenty-three articles.

These texts have one-hundred and four different authors: Rodrigo
Fresan (E/ Pais), Andrés Ibafiez (ABC), and Xavier Ayén (La

Vangnardia) are the most prolific, with nine articles the first one and
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eight the other two. Robert Saladrigas, Antonio Lozano (both working
tor La Vangnardia), Javier Aparicio Maydeu (E/ Pais), and Herbert
Mitgang (The New York Times) produced five texts each. Kunio Francis
Tanabe (The Washington Posf) and Murakami Haruki himself are the
authors of four articles (although one by Murakami is the same,
published in both The New York Times and La 1V angnardia). Michiko
Kakutani (The New York Times) and Jests Ferrero (E/ Pais) wrote three.
Ian Buruma (The New Yorker, The New York Review of Books), Salvador
Llopart (La Vangnardia), Jests Ruiz Mantilla (E/ Pais), Pablo M. Diez
(ABCQ), Jon Michaud (The New Yorker), David Moran (ABC), Catlos
Zanon (E/ Pais), Blizabeth Ward (The Washington Posi), Janice P.
Nimura (The New York Times, The Washington Posi), Roland Kelts (The
New Yorker), Michael Dirda (The Washington Post), Deborah Treisman
(The New Yorker), T.R. Reid (The Washington Pos?), and Janet Maslin (The
New York Times) all published two articles. The rest of the authors,
listed in the bibliography, published one text each. Some articles were
made available without specifying the author, hence only the source

and date appear listed.

As it has been shown in previous corpora, it is useful to contextualize
the volume and location of these texts by taking into account the
publication dates of Murakami’s books in translation. Between August
1985 and January 2000, six of Murakami’s novels and one collection of
short stories appeared in translation in the United States: Hitsuji wo
megurn boken (A Wild Sheep Chase, 1989), Sekai no owari to hadoboirudo
wanddrando (Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World, 1991), Zd no
shometsu (The Elephant 1V anishes, 1993), Dansu dansu dansu (Dance Dance
Dance, 1994), and The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle in 1997. In comparison,

302



only one novel appeared in Spain during the same period, La caza del
carnero salvaje (A Wild Sheep Chase) in 1991. As a reflection of this reality,
out of the twenty-four texts on Murakami Haruki that came out in the
press during these fifteen years, only one is from a Spanish newspaper:
a review piece by Justo Navarro published in 1992 in .4BC, making a
brief mention to Murakami’s novel along with other new releases of

books.

The gap got suddenly closed at the beginning of the 21 century.
Between January 2000 and January 2005, Nomwegian Wood (2000),
Kokkyo no minami, taiys no nishi (South of the Border, West of the Sun, 2000),
Undergronnd in 2000, and Swupstoniku no koibito (Sputnik Sweetheart, 2001)
appeared in the United States, consolidating and even lifting up his
popularity. Meanwhile in Spain, the publishing house Tusquets bought
the rights to Murakami’s works from Anagrama and published Crinica
del pdjaro que da cuerda al mundo (The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle) in 2001,
Sputnik, mi amor (Sputnik Sweetheart) in 2002, and A/ sur de la frontera,
al veste del sol (South of the Border, West of the Sun) in 2003. Murakami sold
well, but it was still not the relative sensation that was being reported

across the pond.

The advent of Murakami’s cross-Atlantic popularity came with the
publication in 2005 of Tokio Blues: Norwegian Wood (INorwegian Wood).
Mirroring the success the book had in Japan eighteen years before,
Tokio Blues became the work that really launched Murakami to fame in
Spain. In the meantime, U.S. reception cooled down. Again,
publishing rhythms seem to be behind the shaping of these two

landscapes: a greater amount of titles appeared with the new century in
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Spain, given that Tusquets had to catch up with the translation of
previous works that had been in turn available for U.S. readers since
the previous decade. In 20006, E/ fin del nundo y un despiadado pais de las
maravillas (Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World) and
Meknrayanagi to nemurn onna (Sauce ciego, mujer dormida, the English
version of which was published in 2006 with the title Blind Willow,
Steeping Woman) came out. Baila, Baila, Baila (Dance Dance Dance)
became available as late as 2012, eighteen years later than the English
translation and twenty-four years since it came out in Japan. Después de/

terremoto (after the quake) appeared in 2013, and Underground in 2014.

On top of due editions, Murakami also published new books between
2000 and 2017. This time and given that Murakami’s reputation was
well established in both the United States and in Spain, translations
into English and Spanish appeared almost simultaneously. Uwmibe no
Kafuka was published in 2005 as Kafka on the Shore and as Kafka en la
orilla in 2006. Afuta Dakn appeared in the U.S. in 2007 and in Spain in
2008 with the same title, After Dark. 1084 became available in 2011 in
the two countries after coming out in 2009 in Japan. Curiously enough,
Spanish translations went from having to chase English editions to
overtake them. Los adios de peregrinacion del chico sin color appeared in
October 2013, only half a year after the original Shikisai wo motanai
Tazaki Tsukuru to, Kare no Junrei no Toshi was published in Japan. U.S.
readers, however, had to wait until August 2014 to read this novel,
appearing with the title Tsukuru Tazaki and bis Years of Pilgrimage. The
same happened with Onna no inai otokotachi, coming in 2014, the
Spanish translation Homzbres sin mujeres in 2015, and the English one in

the first half of 2017, Men Without Women.
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Murakami’s first two novels, Kage no uta o kike and 1973-nen no pinboru
are a particular case. They first were published between 1979 and 1980
and to be later translated into English by Alfred Birnbaum respectively
as Hear the Wind Sing in 1987 and Pinball 1973 in 1985. They were
printed in Japan by Kodansha International as books intended for
advanced students of English. Murakami forbid any new editions or
authorized translations to other languages for years because he felt
embarrassed about the experimental style of these works. At some
point of the 2010s, he changed his mind. Escucha la cancion del viento y
Pinball 1973 came out in 2015 in a single volume, and Ted Goossen
was authorized a revisited translation into English (called Wind/ Pinball:
Two Novels), distributed by Knopf in 2016. Kishidancho Goroshi,
Murakami’s latest work, came out in early 2017. Translations into the
two languages appeared simultaneously at the end of 2018 (Killing
Commendatore and La muerte del comendador), just in time for their critical

texts to be included in the corpora.

The Japanese soft power campaign to attract foreign investment by
shifting the attention to tourism and cultural exports showed its
effects at different periods depending on each country. This decalage
can be used to better understand why Murakami became popular in
each country at different moments in time. The 1980s saw in the U.S.
an increase in the amount of Japanese cultural products that were
promoted in media and available to a wider audience beyond the
specialist or the aficionado. In 1992, Kodansha International asked
Alfred Birnbaum to be the editor of a collection of short stories

written by new Japanese authors intended for the U.S. market. The
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result, Monkey Brain Sushi, includes a short story by Murakami and
caught the attention of the newspapers. The reviews of this
compendium show together with Kunio Francis Tanabe’s column
Letters from Tokyo for The Washington Post how Japan’s national narrative
was experiencing a change in direction from economic and

technological prowess to cultural marketer.

In Spain, the effects of Japan’s push to send off a more considerable
amount of literary works abroad appeared more visible relatively later,
mainly during the first decade of the century. As it has been explored
previously, the Spanish publishing industry has a tradition of only
following on Japanese works and authors that had already been
successful abroad. Although in recent years publishing labels have
grown bold and daring when choosing new authors to promote in the
Spanish market, this behavior is still very present and from time to
time they fall again in the habit of betting only on whatever is hot
abroad. Some conventions are fortunately changing. In recent times,
the vast majority of newly published authors in Spain have been
translated directly from the Japanese, putting behind the embarrassing
convention of adapting by default French or English translations.
Figure 4 helps to visualize Murakami’s reception and its progression in

both countties.

The following study sticks to the same approach employed in previous
corpora. I organize my interpretation around the description and
development of tropes, common associations, and questions that arise
from conflicting readings throughout the texts about Murakami

Haruki, contemporary Japanese literature, and Japan, both in the
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United States and Spain. I illustrate, justify, and legitimate these
themes through a selection of the most suitable quotes extracted from
the selected texts. I reinforce this thematic account of the national

narrative by putting it against its corresponding historical background.

The way the popularity of these four writers among Japanese and
Western readers is constantly asserted is a consistent feature across the
corpora. Murakami is presented as a bestselling author, first one of the
most and then #he most popular writer in Japan, already from the first
article throughout the rest. This serves the function of emphasizing
their representativeness and to a point auctoritas to be a gateway to
understand the depicted reality — be it Japanese or, as it is the case in
Murakami, also a greater global contemporary identity or sensibility.

d” 130 ( LXXIV

He is both “a prophet in his lan ) and “a writer of

131 (LXXV
» B ) whose work “appeals to a vast

contemporary emotions
number of readers around the world.” ' This fame has been
interpreted to mean Murakami is also the leader or at least the

spearhead of a new generation of Japanese writers.

