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Read Japan Project
Opening Dialogue
Venue: Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA)

Yohei Sasakawa

Shinichi Kitaoka

Chairman of The Nippon Foundation

President of JICA

SASAKAWA: The

Read Japan Project was launched in 2008. Its purpose is to improve
understanding of Japan around the world by providing information on contemporary
Japan. Dr. Kitaoka, the president of JICA, served as a member of the project’s first
selection committee. As of April 2021, the project has donated 100 books on Japan
written in English to 1,066 universities and research institutions in 138 countries.
Since the books have been well received, we are now preparing to select an additional
100 books, for a total of 200. Dr. Kitaoka, what are your views on the importance of
promoting a better understanding of Japan through soft-power assistance like this book
donation project?

KITAOKA: It is always my wish that more people will come to understand how
Japan achieved such rapid modernization. It was a truly historic accomplishment.
I have specialized in modern Japanese politics and diplomacy, and have had many
opportunities to give talks on this subject over the years. Particularly after the end of
the Cold War, academics and government officials in Eastern European countries were
very keen to know the history of Japanese postwar reconstruction. When I served as

8

Ambassador of Japan to the United Nations, UN representatives of other countries
also showed their interest in and admiration for Japan’s modernization and postwar
progress. These discussions were behind the establishment of the JICA Development
Studies Program (JICA-DSP) in 2018. JICA-DSP currently offers study opportunities
for future leaders of partner countries at graduate schools in Japan. In addition to their
respective fields of study, this program offers them the opportunity to deepen their
understanding of Japan’s modernization and development experiences, which differed
from those of Western Europe and the U.S. As an overseas extension of JICA-DSP, we
recently launched the JICA Chair (JICA Program for Japanese Studies). JICA-DSP and
the JICA Chair provide opportunities to study Japan’s modernization experience in the
areas of politics, economics, education, law, administration, and so on. In addition, I
hope that the JICA Chair will also offer special lectures on the Manyoshu and The Tale of
Genji, two literary masterpieces that were published more than 1,000 years ago and are
the pride of Japan. I believe that these efforts will play an important role in promoting
greater understanding of Japan among people overseas.

9
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SASAKAWA: The

Manyoshu, Japan’s oldest surviving poetry anthology, is a collection
of verses written by emperors, nobles, soldiers and peasants, irrespective of social status
and gender. The Tale of Genji is said to be the world’s oldest novel, authored by a ladyin-waiting at the imperial court. In terms of area, Japan is a small archipelago composed
mainly of four islands, yet it has a long, illustrious history and a rich culture. Samuel
Huntington, in his book “The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World
Order,” counts Japan as one of the eight major civilizations of the world. I have visited
many countries, and I have always gotten the impression, firsthand, that people all over
have an interest in Japan. For example, there are many schools that teach the Japanese
language in Madagascar, an island nation in the Indian Ocean. People there generally
seem to have a favorable view of Japan. I met one bureaucrat who had graduated from
the University of Kobe, and I remember being very impressed at his fluent Japanese. Dr.
Kitaoka, what are your thoughts on the donation to other countries of books written in
English about Japan?

Japan has the experience of undergoing national development and
modernization without sacrificing its traditions. If there are counties encountering
difficulties with this process, I believe that it is our responsibility to share our
knowledge and experiences with them. Today many students of development studies
go to the United Kingdom for their graduate study. However, we would like them to
come to Japan to learn from our experiences, as we have overcome many challenges
in the process of developing our own country. On the other hand, the Japanese
language can be a major hurdle for foreigners who wish to study in Japan, so it is also
important to disseminate our experiences in English and other languages to facilitate
their understanding. In that respect, the JICA Chair and the Read Japan Project are
very meaningful programs, and I have great expectations for how they will continue to
unfold.
KITAOKA:

Profiles
Chairman of The Nippon Foundation, World Health
Organization Goodwill Ambassador for Leprosy
Elimination

Yohei Sasakawa

President of the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA), Emeritus Professor of the University of
Tokyo

Shinichi Kitaoka
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He has dedicated his life to realizing an inclusive
society, addressing issues in such diverse areas as
health, education, food security, and maritime safety.
In particular, leprosy and its accompanying stigma
and social discrimination is an issue to which he has
remained committed for more than 40 years.

His career includes serving as President of the
International University of Japan, and as Professor
at the National Graduate Institute for Policy Studies
and the Graduate Schools for Law and Politics, the
University of Tokyo. He also served as Ambassador
Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary of Japan to the
United Nations. He has received many honors and
awards, including the Medal with Purple Ribbon for
his academic achievements in 2011.
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3.11:

Richard J. Samuels

William W. Grimes

(Cornell University Press, 2013)

(Cornell University Press, 2009)

A

History

History

Photography

Photography

Others

Others

fter 1945, Japan recovered to become the richest, most technologically
advanced economy in East Asia. Today the country has the region’s most
established financial markets and the greatest influence in international
political and economic institutions. In this book, the author explains the nature of
financial regionalism in East Asia in the context of great-power politics that often
reduces the region to a battleground between a U.S.-led world order and the
machinations of a rising China—with Japan stuck somewhere in the middle.
Because competition for regional leadership always involves questions of security,
political power, and economic influence, power matters, and the book begins with an
overview of approaches to the study of regionalism. Author William Grimes proposes a
realist understanding of international relations to better make predictions about financial
relations in East Asia, provides an outline of the historical context of regionalism, and
notes that the evident lack of regional identity—given the “history problem,” among
other cultural barriers to mutual understanding—does not prevent closer regional
cooperation in the realm of finance. Indeed, the Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998
proved to the ASEAN countries, as much as to China and Japan, the need for
institutional cooperation at the level of financial markets. The book offers a nuanced
analysis of efforts to create a framework for regional financial cooperation and predicts
the shape to come of financial regionalism in East Asia, providing useful context to the
numerous debates over the future trajectory of great-power rivalry in the region.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