These appraisals, more common at the beginning of his success in
both the United States and in Spain, allow for many pieces to take the
chance to discuss the state of Japanese literature. And regardless of the
country or moment in time where and when the texts were published,

the central points of its debate are the same. Murakami is constantly

130 Lozano, “Murakami y las tristes adolescentes.”
131 Ayén “Cancion triste de Tokio.”
132 Caryl, “Gods of the Mall.”
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associated with what is considered a change of paradigm in the
Japanese letters, the replacement and even a break in style from the

postwar generation of authors (Mishima, Kawabata, and even Oe):

[Wind-Up...] consolidated Murakami as an author for cultivated
readers, heir to Yukio Mishima, Junichiro Tanizaki and

Kenzaburd Oe, ' FXXVD

Mishima, Kawabata, and Tanizaki: [...] that was the idea of
Japanese literature until Haruki Murakami and Yoshimoto

134 (LXXVII
Banana showed up. ( )

Fernando Iwasaki goes as far as to consider him a direct inheritor of
an older Japanese literary tradition, the Aydgen theater: comedic
interludes that were performed during the breaks of Noh plays and
which used absurd and satiric performances to raise awareness of
social problems. Iwasaki believes Murakami’s style is closer to &yggen
than to postmodern tendencies as Western scholars tend to frame
him. " In any case, he is portrayed as leading this generational
replacement along with other bestselling authors like Hiromi
Kawakami, Murakami Rya (no relation), and Yoshimoto Banana.
Elisabeth Bumiller called them “The Japanese Brat Pack,” " a
nickname popular during the early 1990s."" With or without this

particular term, Murakami was classed as part of this groundbreaking

133 Saladrigas, “El sefior de las alas desplegadas.”

134 Ayén, “El sol naciente de la literatura nipona.”

135 Twasaki, “Comentarios reales: Murakami.”

136 Bumiller, “Japan’s Fiction Turns a Page.”

137 Reid, “Japan’s Brat Pack;” Sterling, “Down a High-Tech Rabbit Hole.”
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group “that defied the poetic and transcendentalist orthodoxy of

Japanese literary tradition.”!?* (VD

This fame is also commonly attributed to his popularity among
younger generations, a consideration that seems to hint at lasting
representativeness. Although taste and approval in youth may change
with age, the desires and preferences for new generations are
indicative of changes and rifts in society. A profiling exercise of his
readership based on what the article authors believe leaves us with the
image of the Japanese youth as urban, modern, predominantly white-

collar, alienated from and dissatisfied with social conventions:

More recent books are populated with introverts and social
outsiders, the kind of character with whom an alienated

younger generation of Japanese can increasingly identify."”

A lot of people are quite lonely [...] In Japan he [Murakami]
serves as a father figure to young readers [...] a lot of young
Japanese don’t have close relationships with their father

140

figures.

The great Japanese author Haruki Murakami grew famous

writing about the tender melancholy of youth. (“Norwegian

Wood” made him so recognizable in Japan that he left.)""'

138 Lozano, “Murakami y las tristes adolescentes.”

139 Zaun, “Tokyo Tales Onstage.”

140 Roland Kelts quoted in Carpenter, “Haruki Murakami’s Advice Column...’
141 Finch, “Haruki Murakami Turns His Gaze Toward Middle Age.”

>

310



In the same line and based on this consideration, the fiction of
Murakami Haruki is treated as a mirror of the Japan of his days. It is a
urban and cosmopolitan country, a mix of new and old, “eclectic,
multicultural, postcolonial and perturbing,” as Aparicio Maydeu

142 (LXXIX)

says, and a postmodern hub where cultural references from all

over the world merge and coexist:

Murakami echoes the state of mind of the ordinary Japanese,
caught between a fading old world and a new one still being

. 143
invented.

The Japanese of old mixed with the new one that has
succumbed to the American cultural influence [...] the poetry
of Japanese dynasties and the lyrics of modern songs [...] a
hybrid outcome that may stun the reader but which at the
same time shows the cultural and ethical tensions that have

144 (LXXX)

forged Murakami’s sensibility.

Everything takes place in a society like the Japanese where the
conflict between tradition and modernity, conservativism and

the ultra modern is yet to be resolved.'* ™V

Many of these articles are published along with pictures of Tokyo and
other urban landscapes, reinforcing this idea that Murakamf’s literature

is a mirror to cosmopolitan contemporary Japan. Salvador Llopart’s

142 Aparicio Maydeu, “Murakami antes de Murakami.”
143 Ryan, “Wild and Woolly.”

144 Saladrigas, “La chistera de Murakami.”

145 Matias Lopez, “Murakami, dos por uno.”
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“Takahashi de noche, Murakami de dia” (“Takahasi during the night,
Murakami during the day”) features an image of Japanese executives
strolling down Ginza and another of commuters shuttling in
Omotesando. The New York Times website combined Sam Anderson’s
travel story to Tokyo to interview Murakami with an interactive piece
with scenes and settings of Tokyo. These are accompanied by short
audio clips in which Anderson explains how these scenarios are linked
to Murakami’s life and work. These pictures include the Jingu stadium
(where he reportedly had the epiphany of becoming a novelist), a
Denny’s franchise restaurant, a Prada store in Aoyama, the luxurious

146

Hotel Okura, or a Nakamuraya Café in Shinjuku.

Japan transitions throughout these texts from being considered a
politicized entity throughout the first half of the 20" century to
become during the 1990s a country solely understood as the
paradigmatic late-capitalist society model. The placement of Japan in a
contemporary global landscape is marked by the tension between
internationalist and particularist approaches. Tokyo becomes a
synecdoche for the whole of Japan. The city is described as a
supposed melting pot of East and West and a hyper-technological city

that works as a window display for consumerist attitudes:

The melancholy soufflé Murakami whips up in these pages is

decidedly masculine, a rainy Tokyo of unfaithful women, neat

146 “Murakami’s Tokyo.”
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single malt, stray cats, cool cars and classic jazz played on hifi

setups like the one described in dudeular detail.'"’

Consumer goods and industrial imagery are consubstantially associated
with Japan. Aparicio Maydeu qualifies the background of Kiling
Commendatore like “a painting a clef of Hitler’s Europe in the Japan of

95148 (

the Toyota Prius. LXXXID) The capital is presented as an ambivalent

. . . . . 149
place, “a disconcerting space” as Janice Nimura puts it, = “more

international than specifically Japanese,”"™ exchangeable for any other
modern megalopolis like London or New York. This consideration
strengthens the argument in favor of presenting Japan as part of the

global village:

If it weren’t for the authot’s name, and our awareness that
we’re reading a work translated from the Japanese, it might

never occur to us that the action takes place in Japan."'

When you open the purse of a Japanese girl and we look at
what’s inside, we find the same things any girl from any other

152 (LXXXIII)

big city around the world would carry.

There are no claims of uniqueness in the landscape exhibited by

Murakami. His international success is attributed precisely to this

147 Fielden, “News From Murakami: Tales of Cool Cars, Shinto Spirits and Lost
Love.”

148 Aparicio Maydeu, “Retrato del artista evanescente.”

149 Nimura, “Rubber Souls.”

150 Tbid., “Separate Souls:”

151 Caryl, “Gods of the Mall.”

152 Ruiz Mantilla, ““Mis libros triunfan en el caos.”
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ambiguity of space which allows for action and characters to be
effectively replaced by individuals living in any other metropolis of the
world with the same empathic force. Murakami has claimed in
different occasions that he writes about Japan and the Japanese, so the
fact that this fiction pulls strings in many different countries is not his
explicit will but most probably a consequence of describing life in a
globalized society. Ambiguous or not, there is consensus on claiming
that Murakami’s settings are placed in Japan, a space that emerges with

a need of redefinition.

Despite this representativeness and perhaps due to it, Murakami
appears depicted as a constant critic of the late-capitalist model. His
characters are always described as regular everyday Japanese who
function within this system but are openly dissatisfied with it. Ian
Buruma calls them “isolated individuals trying to find meaning in a
materialist world.” This portrayal makes the heroes appear estranged,
“adrift in a postmodern, postatomic world,” wounded by a sense of
“displacement and dislocation” were “identities are provisional” as
Michiko Kakutani describes it."”> Murakami’s individuals are framed
excluded from a society described as marked by a strict group
mentality that entraps them and from which many people dream to

break out:

They are unremarkable men, less driven by the ethic to
succeed and less enmeshed in the powerful webs of family and

business and community than most Japanese [...] this refusal

153 Kakutani, “Worlds Where Anything Normal Would Seem Bizarre.”
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to join the group must be tremendously appealing to the

contemporary Japanese reader.'

Murakami’s protagonists are soft, irresolute men, often
homebodies with dynamic girlfriends or wives, who go
through long, inert periods of ennui -- a blatant renunciation

of the frenetic, male-dominated ethos of modern Japan.'”

The image of Tony [a character in Murakami’s “Tony
Takitani”] that emerges in adulthood, hunched over his
worktable as he painstakingly draws machines, a job for which
we are told he is well suited, dovetails with the stereotype of
postwar Japan as a country of money and conformity, not art
and individuality. It’s a stereotype that the story and the film at

once acknowledge and obliterate.'™

Everything is seen in relation to inclusion or exclusion from

peer groups, perhaps a very Japanese thing.'”’

In the tedious repetition of every single domestic and
bureaucratic trifle [...] Murakami draws a precise landscape of
the average Japanese working man at the end of the twentieth
century: the immense worth of having a job, even if it is pootly

paid and terribly monotonous, > ¥

154 Mclerney, “Roll over Basho: Who Japan’s Reading, and Why.”

155 James, “Fast Meets West.”

156 Dargis, “He’s an Isolated Individual; She’s Addicted to Shopping.”
157 Parks, “The Charms of Loneliness.”

158 Herrsder, “Descenso al abismo.”
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Their discontent fails to morph into activism and remains as a search
for individual mediation. This social model is based on the sacrifice of
self-determination by trading it for the false sense of empowerment
and security induced by indulging in conspicuous consumerism.
Change only happens from within and at a level of the individual. The

sense of community, meanwhile, is lost in the barter.

This resistance to comply with social conventions even if only from
the personal point of view is welcomed in the articles with surprise.
The idea of Japan functioning as if it possessed a hive mentality has
been rooted in the national narrative since the Pacific War. A reading
that subverts this order is taken therefore with reluctance. It is unclear
whether the target of this criticism is the economic system in itself or
the social model it produces. Any attempt to pull Japan and the
Japanese closer to ideals of individualism would consciously or
unconsciously be taken up by hegemonic discourses as a triumph of
Western ideals, especially U.S.-centered narratives of Cold War victory.
A critique of the capitalist recipe for societal configuration, however,
fails to be categorized in the vacuum produced by the alleged defeat of
communism. In the end, these depictions seem to boil down to the
idea that, for now at least, individuals may complain, but the system

regrettably prevails.

This exercise of criticism is one of the main points sustained
throughout the national narrative. Japan is defined as a country in
crisis, haunted by mistakes past and present, where the Japanese try to

look for a new identity that would escape the disaffecting
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consequences of late capitalism. Most authors translate Murakami’s
acceptance by young readers into an expression of the desire by future
generations of Japanese to achieve a greater degree of individuality,
bending the frame without formally breaking it. The effects of the
Japanese financial crisis in the country became more evident as the
years passed. The number of texts that identified social criticism in
Murakami’s plot and style increased concurrently. This change is
particularly evident after the events of 1995 and the publication of The
Wind-Up Bird Chronicle, Underground and after the quake. Aparicio Maydeu

sums up this narrative quite vividly:

Japan staggered after the atomic attack of Enola Gay on the 6"
of August 1945 on Hiroshima, when the nation learned that
the emperor was not a divine figure but rather a very
vulnerable human. And it did again on March 20, 1995, when
five coordinated attacks by members of Aum Shinrikyo turned
the Tokyo subway in a stifling emotional labyrinth that
brought closer to home a sense of apocalypse that was
becoming their daily sense of life. [...] In his country,
occasional terrorist violence is substituted by daily violence at
home and in the workplace. He describes an imperialist
country that has no pity for the fallen and consents no honor
for the defeated. [...] And the reader thinks and mixes with all
of this the tea ceremony, cherry blossoms, Mishima’s katana,
kamikaze pilots in their zeros going to their happy deaths, and

the Aum leader gassing citizens.'”” (V)

159 Aparicio Maydeu, “Underground.”
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The shift is meaningful. Murakami goes from representing Japan
through his fiction to critically comment on it. Ian Buruma’s
“Becoming Japanese,” written in 1996, studies Murakami’s process of

exploration and reencountering Japan, to conclude:

His political engagement would probably enrich his fiction.
For he can look at Japan from the inside, and he also knows
what it looks like from the outside. He is detached from
Japanese society, yet committed to it. He can fix a cool, dry
gaze on his wet native soil. The time for escaping is over. He is

160
closer now to where he came from."

Murakami’s literature expresses according to this narrative a
generational sense of disapproval of social conventions while revealing
aspects of what Elizabeth Ward calls the Japanese “dark society” or
“parallel wastelands.”'®" Buruma labels in another piece this state of
crisis “the Japanese malaise.”'” From the start of the new century,
Japan appears in the texts as a lost nation ashamed of its consumerist
excesses. This discourse depicts a country repentant of its imperial
past, what Rodrigo Fresan calls “the permanently open wounds of the
Second World War”'® "D and Salvador Llopart “Japan’s historic
sin.” 1ot (VD This interpretation holds weight precisely because

Murakami himself supports it. If 1995 was the beginning of his shift

towards commitment, I would like to highlight how seminal the year

160 Buruma, “Becoming Japanese.”

161 Ward, “The Long Sayonara.”

162 Buruma, “The Japanese Malaise.”

163 Fresan, “Juguemos en el bosque.”

164 L lopart, “El hombre que escucha en la barra de bar.”
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2011 was for the establishment of Murakami as a social commentatot.
In March, the Tohoku natural disaster and subsequent Fukushima
Daiichi meltdown deepened the breach that got opened fifteen years
before and emphasized the nation’s sense of generational crisis.
Catastrophes are a knife that cuts open Japanese society’s thin skin,

revealing the issues that flow below:

The earthquake ends up working like an alarm clock that
exposes the emptiness and shallowness of a whole society, the
Japanese of the 90s, deprived of idealism and with individuals
that don’t know anymore in what to spend the money they

: 165 (LXXXVIII
saved during all these years.'®> ¢V

Murakami, who spent the year promoting abroad the translation of
1084, openly attacked the Japanese system. This entity is built
discursively as a loose signifier of everything that seems to go wrong
with Japan: an unapologetic government, big corporations and their
uncontested power, and the institutional promotion of a culture of
living only to work and consume. Murakami’s criticism positively
shocked his adversaries in the Japanese old guard, made foreign
scholars reconsider their definitions of intellectually-committed
Japanese literature, and justified a political and national reading of his
work by anyone who was commenting on it. On 2011 he was also
awarded the International Catalonia Prize. His texts were read in an
official act of solidarity towards Japan held at the Sagrada Familia.

Murakami blamed upon reception of the award the system for leaving

165 Fresan, “Murakami nos invita a temblar.”
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the Japanese “shocked and without a compass.

95166 ( LXXXIX

) He got

interviewed for the occasion by La VVanguardia’s Xavier Ayén, where

he gave the following unequivocal statement:

Japanese have regularly undergone adversities during the
course of our history; we are a long-suffering people. We have
been beaten by all sorts of calamities: wars, bombs, natural
disasters... who knows what will be next? Now [...] we are
without a compass, we are in shock. We dreamt of being rich
and Western, we wanted to become the most technologically
developed country in the world, and in the end, we were proud
of something that we have now lost. I am not sure if we will be

able to find a new direction.'®” &¢

Just four months later, Sam Anderson went to Japan to write a long

piece for The New York Times on Murakami, 7084, and Japan after the

crisis. When asked about his kinship with Orwell, he replied: “I guess

we have a common feeling against the system.” When questioned

about his statement above, Murakami’s answer contained the same

message he had shared back then:

I think many Japanese people think that this is a turning point
for our country. [...] After 1945, we have been working so
hard and getting rich. But that kind of thing doesn’t continue
anymore. We have to change our values. We have to think

about how we can get happy. It’s not about money. It’s not

166 Moran, ““En Japon nos hemos quedado en shock’.”
167 Ayén, “Murakami tras el tsunami.”
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about efficiency. It’s about discipline and purpose. What 1
wanted to say is what I’'ve been saying since 1968: we have to
change the system. I think this is a time when we have to be

. . . . 1
idealistic again.'®

Japan emerges from this discourse as an urban, late-capitalist country
in existential crisis, populated by a generation of Japanese more and
more openly dissatisfied with the way things have been imposed to be.
This generation’s discontent identifies a systemic structure that
impedes the creation and nurturing of healthy social and emotional
dynamics outside the logic of neoliberalism. Murakami’s characters
establish themselves on the margins of such a society to test their

borders and explore the challenges of personal and discrete resistance.