he cost of Japan’s earthquake/tsunami/nuclear disaster of March 11, 2011 in
monetary terms was enormous. Official estimates put it at 16.9 trillion yen in
the immediate aftermath, though Standard and Poor’s estimate ranges between
20 and 50 trillion yen. Assessing events from the perspective of institutional and policy
changes, this book is a welcome addition to 3.11 literature. Author Richard J. Samuels
offers insights into how the disaster has changed (and may in the future change) the
political culture and structure within which Japanese daily life plays out.
The first chapter looks at the status quo ante—how prepared Japanese institutions and
infrastructure were to respond to crisis—and how the government of Prime Minister
Naoto Kan responded. The author shows that the welcome involvement of NGOs and
the thriving of civic society were part of longer-term changes that made those NGOs
better prepared and more experienced, as well as more accepted by the government.
There is a fascinating account of how and by whom narratives of the disaster are created
and reinforced—in this case, framed through the tropes of change, leadership, risk and
community—and an interesting chapter on historical and international comparisons.
The disaster brought greater legitimacy for Japan’s Self-Defense Forces as well as a more
optimistic approach to the alliance with the U.S., and the author discusses how these
shifts may be turned into long-term policy changes. The book explains how, despite
frustrating systemic issues and continued resistance to change, the crisis stimulated a
move toward more open debate and more transparent decision-making.

Society / Culture

Society / Culture

T

Disaster and Change in Japan

The Great Power Politics of
Financial Regionalism

Economics / Business

Economics / Business
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Currency and Contest
in East Asia:
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Reassessing Japan’s Responses
to the Earthquake, Tsunami,
and the Nuclear Disaster

Keiichi Tsunekawa (ed.)
(University of Tokyo Press, 2016)

Society / Culture

Society / Culture

Makoto Iokibe (ed.)
(Robert D. Eldridge, tr.)

Economics / Business

Economics / Business

Five Years After:

The Diplomatic
History of Postwar
Japan

(Routledge, 2011)

T

History

History

Photography

Photography
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his book evaluates national and local government responses to the triple disaster
of 2011 during the five years designated by the Japanese government as an
“intensive recovery period.” Editor Keiichi Tsunekawa and the other contributing
authors examine disaster response from various points of view: national government, local
autonomy, Japan-U.S. operations and foreign responses, and media responses.
The conventional reading of the response to 3.11 is that the central government and
bureaucracy performed poorly in contrast to local government and organizations of civil
society. This impression, the authors argue, may be due to the national government’s
inability to cope with the deepening nuclear crisis at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant.
However, this overlooks more effective initiatives taken elsewhere, such as the rapid
dispatch of 100,000 Self-Defense Force personnel to disaster areas and the speedy provision
of over 100,000 emergency habitats.
As well as emergency responses, the national government, in collaboration with local
entities, was also responsible for reconstruction efforts, such as the building of more
permanent public housing and the relocation of displaced people. The education system
prepared all schools in disaster-hit areas for the resumption of the school year only a month
after the disasters hit. Government departments were usually able to coordinate their
activities far more smoothly than was commonly believed.
Although there were substantial problems concerning the government’s response due to
political and bureaucratic infighting, these should not be overstated. A more balanced view
of the overall emergency response and reconstruction effort suggests that government
responses were in many ways more effective than conventional wisdom recognizes.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts
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E

dited by Makoto Iokibe and translated and annotated by Robert D. Eldridge,
this book discussing the history of Japan’s diplomacy and international relations
from the end of the Pacific War to the early 2000s won the prestigious Yoshida
Shigeru Prize of 1999. The authors of its six chapters, themselves leading lights on the
subject, add depth and insight to their arguments by making extensive use of the most
recently declassified Japanese documents, memoirs, and diaries. Also explored are the
personalities of particular postwar Japanese leaders and statesmen who dealt with
inherent tensions in Japan’s international affairs.
The book examines a number of issues that Japan had to confront in the postwar
period. The periods are divided into each decade, from the U.S. Occupation in the
latter half of the 1940s to independence, economic growth, the 1970s oil crisis, the
bubble economy of the 1980s, Japan’s emergence as an international state, and the
post-Cold War age of terrorism. The impact of the flow of international and domestic
affairs on Japan’s foreign policy and international relations are discussed, as is the
history of Japan’s diplomacy as seen in its relationships with neighboring countries in
Asia, its allies, and other major world powers. It assesses how Japan succeeded in
achieving its aims and offers pointers to Japan’s future development within the context
of the global age.
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(Columbia University Press, 2015)

(Peter Lang, 2015)

T
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he events of March 2011 have been well documented; indeed, there is a
diverse literature on the tsunami and nuclear catastrophe. As noted in this
important volume, the prevalence of social media, blogs and websites, as well
as online newspapers and magazines, means that no disaster has been quite so
thoroughly documented. This book adds a human element to that documentation.
Edited by Tom Gill, Brigitte Steger, and David Slater, it is divided into three parts. The
first section offers chapters on the ways in which survivors coped with life after the
tsunami, the second on coping with life after the nuclear disaster. While in the first
instance a sense of shared victimhood brought people together, the nuclear meltdown
was a man-made disaster and issues such as whether to resettle contaminated land or
request relocation were shot through with political considerations and the urge to
blame. The final section provides two chapters on encounters between volunteers and
the people they sought to help—a not so straightforward exchange, as it generated a
sense of obligation.
The ethnographies presented in this volume contain emotional and wrenching
insights into the nature and scale of devastation. Importantly, the book helps to
challenge the perception of the events of March 2011 as happening in and to a largely
homogeneous Tohoku, and shows that surviving (and suffering) through disaster on
such a scale is an individual as much as a communal experience. Ultimately, there are as
many ways of coping with calamity in Japan as there are people to experience it.

History

History

istorically, politically, and culturally complex, the relationship between Japan
and her largest neighbor has been written about, debated, and challenged by
events for more than a thousand years. For much of that time, scholars,
journalists, and observers focused on the political, institutional, and policy issues that
have challenged politicians and intellectuals on both sides. Since 1945, however,
“history” itself has become a major issue shaping relations between Japan and China.
With the rise of Chinese economic and political power, Japan has also had to consider
trade friction, cultural stereotypes, and territorial disputes ignored (often deliberately)
since the end of empire. This important volume examines diplomatic relations between
Japan and China through four cases of contention in the 2000s. The well-known
disputes over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands and Prime Minister Jun’ichiro Koizumi’s
visits to Yasukuni Shrine are discussed, along with the shared use of the East China Sea
and the gyoza food-poisoning incident of 2008. The latter demonstrates the
complicated nature of economic cooperation between the two.
Author Sheila Smith is well placed to explain that, while the rise of nationalism and
the rightward turn in Japanese politics in recent years play a role, it is important to go
beyond the simple choice of Beijing or Washington as the better partner for Japan. The
“China debate” in Japan has always been far from one-sided (anti- or pro-China), and is
better understood as one element in a self-reflective discussion of the country’s ability to
compete in a global economy becoming increasingly shaped by China.