So far, these are the fundamental aspects of Murakami’s oeuvre that
have found agreement across authors, sources, and countries. I move
on now to discuss conflicting aspects and debates that produce
disagreement among reporters. The first and most complex subject is
the way authors try to frame originally Western cultural references into
the national narrative of Japan. The schism appears when determining
the cultural ownership of these elements. This decision reveals a
lasting conflict between defining cultural globalization as actual
Westernization and trying to restrict cultural affinities to national
particularism. There are two streams of interpretation over this matter.
The first insists on the foreignness of Western cultural references in
the context of the Japanese society. Authors like Mitgang or Nimura

believe Murakami borrows these references and uses them to appeal

168 Anderson, “The Fierce Imagination of Haruki Murakami.”
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to U.S. audiences through the familiar and Japanese audiences through
the exotic. They usually refer to Murakami’s role as translator of U.S.
novelists (mostly Raymond Carver and Raymond Chandler) as one of
the main reasons for the inclusion of such references, suggesting they

would be otherwise alien to Japan:

Americanisms dance across the pages of the novel, practically
turning Japan into an anchored aircraft carrier for American

products and culture.'”

His stories [...] may exert an initial outlandish charm, but his

props [...] are as Western as last week’s New Yorker tossed on

the coffee table.'™

A strikingly Westernized Japan, one where people listen to Bill
Evans, read Thomas Mann, drink too much coffee and sound

like refugees from a Raymond Carver story.'”

Murakami, however, disputes this belief by defending that the
Japanese have actually appropriated and seized originally Western
cultural references in a way that considers them integral parts of the
everyday experience in Japan. According to this writer, contemporary
popular culture is not ascribed to a particular nation but rather
corresponds to modern common practices in any developed urban

society:

169 Mitgang, “Looking for America or is it Japan?”
170 “Pronouncements, Critiques, Catcalls and Plaudits,”
171 Nimura, “Rubber Souls.”
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To me, popular culture is the biggest natural reserve of
resources for writers that want to establish a direct relationship
with their readers. It’s impossible to escape from it, we
practically breathe it. We all eat hamburgers in McDonald’s,
watch television or listen to Michael Jackson. This is
something so common we do not stop to realize that it is
culture. That is why if someone wants to write about life in the

city, not including these elements would feel fake.'”

Murakami actively disdains the national naturalization of cultural
references. When he was asked in a recent interview by the New York
Times whether he believed The Great Gatsby could be interpreted as a
tale about the limits of the so-called ‘American dream,” he replied

defending that Scott Fitzgerald’s is

a book about a dream — and how people behave when the
dream is broken. This is a very important theme for me. I
don’t think of it as necessarily the American dream, but rather

: 173
a young man’s dream, a dream in general.

The second group of authors defies foreignness and is closer to
Murakami’s interpretation of the role of popular culture in Japan.
Instead of naturalization, they defend a model of assimilation
articulated in the shape of the hybrid country. Cultural references still
wear a label of origin as “Western” or “Japanese,” but their presence is

thought as the result of a combination between different sources

172 Libedinsky, “Una buena historia estd en un libro o en la televisién.”
173 Lyall, “Haruki Murakami Says He Doesn’t Dream. He Writes.”
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entwined while distinguishable from each other. Aparicio Maydeu calls
it “the happy marriage between Eastern sensibility and Western

consumerism,”'7* (X1

while Christian Caryl asserts that “no other
non-Western culture has endured and embraced Western-style
modernization for as long and as deeply as Japan.”'” These authors
contribute with these readings to the prevalence of Japan as a country
used to remodel and re-signify foreign ideas in order to legitimize their
appropriation. This phenomenon seems to be at stake when Rodrigo
Fresan says for instance that Murakami reveals “the contagious

influence of pop culture as another form of Zen.”'"® *

There is consensus on indicating the absence of traditional Japanese
features in Murakami’s display of his country regardless of whether or
not journalists consider originally Western elements as belonging to
contemporary Japan. Murakami’s explicit framing of his literary
settings and characters as Japanese is treated with disdain and
skepticism. The network of references that constitute the cultural
environment is declared to be not conventionally Japanese because it
fails to meet the expectations Western readers have over what has

been Japanese:

In these books, there are no shoguns, no tea ceremonies, no
hara-kiri. The stories and novel excerpts here deal with the

daily stuff of today’s Japan.'”

174 Aparicio Maydeu, “La marca Murakami.”

175 Caryl, “Gods of the Mall.”

176 Fresan, “El jardin de los sucesos extraordinatios.”
177 Reid, “Japan’s Brat Pack.”
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Haruki Murakami is a Japanese writer. Of his generation [...]
he is the most famous, and perhaps the most important,
Japanese writer. Yet there is something curious about his work:
the almost complete absence of references to Japanese culture.
Murakami’s characters eat steaks, pizzas, or pasta. They listen

to Ella Fitzgerald or Rossini.'™

An idle hero — or directly, an unemployed individual — who is
a music aficionado and likes to cook all kinds of food. An
unexpected character, far from the expectation of what

traditional and stereotypical Japanese culture is.'”” )

This interpretation over the usage of cultural references echoes two of
the most prevalent tropes employed when describing Japan, also
present when discussing Murakami: the tension between old and new
and the mix of East and West. Cultural references present in
Murakami are both ‘new’ (icons of popular culture and consumerist
behavior) and ‘West’ (independently of whether they have been
integrated or not). The failure to meet expectations is not translated
into a rejection of the new setting and definitions as not Japanese. In
the end, Murakami’s Japan may not be traditional, but it is approached
and understood using very similar conventional temporal and spatial

tropes.

This debate feeds the discussion of the next two major conflicts: the

perception of Murakami as culturally Japanese, and whether Japan is a

178 Buruma, “Becoming Japanese.”
179 Llopart, “El hombre que escucha en la barra de bar.”
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unique country or part of the global village. Murakami’s nationality is
never openly contested, and he constantly reaffirms in interviews his
identity as Japanese: “I don’t want to write about foreigners in foreign
countries. I want to write about us. I want to write about Japan, about
our life here.”™ These texts reflect however a hesitation when it
comes the time to define the level of affinity and ‘Japaneseness’ of
Murakami. For instance, some authors ambiguously either separate or
frame him within the literary canon when compared to former

generations of Japanese writers:

Though his works abound with references to contemporary
American culture [...] his narratives are dreamlike, closer to
the viscid surrealism of Kobo Abe than to the superheated but

generally solid realism of Mishima and Tanizaki."*'

I always miss in his literature not finding traces of Kawabata,
Tanizaki or Nagai, artists canonized in the Japanese literary
tradition who incorporated elements of the Western avant-
garde but preserved the lightness and the use of ellipsis, while

Murakami [...] feels impelled to tell in detail the whole story.'*
(xcv)

In some cases, the integration into the cultural cloud of signifieds that
is ‘Japan’ is achieved through extra-textual means. Antonio Lozano’s
“Murakami y las tristes adolescentes” was published along with a

photograph that shows a street-shop in Japan where female

180 Parks, “The Charms of Loneliness.”
181 Updike, “Subconscious Tunnels.”
182 Saladrigas, “El japonés global.”
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mannequins attired in yukata dresses wear bandanas with the Japanese
flag around their heads. This placement becomes a visual reminder of
the spatial and cultural arrangement that establishes the belonging of
the referenced text in the line of Billig’s consideration of flag
placement as banal nationalism. ' In Gerard Bagué’s “Depresion
japonesa,” published the same year, the author describes an
embarrassing chat he had with a Japanese friend after reading Tokio
Blues and getting “Japanese depression.” He uses this vague term to
link Murakami to a scatter collection of items, stereotypes, and
common places that are sometimes associated to Japan and Japanese
culture like suicide, hikikomori, the idea that Japanese prefer technique
over art, and even a discomforting comparison between the different
ethnic traits that one can use to tell apart Chinese from Japanese.'™
This tendency to make puns and allusions to subjects and traits
associated with Japan sometimes borders the insensitive and
practically tasteless. The frequent wordplays with nuclear power and
radiation are particularly objectionable, from Fresan’s depiction of

» 185 (XCVI)

Murakami’s popularity “with almost radioactive effects,
Steve Erickson’s “Murakami is the first major Japanese author born in
the radioactive white light of the modern age.”'™ Sergio Vila-Sanjuan
reported on the Spanish editorial decision of changing the original’s
Norwegian Wood title (a reference to a song by The Beatles) to Tokio

Blues. The reason that justifies this decision according to the text is

3 55 187

that the readers “would not find attractive or easily identifiable

183 Lozano, “Murakami y las tristes adolescentes.

184 Bagué, “Depresion japonesa.”

185 Fresan, “El guardian entre los arboles como fenémeno.”
186 Erickson, “Murakami’s ‘Wind/Pinball’.””

187 Vila-Sanjuan, “Murakami, dos cubiertas y un despegue.”
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XD the first name. The publishing firm had to fuse both titles after

Murakami complained about the alteration.

In some other cases, the task of questioning his ‘Japaneseness’ is
attributed to and to an extent legitimized by external sources, mainly
from within the Japanese literary establishment. Some authors take for
granted reported doubts and assume that there are actually grounds to
hold suspicions, regardless of how undescribed they might be instead
of trying to define what is ‘being Japanese’ and then justify their
hesitation to consider Murakami enclosed in that definition. In a 2005
interview by Xavier Ayén, published in LL.a Vanguardia under the name
“Cancion triste de Tokio” (“Tokyo’s Sad Song”) after the publication

of Tokio Blues, the first question already addresses this matter:

Q: Your books, packed with Western references, are often
considered not very Japanese. Why is that?

A: Honestly, I do not know what it means to be actually
Japanese. Maybe because I have been all my life and in every
moment whether I like it or not a Japanese person, I cannot
tell what it is exactly. In other words, I am too Japanese to
assess from outside how Japanese I am properly. But if you
expect of me that kind of story where people eat sushi and
tofu every day and go to see kabuki while wearing a kimono,
bowing and kowtowing to everyone they meet, please go read
the old classics like Kawabata or Tanizaki [...] As a matter of
fact, I believe the majority of contemporary Japanese are not

interested in that kind of stories anymore.

[.]
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Q: But do you inscribe yourself within the Japanese tradition?
A: That is a subject that doesn’t concern me. I also think many
of my readers do not care about that. [...] I am a Japanese

writer. Authentic or not, that I cannot tell.'®® XV

Murakami’s ‘Japaneseness’ is constantly contested precisely by the
virtual impossibility of properly define such label without falling into
the questionable and at this point hardly tenable sense of cultural
particularism. If Japaneseness’ has proven to be a term that cannot be
centered exclusively on traits that are considered native of Japan —
regardless of whether this perception is accurate to a more critical
study of their nature and origin — what is it exactly? Again, authors
seem to have troubles defending a stable and consistent idea of Japan
that would be compatible with their place in a globalized world where
the transfer of cultural influences has been established as a multi-
directional process of exchange. In those instances in which they
stress the influence of U.S. literature on Murakami’s style, suggesting
that he is a pupil of Western education, they infer that cultural
endogamy and autarchy are the only true ways to identify the Japanese
artist. At the very least, they advocate that there are limits to foreign
influence that a particular national identity can endure before getting
engulfed by it. Where these limits lie and how to measure the
purposed purity in both means and content is an uncomfortable step
that authors avoid to make, most probably because it is impossible to
complete. Japan’s particularism and uniqueness seems indefensible,

and perhaps more importantly, it appears time and again practically

188 Ayén, “Cancion triste de Tokio.”
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undefinable. That does not stop many authors however in claiming

and insisting on its existence.

This is not a unanimous position. A good amount of authors believe
that Murakami’s use of ambiguous cultural landscapes is precisely
what makes it so close to a contemporary rendition of Japan. Some of
them make the effort of highlighting that props and scenario are just a
carcass, a theatrical setting that is just contingent to the historical
moment in which the work is set. These authors defend the idea that
one should look for underlying themes and marks of style to find a
presumably Japanese sensibility. Murakami’s approach allegedly
refuses to mimic traditional conventions. He is regarded as a

modernizer of canonic subjects and aesthetic concerns:

Mr. Murakami’s narrative style is as spare and unadorned as a
traditional Japanese room, so seemingly empty that it needs to

be furnished with the mind.'®

Kami pervades Murakami’s world, in which, therefore, any
Western readers will feel a bit queasily at sea, however many
fragments of globalized Western culture — Goethe, Beethoven,
Eichmann, Hegel, Coltrane, Schubert, Napoleon — bob from

paragraph to paragraph.'”

Amada’s decision to represent a scene from a pillar of the

Western canon in a classical Japanese style seems not

189 Bernstein, “An Obsessive Attraction that Cripples Two Lives.”
190 Updike, “Subconscious Tunnels.”
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unconnected with Murakami’s own commitments as a reader
and translator of Carver, Fitzgerald and other American

writers. !

There is an even larger group of critics that interpret his culturally
ambiguous landscape as a way to represent a global sensibility.
According to this reading, Murakami shows how Japan has overcome
cultural isolation and exoticism to become an example of the triumph
of transnationalism and globalization. Murakami, now raised to the
status of “cultural ambassador” of Japan under the category of “the
universal Japanese” or “the global Japanese” that Fresan ' and

172 (X9 both like to use, is credited for his ability to convey

Saladrigas
freshly identified contemporary universal emotions. Andrés Ibafiez
describes him as “one of the greatest interpreters of contemporary
human condition and also one of the best poets of our time.”'”*
The equation is simple: if Murakami can both represent the Japanese
and depict Japan while being a success around the world it is not
because Japan has become ‘Westernized” or because the world has
somewhat become ‘Japanese,’ but rather because we are all located in a
space in between, a point of ‘international identity.” The late-capitalist,
urban, reactive-to-an-oppressive-system profile used before to define
Japan emerges here too as a common denominator across readers and

sympathizers. Cultural ambiguity and representativeness become in

this process perfectly compatible. That is why one can read Spanish

91 Kunzru, “In Haruki Murakami’s New Novel, a Paintet’s Inspiration Is
Supernatural.”

192 Fresan, “El jardin de los sucesos extraordinatios.”

193 Saladrigas, “El japonés global.”

194 Ibafiez, “¢Lo mejor de Murakami?”
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ex-prime minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero’s words and consider
them in line with the intertextual discourse that has been so far

unveiled:

Murakami invites us to look at what’s alien with tact and
subtlety, with images and references that come from a culture
that is very rooted and different from our own like the
Japanese, but in which we can all see ourselves reflected and

. . . . ‘195
with heroes with whom we can sympathize and recognize.

(€h

Throughout this section, I have used texts from both the United
States and Spain at the same time to build my analysis. This is because
the national narratives of Japan present intertextually in the two
countries share the same essential traits. Putting them together
reinforces the idea that there is a common ground from where to
assume a national narrative in the West, and this idea prevails above
each country’s particularities. Differences between the two cases do
not affect the core tropes of the narrative but are related instead to the
circumstances of its chronological development, already unveiled and
dissected at the beginning of this analysis. Before moving on to the
study of the next set of texts, I find useful to sum up the essential
points and themes extracted from the reading of newspaper articles, as
they can help us draw a draft of the core of this national narrative.
Japan is presented as a site of modernity, cultural syncretism, and a
model for international convergence. Western readet’s expectations

towards cultural particularities are shattered by the replacement of

195 Front Cover, La Vanguardia, 23 April 2010.
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traditionally attributed Japanese symbols for modern cosmopolitan
habits. Japan is seen in this light as culturally closer to the West, and
these parallelisms as a result of globalization. Japan is also introduced
as suffering from an undefined crisis that involves the conflict

between the individual and the system.

I move on to briefly discuss the second part of the mass-audience-
targeted subcorpus, books intended for a non-specialized readership.
Same as with newspaper articles, these critical texts do not presume
that the reader is a connoisseur of Japan. They deal with the topic of
Murakami’s literature and Japan from a didactic and easy to grasp style
and approach even when the author is a scholar on Japan. Based on
the aforementioned qualitative criteria of discussing Murakami Haruki
and being in an already established circuit of transmission, I have
selected three as most predominant pieces to discuss. Two books were
published in the United States: Haruki Murakami’s The Wind-up Bird
Chronicle: A Reader’s Guide by Matthew Strecher (2002 by Bloomsbury)
and Haruki Murakami and the Music of Words by Jay Rubin (2005 by
Vintage). As for Spanish texts, I have chosen Carlos Rubio’s E/ Japin
de Murakami: las seiias de identidad del autor de Tokio Blues (Murakami’s
Japan: Norwegian Wood's Identity Hallmarks), published in 2012 by
Aguilar. This commentary is used to complement the previously laid
down account of tropes extracted from newspaper texts in order to
see if the discourse changes when it circulates in a different medium

with the same audience target.

A Reader’s Guide is part of a series aimed to help a general public

understand popular contemporary works of fiction with an accessible
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but in-depth approach. Matthew Strecher is a professor of Japanese
studies at Sophia University. He has published other works on
Murakami which are intended for an academic readership and which
are analyzed later in this same section. A Reader’s Guide is a slim
volume that combines an introduction to the author with a literary
analysis of The Wind-up Bird Chronicle. 1t also features a chapter in
which Strecher reflects on Murakami’s national and international
success, providing an interpretation of his popularity and framing him

within both the Japanese and the international literary scene.