Literature / Arts
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Sheila A. Smith

Tom Gill, Brigitte Steger
and David H. Slater
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Ethnographies of the
Earthquake, Tsunami and
Nuclear Disasters of March
2011
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Japan Copes with
Calamity :
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Japan’s ASEAN Policy:

Peter Matanle and
Wim Lunsing (eds.)

Sueo Sudo

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2006)
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In Search of Proactive
Multilateralism
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Perspectives on Work,
Employment and
Society in Japan

(Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2015)

F

History

History
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or thirty years between 1960 and 1990, lifetime employment in a large enterprise
was the normative ideal in Japan. Those lucky enough to attain this goal were
afforded security and stability. That model began to crumble, however, with the
asset price collapse of the early 1990s and the subsequent reorganization of employment
structures and practices. This 2006 collection of writings edited by Peter Matanle and
Wim Lunsing uses the lifetime employment model as a lens through which to examine
Japan’s evolving employment landscape and its wider social impact.
Each of the 11 essays focuses on a different facet of that landscape—engineers working
abroad in a globalized economy, attitudes about the workplace held by educated stay-athome wives, the atypically employed “freeter,” for example. Nonetheless, shared themes
run throughout that, when viewed collectively, demonstrate the breadth and complexity
of employment model shifts. These are examined from the angles of continuity and
change, agency and structure, homogeneity and diversity, globalization, and the link
between work and identity.
In seeking to bridge the gap between macro-level surveys and micro-focused single
studies, Matanle and Lunsing aim to reveal the “rich variety of deeply textured
experiences” of work and employment that, despite the assumed dominance of lifetime
employment as a normative model, have always been present in Japan. Far from a
sweeping characterization of “the Japanese,” their portrayal shows how individuals and
discrete groups negotiate their working roles and experiences with a mixed assortment of
behaviors ranging from conformity to deviation.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