Strecher introduces Murakami using the same tropes also present
intertextually in newspaper articles. He is portrayed as a leader of a
generation subversive to the Japanese literary canon, with a style
influenced by U.S. writers due to his role as a translator, and the status
of insider to the character of the contemporary Japanese and his quest
for identity in a globalized world led by consumerism. Murakami is
pictured as a breaker of cultural barriers, an antagonist to the vision of
Japan as a unique nation. His literature “offers Western readers a view
of Japan that demystifies its exotic nature.”'” Strecher argues that
despite the accusations of him being “Americanized,” Murakami is
actually faithful to the role of social commentator that has

characterized modern Japanese fiction:

This is Japanese literature; it is literature that takes into account
the radical changes in Japan’s surface, popular culture, and
permits discerning readers a glimpse of how such influences

have meshed with more traditional ones |[...] the reason

196 Thid., 82.
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Murakami has done so well in and out of Japan is the fact that
he has brought Japan up to date, offering an alternative picture
of Japanese culture that shows how one can affect foreign

cultural icons and still be ‘Japanese’.'”’

Strecher believes Murakami is interested in talking about Japan, and
therefore his observations can be taken as descriptive of this country.
Particularly, Strecher focuses on the quest for identity and the tension
between the individual and the State. The Japanese state is seen as an
oppressive machine that wolfs down the voice of the individual.
Murakami’s characters fight back on different occasions with unclear

resolutions.

As Rubin advises in the foreword, The Music of Words is a work by a
Murakami fan for Murakami fans. Rubin, who has translated several of
Murakami’s novels and taught Japanese literature at Harvard
University until retirement in 2008, wrote a direct and accessible book
for every audience. Rubin explores Murakami’s style and themes from
a chronological perspective, and thus The Music of Words reads as a
partial biography. Murakami is introduced again in Rubin’s work using
the same ideas cited above. Rubin mentions the eatrly criticism
Murakami received from old-school scholars such as Miyoshi Masao,
who questioned his commitment to Japan and his literary value.'”
Rubin, however, believes like Strecher that Murakami’s involvement
with Japanese society is archetypical of the Japanese literary tradition,

albeit maybe not intentionally. Rubin compares him in this aspect to

197 Thid., 83.
198 Rubin, Haruki Murakami and the Music of Words, 7.
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Kawabata, and states that these two writers create works that “are the
product of their author’s struggles to arrest the flow of time as it
sweeps life relentlessly into the past, and both offer detachment as a
way of coping.”'” Murakami is a chronicler of his time, and Rubin
attributes his success especially in East Asia to his commitment of
portraying the struggle between individuals and the system, suggested

fiercer in countries with a Confucian background:

His books sell especially well in other East Asian countries,
where his cool, detached, often comical narrator seems to offer
an alternative to life in the grim Confucian envelope of State

200

and family.

Rubin’s depiction of Japan through Murakami’s lens is again that of a
country marked by tensions. On top of the conflict between individual
and system and the quest for identity also mentioned by Strecher,
Rubin adds the image of Japan as a late-capitalist country carrying over
a difficult historical relationship with the rest of Asia. Rubin addresses
too the issue of how Japan integrates cultural references sourced as
originally Western. According to Rubin, the country has been
permeated by foreign references for decades already, so it should not
be surprising if Murakami reflects this reality with ease in his fiction:
“Murakami has been called the first writer completely at home with
the elements of American popular culture that permeate present-day
Japan.”*" These originally alien references have been integrated as part

of the everyday life of urban Japanese. This circumstance, however,

199 Ibid., 55
200 Tbid., 5.
201 Ibid., 17.
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clashes with conventional expectations on what Japan is supposed to
be. Rubin disguises his judgment on the matter, opting for disclosing
the conflict without actively picking a side. In his view, foreign readers
“either bemoaned the absence of cherry blossoms and geisha, or
found his work a welcome relief from obsessive Japaneseness.”*” By
choosing to describe this circumstance as an ongoing struggle,
however, Rubin legitimizes the position of Japan’s particularism as a

valid option in the definition of the national profile.

When comparing these two works, Strecher’s stands out for its more
openly political reading of Murakami’s literature. This difference is
revealed especially in his ongoing interpretation of Murakami as a
socially committed author that discusses conflicts of the contemporary
condition in late-capitalist societies, primarily in Japan but also
applicable to the rest of the industrialized world. Rubin, on the other
hand, stresses the international emotional appeal of Murakami’s
literature. He shies away from investing much effort on the particular
context of Japan and focuses instead on defending this idea of
Murakami’s universal emotional treatment as the reason for his global

SUCCCSS.

In the case of Spain, where the market for such type of texts is
narrower, there is a work that particularly stands up for its relevance to
the present study: Murakami’s Japan, by Carlos Rubio. Rubio lived and
worked in Japan between 1985 and 1990. He is nowadays a professor
of Japanese and Japanese literature at the Complutense University of

Madrid. A favorite go-to authority on Japanese literature for local

202 Ibid., 232-233.
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journalists and uninspired editors in need of a prologue in Spain, he
published in 2007 the first book in Spanish about the history of
Japanese literature, Claves y Textos de la Literatura Japonesa (Keys and Texts
of Japanese Literature), which combines academic rigor with a style that
is intended to be entertaining and suitable for every audience.
Murakami’s Japan is written in an informal and almost casual style, in
which Rubio combines academic criteria with personal insights in a
fashion that makes it difficult to distinguish between the two. Rubio
states the thesis of his book unambiguously in the introduction: he
wants to prove that “Murakami is more Japanese than sushi and green
tea combined.”” /Y Despite this author-centered ambition that could
suggest a literary study, the book reads most of the time as a travel
guide or a culture manual. He uses quotes from Murakami’s works as
an excuse to talk about a cultural potpourri that includes the role of
Japan in World War II, the proper use of chopsticks, different ways of
kowtowing, and the meaning of Zen. This handling of the ‘Murakami
brand’ is sometimes unnatural, stretched, and even ludicrous, as the
title of chapter 8.6, “Noodles: another national hallmark in

Mufﬁkami 95204 (CIII)

Despite its shortcomings, Murakami’s Japan is an appropriate text in
the context of my research project. It explores the relationship
between literature and Japan, creating an explicit link between the two
for the Spanish reader. This book is more about Japan than it is about
Murakami, but it is a Japan that, according to Rubio, appears in the

writer’s work. The text is, therefore, a casual treatise on contemporary

203 Thid., 14.
204 Thid., 537.
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Japan made by an expert on the country, exploiting the fame of a
popular author, and projected towards a wider audience, the Spaniard

who wants to learn more about the Japanese.

Rubio’s introduction to Murakami addresses the same ideas put
forward in the works by Strecher, Rubin, and also present
intertextually in newspaper articles both from the U.S. and Spain.
Murakami is introduced as an internationally acclaimed author, leader
of a generation of writers, polemic by his mixing of ‘Western’ and
‘Hastern’ references. Japan is presented as suffering from a crisis that
stems from the conflicts between individuals and the system and
between individuals and the idea of a group. He also refers to the
tension produced by Japan’s violent recent history with the rest of
Asia and the Japanese society’s contemporary challenge of reshaping
its collective identity within the late-capitalist paradigm.”” Rubio uses
uncritically key concepts in Japanese anthropology like the binary
honne-tatemae (private behavior and public behavior), zate-shakai (Japan
functioning as a vertical society), or the distinction between Ura no
Nihon and Omote no Nihon (roughly ‘rural Japan’ and ‘urban Japan’) that
have however been associated with Nzhonjinron discourses on Japan’s
so-called national essentialism. He also points out the recent
fragmentation and consequent adaptation of some social schemes to
modern times: the rupture of the ideal family model, the debacle of
the Japanese economic miracle, and the emergence of job insecurities

and unstable life plans.

205 Thid., 86.
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Rubio addresses the troubled national framing of cultural references at
different points in his book. He describes the Japanese as essentially
eclectic with a way of appropriating the foreign that is “taking the
mold or the name, but not the substance.”*” “"Y) For Rubio, Japanese
particular sensibilities play a vital aspect in defining contemporary
Japan, but these have been adapted from tradition to fit in modern
times. Rubio’s argumentation comes down to the idea that even
though Japan is harboring changes and transformations in its social
structure and cultural influence, the weight and pull of tradition is
impossible to ignore and still pervades and marks the country. Rubio
believes Western references are an integral part of everyday Japan, but
he is skeptical to whether they will survive the test of time and will

become formally integrated as essentially Japanese.

With all the selected texts from this section already examined, it is time
to take some preliminary conclusions. The national narratives of Japan
present in books on Murakami published in both sides of the Atlantic
share the same core ideas. First, Japan is seen as a country in crisis
(economic, social, and even moral crisis). Second, Japan appears as a
site of cultural confluence and symbiosis between East and West.
Finally, Japan is portrayed as a late-capitalist society model. Younger
generations of Japanese hesitantly desire to fight back the pressure of a
system which silences their voices and asks them to give up autonomy
in exchange for the safety of a life paced by consumerism and blind
acceptance of the status quo. Given that these and similar issues affect
several other developed countries, Japan is brought closer to the rest

of the world by stressing on the universal appeal of Murakami’s

206 Thid., 114.
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literature as a bridge between previously perceived as distanced

cultures like the West and Japan.