20

T

his book explores the changing nature of Japanese foreign policy toward ASEAN
by analyzing it from a number of different perspectives, such as ideas,
institutions, and proactive multilateralism. Despite its impressive economic and
political power, Japan is often understood to play a passive role in international affairs.
Author Sueo Sudo offers an alternative analysis, presenting Japan’s foreign policy approach
as one of multilateralism. Of course, the rise of China is a major issue for Japan’s
international relations and, while in recent years Japanese foreign policy has become
increasingly independent of the United States, it has in turn become more strategic
towards Asia. To demonstrate this, the author focuses on Japan’s relationship with ASEAN
Plus Three (APT), analyzing it as an example of the proactive multilateral mechanism at
work in foreign policy.
The author explains how East Asian regionalism has been driven by ASEAN and
carefully analyzes the foreign policies towards ASEAN of Japanese prime ministers during
different regimes, from the age of the Fukuda Doctrine to the Hashimoto Phase. The
overarching claim is that, due to important transformations in the international political
climate, Japan’s foreign policy has become more active. Its new policy initiatives toward
ASEAN are not reactive, nor are they exceptions in a broader framework of otherwise
reactive foreign policy, but are better understood as part of a larger shift in that policy
toward one based on proactive multilateral international relations. This is an important
book for understanding contemporary Japan’s performance on the world stage.
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his wide-reaching book asks why industrial democracies combine specific
types of social spending programs, using Japan as a case study to expand the
political and economic idea of a welfare state. Here welfare is understood as
including not only targeted social provisions such as pensions, but also functional
equivalents, or “non-welfare” policies, such as agricultural subsidies.
Over nine chapters, author Margarita Estévez-Abe uses a “structural logic” method
to contextualize Japan’s policies within its political system—a method that works by
seeing the Japanese electoral system and the personal vote as determining factors in
incentivizing the state’s approach to highly targeted forms of social protection. Simply
put, it makes better electoral sense to target social protection at specific groups than to
adopt comprehensive programs. This model has, over a series of historical shifts covered
in Chapters Three through Eight, resulted in what looks like a largely egalitarian society
with meager social spending programs, but is actually a fundamentally different
approach to structuring welfare spending and provision.
The author poses two future scenarios for Japan. The first is one in which the same
party gains control of both Houses of the Diet, moving Japan to the Westminster
system. The second scenario is a tax increase, hinging on the idea that a divided
government would be more likely to secure such an increase. The book serves as a
useful guide to readers on the contemporary relationships—and their fragilities—
between different parts of the Japanese political system, and the nature and role of
welfare in Japan.
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his ethnography by Anne Allison takes as its premise the state of precarity—as seen
in increasing rates of poverty, hardship, and un- and under-employment levels—
that manifests itself as a growing sense of unease, compounded in turn by the
Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 and its associated fallout of de-sociality and the
breakdown of opportunities for collective grieving. Allison evokes the scale of the devastation
through vivid analogies of the mud and tremors that ravaged an “already liquefied” Japan.
While precarity is used in labor movements to describe irregular work conditions,
Allison expands it here to address states of persistent insecurity with regard to lifestyle
and even identity. In so doing she links the intimate internal sphere of emotions with
economic structure. The secure Japan of the postwar period, she maintains, was a
product of Japan Inc., where the “social factory” at home functioned in harmony with
the public factory of work to supercharge productivity and skyrocket growth. In today’s
post-growth, neoliberal and globalist Japan, she claims, that happy union has
disintegrated, leaving what she coins the “precariat” (from “precarious proletariat”) to
navigate through an increasingly relationless and unfulfilled social terrain beset by the
problems arisen from destabilized family norms and attenuated intimate connections.
As Japan abandons “a politics of living together… [for] a politics of survival” Allison
traces this precarity across key aspects of contemporary society: homes and
homelessness; hope and hopelessness; and deficits of care for the aging and those at risk
of suicide. While the final chapter points to a renewed awareness of connectedness
prompted by the 2011 disasters, overall this is an unremittingly bleak account of lives
struggling amid a crumbling socioeconomic structure.
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his important book argues that the rise of international courts to adjudicate
trade disputes between apparently independent and sovereign states has been a
significant recent development for international affairs. More and more often
it is lawyers and judges acting through these international courts—rather than the
traditional discussions in back rooms by diplomats—that shape, finalize, and decide
trade policy. The book seeks to find the reasons why states have turned to international
courts for the mediation of disputes, and argues that rather than being an abdication of
sovereignty, this use of legal process allows states to better put forward and defend their
interests. In this view, international courts can ease domestic political pressures and
pursue international cooperation.
Author Christina Davis outlines how and when states use international arbitration.
Of particular interest are chapters on U.S. trade policy and on trade policy in Japan, a
reluctant litigator but the frequent target of protectionist measures. The author looks at
cross-national adjudication patterns, trade patterns, the selection of complaints and
dispute outcomes—finding, perhaps surprisingly, that litigation, as between China and
Japan, often leads to better outcomes for both sides. There is an important discussion of
the Japanese use of WTO adjudication to push back against U.S. anti-dumping
measures in the steel industry. The author makes the point that the influence of the
U.S. Congress pushes toward arbitration while the autonomy of the bureaucracy in
Japan pushes toward negotiation. This is a valuable volume that sets Japanese trade
policy within the larger global trade system.
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he early 1990s marked a threshold in the postwar Japanese political economy
with the end of the dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party and the
bursting of the financial bubble. Edited by Masahiko Aoki, Gregory Jackson,
and Hideaki Miyajima, this book seeks to better understand the period usually referred
to as the “lost decade” as one of flux. The contributing authors offer an account of the
changing patterns of corporate governance in Japan, providing empirical evidence and
taking a broader than usual view of the topic. Corporate governance involves relations
among multiple stakeholders—shareholders, institutional investors, banks, employees,
unions, and various groups of managers. It is embedded in institutional rules and
beliefs that shape how stakeholders interact with corporate law, the financial system,
labor law, industrial relations, politics, and the economy.
In three parts the book shows that, rather than stagnation and loss, the period after
the bursting of the asset bubble brought a growing diversity of corporate governance
practices across firms. Part One looks at changes in the ownership and finance of
corporations. Part Two discusses changes in organization, employment, and corporate
boards, while Part Three presents the evidence for diversity and institutional change. In
its conclusion, the book examines the implications and prospects for the changes in the
corporate landscape that have taken place since the crash. It is essential reading for
understanding the events of the 1990s, and an important reminder of the influence
they still have on present-day Japanese corporate governance.
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lthough now nearly two decades old, this narrative history of the Japanese
financial system—its institutions, users, and regulatory environment—published
in 2001 provides an impressive long-term overview of the shocks, disruption, and
changes the system underwent as Japan navigated through the 1868 Meiji Restoration,
major international conflicts, and, latterly, globalization and deregulation.
Authors Takeo Hoshi and Anil Kashyap approach this tale of systemic evolution by
breaking down the some 130 years covered into four distinct periods, each framed with
analysis driven by financial theory and supported by data and original case studies. Those
periods are: post-Meiji Restoration through to the mid-1930s when war preparations began;
mid-1930s through to Allied-led postwar economic restructuring; the time of miraculous
economic growth between the early 1950s and the early 1970s, when Japan emerged as an
economic juggernaut powered by a mature system of keiretsu finance; and the decades up to
2001, a time of slow “Big Bang” deregulation designed to bring Japan’s financial system
more in line, structurally, with the global norm. The final chapter looks forward to the
future—now the present-day—of Japan’s financial system, suggesting that the shift from
bank financing to capital-market financing will continue to grow, with banks restructuring
and diversifying in order to survive decline in the ascendancy of securities markets.
Having examined the past, present, and future of the Japanese financial system so
comprehensively, the authors conclude, persuasively, that any inherent uniqueness the
system may hold is merely superficial: institutional and individual (saver, borrower) behavior
can be explained through standard economic analysis without recourse to any theories of
cultural specificity.
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his authoritative collection of essays edited by Yoichi Funabashi and Barak
Kushner was conceived as an intellectual framework for understanding Japan’s
“lost decades,” the period from around 1990 to 2010, by placing diverse
socioeconomic aspects of that period under a critical lens. During those two decades
“turning Japanese” became a cautionary phrase, something for other developed
economies to stridently avoid. The economic risks and problems experienced by Japan,
however, were not syndrome-specific but rather of universal relevance, with lessons
pertinent to all economies.
How did Japan go from “vibrant and positive” to “stagnant and dark”? What were
the forces that made it so incapable of effective reform? Why was a robust, holistic
analysis needed to offer policy remedies so lacking? Who lost the most and who is still
losing? And what, if anything, brought Japan back from lost to found?
The descriptor “lost” here applies to many things: birthrate decline, working-age
population decline, depopulation, economic downturn, drops in stock and property
value, deflation. Each of the 15 chapters tackles a different aspect of loss, whether
absolute or measured relative to countries that maintained growth over the same period.
Factors and causes are various: some chapters point to vested interests, others to
institutional conservatism or organizational rigidity, others elsewhere still. Seen as a
whole, it becomes clear that, while effects have multiple causes, a common thread does
run through the lost decades: regulatory, institutional, and policy failure going
unchecked for far too long by rapidly changing government administrations uniformly
incapable of implementing long-term, effective, radical reform.

his collection of essays edited by Penelope Francks and Janet Hunter redresses
how the bulk of research on the economic history of modern Japan has
neglected the role of the consumer. Indeed the history of domestic
consumption in post-Meiji Japan, apart from the industrialization and modernizing
influences of the foreign powers that prompted the imperial restoration, has received
little attention. Even less has been focused on the consumers themselves.
The essays are organized into three themed sections. The first, “Gender, the Household
and Consumption,” examines consumption in the family unit, notably that arising from
increases in labor-intensive housework and from shifts in inter-relations between
consuming and producing activities. A particular focus is the consequential growth in
demand for household goods and gadgets including sewing machines and rice cookers.
The second, “Tradition, Modernity and the Growth of Consumption,” considers how
consumption growth was domestically driven, rather than a reaction to post-Meiji
diffusion of western-style industrial products. By looking at consumption of non-western
sugar, textiles, and traditional medicines, these chapters demonstrate how western
industrialization and imperialism are only part of the story: the agency of, and
interactions with, domestic consumption must also be considered.
Finally, “Space and Pathways of Consumption” contemplates the location of
consumption, not as a single, one-off purchase, but as an act situated among institutions
and mechanisms that drive decision-making. Relevant here are urbanization and the
urban-rural divide. They are discussed in chapters that address the socioeconomic aspects
of train travel and mail-order, while consumption as a gateway to social space is
considered in the context of golf.
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his book was published in 2010 in the wake of the global financial crisis of
2007/8 that followed the collapse of the U.S. real estate market. The collapse
of financial and real estate markets in Japan in the early 1990s bears striking
similarities to the events of 2007/8 in the U.S. The aim of the book is to apply standard
tools of economic analysis to uncover the policy lessons that can be learned from the
creation and collapse of Japan’s economic bubble, and the economic stagnation that
followed.
Edited by Koichi Hamada, Anil K. Kashyap, and David E. Weinstein, the book
addresses three main questions: Why did only Japan experience deflation and long-run
stagnation? What lessons has the world learned from Japan’s “lost decade”? How should
economic policy today and in the future be conducted based on those lessons? It
concludes that Japan’s experience can be divided into two distinct phases, the first from
the early 1990s until about 1997, and the second following 1997. The first phase was
characterized as a normal economic recession, but the second phase was more serious as
structural deflation became embedded.
The contributing authors conclude that Japanese policy-makers reacted rather slowly
to the collapse of financial markets in terms of cutting interest rates and supplying
liquidity to markets. This was perhaps because, unlike in the American case, property
markets continued to rise for two more years, meaning that inflation was still a concern.
This important book helps us better understand the economic impact of a significant
period in contemporary Japan.
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hat Japan’s economy underwent a dramatic shift after the asset bubble collapse
is undeniable. What is less clear is how the employment system has adapted in
response to subsequent economic uncertainty. Has there been a radical break
with the past, or is there prevailing continuity despite superficial change and reform?
Author Marcus Rebick’s meticulous analysis is predicated on two assumptions: first,
that the core features of Japan’s employment system remain unchanged (any rise in
redundancies, he maintains, may be considered normal restructuring in a challenging
economic environment), and second, that employers are adapting to economic changes
by adopting new strategies, primarily the use of atypical workers.
Rebick cuts through the complexity inherent to any discussion of labor markets with
an accessible text that includes careful explanation of mechanisms and institutions.
Excessive data is eschewed in favor of addressing wider questions: continuity versus
discontinuity, and whether the growth of atypical employment is primarily a demandor supply-side issue, for example. Related topics including women’s employment,
collective bargaining, personnel management systems, and performance-related pay are
also considered.
The book is organized into three parts. First, Rebick presents an overview of the
Japanese labor market up to the 1990s. He then looks at institutional change: the
treatment of core workers, new compensation systems, the use of atypical employment,
and industrial relations. The third section comprises an extended analysis of labor
market trends, including specific markets where atypical employment—namely the
hiring of women, older workers, and youth—is common.
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his detailed and well-researched book examines the Japanese economy over
the last 30 years. Since the 1980s, Japan has been beset by difficulties rarely
witnessed in advanced economies: the formation and collapse of a huge
bubble, two decades of economic stagnation, and chronic deflation. Through its five
chapters the volume deals chronologically with the mechanisms that drove the economy
through this extraordinary period and points the reader to some lessons for future
economic policy and management.
Casual lending by banks during the 1980s, and an economic policy that
concentrated more on external markets and trade competition with the U.S. than on
the domestic situation, allowed the bubble to develop. Risky financial activities went
unchecked, and author Kenji Aramaki tries to understand what could have been done
to prevent, or at least allow those involved to see, the risk of a land price collapse and
why the tightening of monetary policy and the limits on real estate-related lending that
followed collapsed the bubble and put the economy into recession. There is also a
detailed assessment of the policies instituted since 2013 (so-called Abenomics). The
author concludes that the assumption underlying the Japanese social system—that the
population and the economy would continue to expand—needs to be rethought. The
book places a significant focus on the analysis of company behavior, to which it takes a
data-centered approach. Graphs and tables, as well as readable explanations of
important financial terms and economic mechanisms, make this work essential reading
for anyone wishing to understand the Japanese economy today.