3.3.2 Academia-Targeted Texts

In this section, I analyze texts written for an academic readership
published in English or Spanish in which Murakami Haruki is
discussed at length. For this section, I focus on monographic books, a
criterion that allows me to produce a deeper and more detailed
breakdown of each text within the limited formal extension of this

thesis.

Despite having been available in bookshelves around the English-
speaking world for over twenty-five years, scholars had approached
Murakami during the 1990s only for the odd book review or tentative
article. He began to attract serious attention from academia at the turn
of the millennium, an interest that has been increasing exponentially
for the past fifteen years. The first monograph about Murakami came
in 2002, Dances with Sheep: The Quest for Identity in the Fiction of Murakami
Harnki by Matthew Strecher. He mentions in the prologue of his work
this scarcity of academic texts dealing with Murakami’s oeuvre in the
West. This shortage appears throughout his judgment in stark contrast
with the notable amount of scholarly work produced in Japan about
him since the 1980s, which even led to the creation of its own sub-
tield, Murakami-ron (‘Murakami theory’). The authors that followed
Strecher in their study of Murakami’s literature have drawn in their

pieces a small cosmology of citations, quotes, and in some cases even
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brief reviews of each other’s texts that are covering the original gap.
This manifest degree of referentiality proves how the authors of the
texts here discussed have read and have used each othet’s work to
support and counterbalance their arguments, strengthening the case
for an intertextual study as the one here conducted. Strecher revisits in
the introduction of The Forbidden Worlds of Haruki the state of the field
of ‘Murakami studies’ in the West twelve years after the publication of
his first work. Strecher points out at the considerable growth in the
quantity of Western academic texts discussing Murakami Haruki
experienced in the first decades of the century, sketching a more

optimist and complete picture than just a decade ago.

I aspire in this part to analyze each text separately to then weave
together the intertextual national narrative of Japan. For that purpose,
I produce a chronological examination of monographs published in
English and Spanish that have Murakami Haruki as a central point of
discussion. As an exception to this rule and for reasons explained
below, I include two texts that are not monographies. The first one is
a chapter devoted to Murakami Haruki in Postmodern, Feminist and
Posteolonial Currents in Contemporary Japanese Culture, written by Murakami
Fuminobu. The second critical text is the collection of short essays .4

Wild Harnki Chase, edited by the Japan Foundation.

Dances with Sheep — The Quest for Identity in the Fiction of Murakami Harnki
was the first academic monograph on Murakami Haruki made
available in English. Matthew Strecher examines the work published

by this novelist up until that moment, focusing particularly on his first

trilogy (Hear the Wind Sing, Pinball 1974, and Dance Dance Dance). He
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interprets that Murakami engages with themes on social commitment
through an approach that differs from the techniques traditionally
employed by other Japanese writers. Strecher is interested in showing
how Japan suffers from an identity crisis brought in his view by the
failure of the Japanese state in providing a common and integrative
social project during and after the postwar period. He describes the
resistance of a generation against a system that attempts to control
private life through the fabrication of discourses on social
homogeneity. Strecher attributes a portrayed disenchantment with
materialism to Jamesonian late-capitalist consumerism as both means

and end of the present-day way of life.

According to Strecher, Murakami’s works offer a critique of
contemporary Japanese culture and society through three axes. First,
he claims Murakami praises the virtues of individuality against a model
of society that promotes acritical groupism. Strecher also finds in
Murakami’s literature a systematic condemnation of ideas on national
homogeneity, especially those sponsored by state and ideological
institutions. Lastly, he claims that Murakami’s suggested alternative
comprises a call for emotional empathy as a way to mutually reconnect
individuals who have been socially detached from each other because
of late-capitalist conditions. Murakami channels this proposal in his
work by putting into question any attempt to monopolize reality as
unique and absolute through the creation of multiple coexisting
realities and the incorporation of magic and paranormal elements to

previously assumed realistic diegetic settings.
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In Dances with Sheep, Strecher does a heavily politicized reading of
Murakami’s works, even though within the limits of literary criticism.
Strecher associates Murakami’s model of social commitment with
postmodern criticism. Strecher’s definition of the postmodern reveals
how he interprets Murakami’s style, the function of his fiction, and his

critical assessment of contemporary Japanese society:

A preference for multiplicity and plurality over singularity; a
strong sense of suspicion toward ‘reality’ as a concept,
particularly in its representation through language; the blurring
of cultural borders with the advent of faster, cheaper, and
more reliable communication and a new phase in capitalist
production that brought new and sophisticated modes of

fetish consumerism to the postindustrial rnarketplace.207

Strecher introduces Murakami addressing his position in relation to
the international and the Japanese cultural scene. He tackles through
this exercise some of the most controversial themes associated with
his figure and fiction. Murakami is presented by Strecher as highly
popular in and outside Japan, particularly among young readers. He is
depicted as an author who breaks the distinction between pure
literature and popular fiction, becoming the spokesman of a
generation that spearheads a paradigmatic change in Japanese literature.
Strecher also deals with two key tropes: the national ascription of
originally Western cultural references, and Murakami’s unconventional

relationship with mainstream Japan. On the first subject, Strecher says:

207 Thid., 4.
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His works are usually set in Japan but could almost as easily
take place abroad. Part of the reason for this lies in his
fondness for images of popular culture familiar to the Western
world [...] but does this make Murakami ‘un-Japanese? Is it
really fair to say that these images, though they originate in
Euro-American culture (primarily American) have not become
Japanese in the sense of being internalized by the Japanese by

now?>"

Strecher calls for the acceptance of Japanese culture away from
assuming it as an estranged ‘Other.” He proposes the embracement of
a new, global understanding of culture that hails Murakami precisely
because of the absence of exoticism in his literature. Strecher contends
against those critics who have condemned Murakami for his lack of

<

commitment to Japanese society. He sustains that Murakami’s “un-

political political literature” is a more appropriate way to produce

. e . . . . . . 209
social criticism in keeping with his times. *”

Strecher suggests that
while the means might be different, the content of his criticism is
consistent with the denunciation of more conventional Japanese

intellectuals:

Murakami warns us, as Oe seemed to do, that without efforts
to help people find alternatives to the mainstream definition of
the contemporary Japanese, more such incidents are inevitable.
This is the political angle in Murakami’s work, and it is

becoming increasingly obvious that this approach is not only

208 Tbid., 1.
209 Tbid.
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socially and politically relevant to contemporary Japan, but also

applicable to most industrialized societies in the world. "

Japan is understood in Strecher’s analysis as the battleground of a
constant struggle between the individual and the system. According to
Strecher’s interpretation, individuals back in Japan “against the
temptation to participate in, or collaborate with, this social ideology of

s 211

state control, materialist, and pleasure-seeking. This tension

between the individual and the system is both cause and symptom of a

95212

state in dire straits, “the crisis of late-capitalist identity”’”~ that makes

contemporary Japan “purposeless.” >
y

According to Strechet’s
interpretation of Murakami’s literature, the nation is in this light a
failed project, a functional society that aspired to peaceful cohabitation
through conspicuous consumption but is revealing at the turn of the
century its cracks and holes. The reluctance or refusal to meet social
expectations by younger generations and the fiasco of white-washing
Japan’s recent past in Asia are two red flags exposing the need for

ideological reform. It is unclear, however, whether or not Japan will

address these issues in time.

I include the chapter on Murakami Haruki published by Murakami
Fuminobu® in his work Postmodern, Feminist and Postcolonial Curvents in
Contemporary Japanese Culture for the exceptional relevance of his

analysis on the relationship between Murakami’s literature and Japan.

210 Thid., 17.

211 Thid., 61.

212 Thid., 12-13.

213 Tbid., 205.

214 In order to avoid confusion, in this section I refer to Murakami Haruki and
Murakami Fuminobu by their given names (Haruki and Fuminobu).
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This piece also appears frequently quoted by other authors like
Rebecca Suter or Michael Seats in their monographs here discussed,
revealing Fuminobu’s influence in the creation of an intertextual

narrative.