his impressive study by Yuji Genda presents a sustained analysis, based on
microlevel data from national statistical surveys, of how employment
prospects changed for young people in Japan during and consequent to its
post-bubble recession. Published in 2001, his claims were a robust, data-driven response
to a media-fueled narrative that portrayed Japan’s youth as failing to engage with the
labor market because, having been mollycoddled by their parents, they lacked interest
in working hard for a living.
Genda focuses on problems inherent to the demand side of the labor market: hiring
policies, aging, labor shortages, and employment diversification, or atypical patterns of
employment. In particular, he illuminates how an overwhelming concern for the
preservation of employment for the so-called “salarymen”—male, middle-aged, middlemanagement employees—has often disenfranchised peripheral individuals—namely,
women under 30 and over 60. Thus would-be workers are placed in a double-bind: can’t
work and disdained for not working.
The problems, as Genda avers, are even more entrenched. Lack of opportunity means
fewer appointments that fit well, which in turn raises the likelihood of job switching, in
effect affirming the notion that young workers are fickle employees. In Genda’s view, the
blame lies primarily with employment restructuring that favors an already privileged
group or generation, rather than anything to do with a “work-shy” youth.
This discourse-changing book sheds light on the complexity and consequence of
interactions between economic performance and the structures and consequences of
employment practice. Genda does not flinch at asking challenging questions, and his
responses are simultaneously reasoned and penetrating.
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here have been vast changes in the Japanese economy over the last three
decades. After 1945, the rebuilding and recovery of the country, its
infrastructure, its domestic and international markets, as well as the
fundamentals of everyday life, were in large part carried out by government institutions.
The role played by large and powerful government agencies, such as the Ministry for
International Trade and Industry (MITI), in promoting recovery and then rapid
economic growth is well known. This readable and well-researched book begins by
outlining that important period. Authors Takero Doi and Toshihiro Ihori, both
seasoned economists, then go on, in eight chapters, to analyze policy-making in the
Japanese public sector using various theoretical models.
The book explores many of the important issues facing Japan’s economy during the
past three decades. Topics such as social security, the aging of society, demographic
change, public finance, deregulation, and government debt are brought to the fore in a
readable account backed up with thoroughly researched empirical examples. The
authors also offer a useful comparative perspective. There is plenty of evidence from
OECD figures to set the Japanese public sector against and alongside other countries
that are similarly developed—in particular, the U.S. and in Europe. In its
comprehensive examination of the role of the public sector in Japan’s economy, the
book undermines many misunderstandings surrounding the relationship between the
Japanese state and the economy, and provides policy suggestions that will be of interest
to the casual reader as much as those involved in policy-making and analysis.
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apan’s birthrate is low, far below the population replacement rate. Economic and
fiscal implications are often the focus of discussions about low fertility, but this
interdisciplinary collection of essays edited by Frances McCall Rosenbluth is
interested in the fertility rate as a marker of female welfare.
In general, higher fertility rates correlate to greater female employment, while lower
numbers can be indicative of barriers that prevent women from accessing labor markets
and the childcare options that enable them to balance family and career. This book’s
core hypothesis, that fertility “tends to be depressed where vested interests impede
female access to the workforce,” is expanded upon in nine essays by political scientists,
sociologists, and economists who apply gender-conscious analysis to their particular
topic: gender bias in skills policies, daycare centers, the privatized education market,
clerical work, (failures of ) policies to support working mothers, and so on.
Clear, concise, and controversial, this collection presents the many reasons why
Japanese women are choosing—or feeling forced to choose—to have no children, in
particular the “dreary trade-off ” between taking on primary childcare responsibilities
and having a fulfilling career. It puts forward a number of policy suggestions, noting,
for example, that women are under-consulted in the shaping of parenting leave and
childcare policies. Overall, however, the problems contributing to Japan’s low fertility
are complex and need more than a quick policy fix. What is clear-cut is that, faced with
such constraints as employment discrimination, patriarchal cultural norms, and
gendered expectations regarding childcare and the division of household labor, women
in Japan are escaping from an “unsought role” by choosing to be childless.
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his heavy-going and rather heavy volume looks at the role of economic
institutions in the international economy. Author Masahiko Aoki seeks to
show how the application of game theory can add to our understanding of
change or stasis. The book aims to provide a better understanding of the ways in which
economic institutions change, or remain static, in response to constantly fluctuating
environmental factors like rapid technological advance, the increasingly global
integration of markets, and rapid demographic change. Historical events such as the
end of the Cold War and, more recently, the Japanese and then Asian financial crises,
have had significant institutional impacts on seemingly diverse economies. The author
brings together examples from the West (Europe and the U.S.) as well as East Asia to
offer a transnational and interdisciplinary means to understand and compare economic
institutions.
The book is divided into three parts. The first part looks at basic types of
institutions, or what the author terms “proto-institutions.” The second outlines the
author’s “game-theoretic framework” through which he analyzes change and diversity
within global economic institutions. The third provides examples and analysis of
institutional diversity. The book concludes with thoughts on the evolution of such
institutional variety, arguing that it is precisely what will make the world economy
more robust and offer protection from unforeseen future economic shocks. The global
economic environment has evolved into a complex structure where numerous
institutions interact and merge with each other in competitive or complementary ways.
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hen Japan rose to economic prominence in the 1970s and approached
global economic dominance by the mid-1980s, theories about the unique
nature of Japanese culture gained popularity. Such nihonjinron narratives
attempted to explain the country’s success to the rest of the world and to enable its
citizens to better understand the rapid transformation they had lived through. Japan was
presented as an inscrutable, exotic place difficult for outsiders to comprehend.
This book takes issue with that view. Edited by Griseldis Kirsch, Dolores Martinez,
and Merry White, its chapters address popular culture, food, travel, economics, cultural
politics, and technical innovation to explain the nature and structure of Japan’s interaction
with the West and Asia.
The discussions range widely across such seemingly unconnected topics as coffee, air
travel, film, television, music, football, robots, Japanese business practices in Hong Kong,
and indigenous rights movements in Japan. Each chapter offers a different but equally
interesting view, the writers deconstructing the assumptions that underpin their own
knowledge of the country and reassembling that knowledge to create a different picture.
Because Japan today is fundamentally part of global processes that have influenced
contemporary social discourse within and about the nation, their arguments address the
tensions, synergies, and dynamism that have informed the waves of modernity and
globalization that have buffeted the country since the Meiji era. Their work is an
important tool for understanding the complexity of modern Japan, but the nature of the
Japan that emerges from each chapter is, ultimately, for the reader to decide.
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apan’s increasing rate of population aging means that the social and psychological
dynamics of aging are increasingly central to an understanding of its society,
whether from a political, economic, or cultural stance. Demographic changes
caused by aging are routinely framed as a social crisis, with little attention given to the
very individuals who must navigate aging in terms of their subjective experience as well
as what it posits for them in larger, social, terms.
In this anthropological study author Jason Danely shifts the focus onto these older
adults through a series of intimate portraits. He examines their day-to-day lives, their
patterns of social engagement, and, crucially, their practices of memorialization (rituals
for ancestors and spirits that place the departed in a living context) as a means of
situating themselves in old age and beyond.
Through memorialization, older adults are able to incorporate the aesthetics of loss
into their personal narratives, finding agency and transforming value. Such creativity in
loss is held in contrast to abandonment, in which the older adult feels only
estrangement from family, community, and hope. Memorialization also allows for the
performance of the “aging self ”—a self located in human relationships and
interrelatedness and which coexists with its other selves. This is opposed to the “ageless
self ” notion of a singular and constant identity that we find entrenched in the West.
Based on a decade of research, this detailed and sensitive examination of the
intersection of aging, religion, and community places at its center the little-heard voices
of the elderly.
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he previously entrenched view of Japan as a homogeneous society is being
challenged by a characterization that is more nuanced in its understanding of
modern Japan’s diversity. This new model, which points to Japan’s
differentiations, divergences, and multi-dimensions, is prompted by wider trends in
(minority) ethnic consciousness as well as the undeniable impact of structural,
particularly economic, change on Japan.
Editor Yoshio Sugimoto holds Japan’s modern culture up as a “problematical
construct” rather than as having objectively verifiable form, and invites his 19
contributors to examine it in contexts of cultural relativism, cultural agents, and value
orientations. Their essays take the position that their very subject—“Japanese
culture”—is inherently relativistic, fluid, and mutable, and attempt to step away from a
model of hegemonic homogeneity to adopt instead an inductive approach in which it is
assumed that various kinds of culture are generated by a variety of Japanese.
By acknowledging ambiguity and diversity, and rejecting formerly prevailing notions
of Japanese exceptionalism, these essays are able to paint fascinating and finespun
portraits of specific slices of culture, including family, school, work, religion,
technology, literature, politics, housing, food, visual art, leisure, and music. Japan’s
cultural nationalism is also discussed, as is the way in which soft culture is exported to
international markets.
While the segments covered are diverse, the book as a whole is cohesive, with each
essay flowing to the next to present a comprehensive and authoritative introduction to
the shifting equilibrium of contemporary Japanese culture.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

40

A

s the Asia editor and Tokyo bureau chief for the Financial Times from 2002 to
2008, David Pilling got to know Japan well. Economic growth had flatlined
during his tenure, making reportage on the country’s economy less than a
happy affair. Despite the commonly held notion of the lost decade of the 1990s
forming the basis of a near three decades of zero or negligible economic growth, and
despite the proclamations of many scholars that Japan had become an unimportant,
even trivial, Asian backwater, Pilling makes a convincing case for the nation’s continued
importance in the world. At the time of the writing, in 2014, Japan remained the
world’s third largest economy and largest external creditor.
Pilling’s contribution is an important attempt to find an explanation for Japan’s
ongoing importance in the world despite its seeming economic collapse. With its long
life expectancy, low crime rate, and consistently low unemployment it exceeds the
United States and United Kingdom on quality-of-life indicators. Pilling notes the
culture’s ability to accept rapid change and its populace’s willingness to pull together in
the face of adversity, citing this ingrained desire to adapt and respond as a central
dynamic of a nation that continues to claim its place among the most powerful in the
world.

41

100 Books for Understanding Contemporary Japan

Politics / IR

Politics / IR

Empire of Signs
Roland Barthes
(Richard Howard, tr.)

(Routledge, 2016)

Society / Culture

Society / Culture

Tomoko Aoyama,
Laura Dales and
Romit Dasgupta (eds.)

Economics / Business

Economics / Business

Configurations
of Family in
Contemporary Japan

(Hill and Wang, 1983)