Fuminobu taught at the University of Hong Kong from 1988 until he
passed away in 2011. His research focused on classical and modern
Japanese literature and culture, with a particular interest in linguistic
analysis and postmodern theory. His book is an attempt to frame
Japan in the Western theoretic framework of postmodernism.
Fuminobu focuses on the critique of modernity and the collapse of
contemporary societies constructed around the supremacy of
rationality, a statement already denounced by Nietzsche, Weber, and
Adorno. According to Fuminobu, Haruki’s first works display this
tension between the decaying model of the modern society and the
emergence of the postmodern society. He describes the modern

Japanese nation as follows:

Its cult of the intellectual, its pursuit of knowledge and
rationality; development of political and economic power; its
suppression of the ‘Other; its deep love and identification with
ideological constructions of Japanese tradition, and its future

unity.?'®

For Fuminobu, Haruki’s postmodern society is the result of a

historical process of disaffection towards the modern, late-capitalist,

215 Fuminobu Murakami. Postmodern, Feminist and Postcolonial Currents in Contemporary
Japanese Literature, 23.
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industrial society based on rationalism described above. Fuminobu
argues that Haruki’s literature illustrates the transition happening in
contemporary Japan from a questionable model of society based on
rational progress towards a more empathic, open, and less centralized

paradigm, defined as postmodern:

Murakami Haruki eatly works in general allow the reader a
glimpse of a postmodern world: a comfortable and cozy, yet
mindless and anti-evolutionary world [...] we can see the two
polarized forces of individualization and totalisation, of

identification and differentiation, underlying these features.”'

Fuminobu’s literary analysis refers to political commentaries on the
condition of contemporary Japanese culture and society. His
exploration of the tension between modernism and postmodernism
resembles the conflict between individuals and the system pointed out
by other scholars. Fuminobu puts into question the viability of Japan
as an economic being. He shares Haruki’s condemnation of Japan as a
country fueled by the ambition of perpetual macroeconomic progress.
Haruki’s empathic turn (also known as his shift towards social
commitment) is associated to the desire of generations from the 1980s
onwards to get rid of the transparent latches imposed by state and

family institutions.

When compared to the rest of the major critical texts discussing
Haruki’s literature, Fuminobu avoids discussing the presence of

originally Western cultural references and the process of integrating

216 Thid., 57.
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them in a definition of the Japanese nation. Despite this difference,
Fuminobu’s text reproduces the idea of Japan as a state in crisis. He
attributes this condition to the collapse of model of institutional

control and the inevitable contradictions of late capitalism.

Michael Seats seeks to explore in Murakami Harnki — The Simulacrum in
Contemporary Japanese Culture “how [Murakami’s| first and later trilogies
utilize the structure of the simulacrum, a second-order representation,
to develop a complex critique of contemporary Japanese culture.”*'’
Seats endorses Strecher’s argument of Murakami as an un-political
social commentator, and provides with and argues for the existence of
a unified method through which Murakami produces his social
commentary: the use of Jean Baudrillard’s concept of simulacrum.
Unlike Strecher, however, Seats believes Murakami’s quest is not the
creation of a renewed contemporary Japanese identity, but to criticize
modernity as a process that remains incomplete in Japan. He argues
that Murakami accomplishes so by appealing in his literature to the
discursive effect of the simulacrum: a second-order representation in
which the signifier is absent, repressed, and incomplete. He develops
this ideas in his work by looking at Murakami’s use of pastiche, irony,

parody, and the entangled combination of fiction and historiography.

Seats describes Murakami as the most important writer of his
generation and an author that is reshaping the Japanese literary and
cultural world. Murakami’s popularity is attributed to his ability to
grasp the zeitgeist of the turn of the century, predominantly from

Japan but also from the rest of the post-industrial, late-capitalist world.

217 Seats. Murakami Haruki — The Simulacrum in Contemporary Japanese Culture, Xi.
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Seats cites as reasons for Murakami’s success his command in
depicting a sense of “emptiness and loss amidst the materialistic

» 218 and “the

hyper-consumer culture of the reader’s daily lives

universality of human experiences and uneasiness (f#az) and hope

(kibo) dealt in his books.”"”

Japan emerges in this text with a set of already common associations,
most of them related to the idea of the late-capitalist country in crisis
that suits Seat’s argument of social criticism. Japan is described already
in the introduction as “the most informationalized and mediatized of

»220 21 idea that is reinforced further into the

post-industrial societies,
book by depicting the country as “the affirmation of late-capitalist
orthodoxies of consumption” and “the complete ascendancy of
systems of social control based on technology, information and

irredeemably corrupt political practices.”*

Seats also engages briefly with the problem of cultural belonging.
Quoting John Whittier Treat, Seat acknowledges that “it is now
impossible to write or even conceive of ‘Japanese’ popular culture
without involving much of the rest of the world.”*** Seats believes the
success of Murakami in the U.S. is to be credited to the absence of
traditional exoticism in his works. He also attributes his popularity to
the existence of a transnational popular culture which can be easily

recognized by Westerns because the United States is placed according

218 Thid,, 28.
219 Thid,, 26.
220 Thid., xi.
21 Thid,, 117.
222 Thid., 67.
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to Seats as the hegemonic locus of cultural distribution. Seats supports
the idea that popular culture references in Murakami’s literature
become a device to critically comment on the lack of a unified
narrative in  contemporary Japanese society. U.S. cultural
manifestations are, following the spirit of this book, a second-order
representation, simulacra whose referents seem solid and familiar but
they are actually unclear and hardly traceable in the ambiguous space

of international cultural confluence.

Rebecca Sutetr’s book The Japanization of Modernity — Murakami Harnki
Between Japan and the United States stands out as one of the most
valuable critical texts for the purpose of this analysis, as she explores
the triple relationship between Murakami, Japan, and the West,
particularly the United States. Suter’s aim with this work is to analyze
the figure of Murakami as a cultural mediator between Japan and the
United States, studying how Western references in Murakami’s
literature have an impact on contemporary Japan, and how
Murakami’s untraditional style reshapes the perception of Japan in the
United States. In this respect, The Japanization of Modernity shares a
common goal with my thesis, as both works delve into national
readings — with the difference that Suter focuses on Murakami’s own
textual characteristics while I look into intertextual national narratives

based on but situated outside Murakami’s literature.

Suter exploits in her analysis Murakami’s often emphasized position as
a mediator between Western and Japanese tradition, studying how his
literature influences ideas on the cultural T° and ‘Other’, while

avoiding to describe each category as reified or essentially exclusive.
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Instead of using Murakami as a figure of differentiation, Suter
investigates his position as intermediary in the interrelationship
between these two cultural paradigms, examining, as a result, the
shared space of confluence that simultaneously explains Murakami’s
universal empathic appeal and his national and international success.
In relation to previous scholars, Suter makes a clear reference to
Strecher in which she also brings on the ultimate purpose of her
analysis, particularly on the relationship between Murakami and

Japanese society:

I share Strecher’s view that Murakami’s use of the fantastic is
deeply related to his new form of social and political
engagement; however, I see it neither as a critique of the loss
of individuality nor as an assertion of identity, but as a
reflection on the construction of subjectivity in contemporary
Japan, which parallels Murakami’s reflection on the relation

between Japan and Western modernity.*”

Murakami is introduced using the same traits that have become at this
point tropes of his persona: representative of a generation, an agent of
renewal for the Japanese literary scene, and an author cherished inside
and outside Japan but criticized by old-school Japanese intellectuals. In
relation to the United States, Murakami’s success is again attributed to
“his un-Japaneseness, on his role as the symbol of a ‘new Japan,” more
technological than traditional but most of all ‘completely

Westernized.”***

223 Sutet. The Japanization of Modernity, 13.
224 Tbid., 37.
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Suter depicts Japan from different angles throughout her book. She
dedicates a whole chapter to trace and define the project of modernity
in Japan, particularly in its problematized relationship with the
Western claim of regimenting modernization. Suter reminds the reader
that “Japan was the only country in East Asia to successfully resist
colonization and to aspire to a role of equality with the Western
powers, becoming in its turn a dominant imperialist power in Asia.”’*’
Suter stresses the relevance of having ‘the West” as a counterpart in
the construction of the Japanese identity. Japanese modernization,
despite the undeniable technological and ideological borrowings from
the West, preserved its cultural particularities, and this distinction,
according to Strecher, “has always constituted a destabilizing element
with the Western representation of modernity, causing reactions that

range from exoticizing fascination to open hostility.”**

According to Sutter, the Japanese modernization ‘anomaly,” which
allowed the acquisition of a stronger sense of national identity in Japan,
has been reinforced by Western scholarship interested in portraying
Japan as particular and itself as universalistic. Suter mentions Sheila
Johnson’s work in tracking down the binary representation of Japan in
U.S. culture and adds three different interpretative stances the United

States has historically held about Japan:

Through critique and contempt, using Japan as a negative term

of comparison to attest superiority of American culture;

225 Thid., 3.
226 Thid., 20.
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through constant ridicule of difference, in which Americans
affirm their own superiority and also neutralize the other [...]
and lastly by an extensive aestheticization/reification, through
which Japan is constituted as an object of aesthetic

appreciation that is small, graceful, and harmless.””’

This process of identity formatio