P

History

History

Photography

Photography

Others

Others

ublished in French in 1970, this anthology by Roland Barthes is a reflection on
his travels to Japan in the 1960s. In twenty-six short chapters he writes about
his encounters with symbols of Japanese culture as diverse as pachinko, train
stations, chopsticks, food, physiognomy, poetry, and gift-wrapping. He muses elegantly
on, and with affection for, a system “altogether detached from our own.”
For Barthes the sign here does not signify, and so offers liberation from the West’s
endless creation of meaning. Tokyo, like all major cities, has a center—the Imperial
Palace—but in this case it is empty, “both forbidden and indifferent… inhabited by an
emperor whom no one ever sees.” This emptiness of the sign is pursued throughout the
book, and offers a stimulating alternative line of thought about the ways in which
cultures are structured.
And this, rather than Japan itself, is ultimately what the semiologist-turnedpoststructuralist seems to be interested in. Indeed, on the first page Barthes explains
that the book is about a “fictive nation” he labels Japan. Yet, this premise gets lost in the
following pages as the images and illustrations, while forming part of the message, make
the object of his interest less fictive. Despite Barthes’s self-awareness, the book carries
the unintended risk of essentializing its subject. Still, conceived as it was in 1966, just
two years after the Tokyo Olympics had signaled Japan’s successful re-construction, it is
a fascinating account to take up now as Tokyo prepares to host the 2020 Summer
Games.
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ust as there has been a tendency to view Japanese society as homogeneous, so too
has there been a dominant focus on the urban, middle-class, nuclear—and
purportedly ideal—family in discussions of contemporary Japan. But just as
Japan’s society is (and always has been) heterogeneous, there is a rich diversity and
complexity among its families. Some of this comes from recent demographic shifts: as a
super-aging society with a rapidly declining birth rate, Japan is subject to pressures that
are changing how families form and function. Postindustrial socioeconomic and
structural shifts have impacted employment opportunities, in turn affecting financial
stability and choices affected by prosperity, notably marriage and having children.
Such is the context for this multi- and inter-disciplinary collection of essays on
aspects of the meaning and practice of family in today’s Japan. Edited by Tomoko
Aoyama, Laura Dales, and Romit Dasgupta, the book is divided into four thematic
sections. The first examines non-typical Japanese families falling outside of
conventions—singlehood, the LGBTI “family of friends”—and post-bubble changes to
family norms. The second looks at aspects of aging and intergenerationality in women’s
familial roles in the contexts of folk and juvenile literature, manga and anime.
The third section focuses on perceptions of how parents (should) approach children’s
education by looking at generational changes among Japanese migrant families in Brazil
and discussing the so-called “monster parent” as evolved from the more positive
“education mom” stereotype. Families built by transnational Japanese women in Bali
and Australia are discussed in the final section, particularly in relation to aging care,
community engagement, and intrafamily roles.
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his important work is the revised and rewritten English edition of a study by
the Independent Investigation Commission on the Fukushima Nuclear
Accident. Originally published in Japanese in 2012, the study and the
information it contained went largely unreported in the English-language media. The
book is immensely readable and revealing. The first part gives a narrative account based
on personal testimonies taken by the editors from those involved in events at the
reactor, as well as people within TEPCO and the various government offices attempting
to handle the situation. There are important criticisms and questions raised regarding
the systemic and institutional failings made clear by the events of the disaster and the
desperate attempts to do something about it in the hours, days and weeks that followed.
The working group that prepared the report conducted over 300 interviews to collect
testimony from individuals involved in these events.
The book then outlines the history of nuclear power in Japan, explaining how the
myth of safety came to be the dominant means of addressing concerns, how local
governments benefited from nuclear power plants in their regions, and how Japan’s
international relations, particularly with the U.S., played an important role. It
concludes with suggestions for lessons to be learned and for changes to the oversight of
the system in its entirety. The book is essential and compelling reading for anyone
wishing to understand how the largest nuclear disaster since the 1980s could have
unfolded in one of the richest developed countries in the world.
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his important book provides a comprehensive survey and analytical
investigation of the origins and spread of Zen Buddhism in Japan. Author
Steven Heine highlights the primary innovations in religion and culture that
transpired as part of a critical historical timespan from 1225 to 1325, and examines the
transformation of Chinese Chan Buddhism into Japanese Zen Buddhism during this
period, which saw the birth of what became known as the Zen sect. To depict the
dynamic crossover quality of this transition, the author uses concepts such as transfer,
transfigure, transplant, and transport to reveal how Zen Buddhism, which started half a
millennium earlier as a mystical utopian cult for reclusive monks, gained a broad
following among influential lay followers in both China and Japan.
Analyzing this transformation and transplantation of Buddhism from China to Japan
from a cultural and sociopolitical perspective, the author argues that the transition
happened through a series of initially slow and gradual cultural transmissions,
transplantations, and transformations that soon accelerated. This volume shows that while
the development of the Chan school on the continent was coming to an end, the Zen sect
in Japan was continuously growing and gradually becoming firmly established. This
legacy lasted for several centuries and continues to exert a strong influence in East Asia
and throughout the world. The book shows how this successful transplantation from the
continent to the Japanese archipelago retains its relevance during the new epoch of global
transnationalism that has taken hold since the 20th century.
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he March 2011 tsunami that followed the biggest earthquake ever known to
have struck Japan left 18,500 people dead or missing. The enormity of the
loss and devastation appears unimaginable. Yet in this deeply moving and
thought-provoking book Richard Lloyd Parry, a respected journalist with over two
decades of experience living and working in Japan, seeks to do justice to the human side
of the disaster that unfolded. The facts and figures are well-known. But statistics alone
do not lead to understanding and often bring about a sense of resigned detachment
from the horror of such events. With a troubling sensation of having completely missed
the point of what happened on that day, the author set out to understand the
experience at one primary school in the path of the tsunami.
When the waters had receded, fewer than one in 50 of all those dead or missing
across the Tohoku region were schoolchildren. Of the 351 children who perished in the
tsunami, four out of five were somewhere other than school at the time. It was much
more dangerous to be reunited with your family than to remain with your teachers. Yet,
at Okawa Primary School, of the 78 pupils who were present at the time of the
tsunami, 74 perished. Out of 11 teachers, only one survived. The author examines what
happened at Okawa, the wider events of that fateful day, and the parents’ quest for
justice through interviews with them and other local people. This is a well-written,
compelling, and emotional yet insightful book.
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his work is the product of author Leng Leng Thang’s year spent volunteering
at Kotoen, an age-integrated facility in Tokyo’s Edogawa ward. Comprising a
nursing home, an old-age home, a nursery school, and a home-care service
center, Kotoen is the subject of Thang’s anthropological study examining how routines
and spaces of integration between children and older residents both construct and build
on the ideal of fureai, or contact, across the generations. She posits Kotoen as a
pioneering 21st-century iteration of daikazoku, the extended family.
While Thang’s study is a step toward remedying the scant literature on how different
generations can be united in meaningful ways, its wider contextual contribution
concerns her reflections on how postwar changes in kinship experience and structures
engage with the very particular welfare and wellbeing challenges faced by an aging
population. Thang presents Kotoen as a case study for thinking about the ways in
which fureai, or “in-touch connectedness,” has changed across Japanese society since
1945. She shows how rethinking these zones of touch and contact might offer solutions
for alienation between generations in contemporary societies, and how in Japan, the
dream, if not the reality, of the extended family continues to inform individuals’
conception of interaction between the old and young.
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s thought-provoking as it is thoughtfully presented, this is an annotated
transcript of a conversation between two formidable voices in contemporary
Japanese culture: novelist Haruki Murakami and the late Hayao Kawai, a
psychoanalyst and author. Their unstructured and informal dialogue, recorded over a
two-day visit and lubricated with food, beer, and laughter, documents the private
thoughts of these renowned public figures.
Both men spent significant time living abroad—Murakami in the United States,
Kawai in the United States and Switzerland—and their experiences inform their
discussions on such topics as Western and Japanese concepts of the individual, the
logical structure and linearity of the English language versus their native Japanese, and
approaches to healing through psychotherapy and analysis.
Another theme the two address is relationship: author Kawai addresses that between
the body and the novel; the therapist and the patient; husband and wife, each
considered in the wider context of Japan’s relation to the West and to itself.
The two met in 1996, not long after a fatal sarin gas attack on the Tokyo Metro.
Violence, pain, and recovery are also recurrent themes.
No claims are made and no conclusions presented; what matters here is the dialogue
rather than its outcome. In his foreword Murakami describes the almost healing effect
of conversing with Kawai—the “marvelous, gentle sensation” of a given day’s mental
irritation abating. Something of this sensation comes through to the reader: each man’s
skill for succinct self-expression brings an up-close, calming clarity to this short work,
even amid the sweeping scale of its topics.
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he bubble is long burst, stable and lifelong employment are no longer
guaranteed, generational inequality is on the rise (with young people as the
losers, of course), and rates of marriage and births are dwindling. Faced with
such a dire-looking society, the youth of Japan must be miserable. Right?
Not so, according to this celebrity sociologist—a millennial himself. In this
controversial work, first published in 2011, Noritoshi Furuichi contends that young
people are, actually, pretty satisfied with life, certainly more so than their older
counterparts, both now and compared to when those counterparts were twentysomethings. It is a study of adaptation: economic despair and desperation may abound,
but there is happiness and indeed hope to be found in a generation that is certainly
facing some serious struggles but has also been released from some of the less-than-ideal
stresses of the past—think the risk of karoshi, death from overwork.
Although heavily footnoted, this is no dry academic text, but a refreshingly frank
and honest argument against catastrophizing and in favor of recognizing and
capitalizing on the reality of and further potential for greater individual happiness.
Furuichi starts by contemplating the definition of youth and the meaning of happiness
before dismantling assumed notions of how said happiness is measured and
experienced. It is a broad and lively discussion that encompasses examinations of Edorooted nationalism, the impact of the information age, growing movements of
grassroots political activism, and even the prospect of it being “OK” for Japan to end.
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uthor Gennifer Weisenfeld’s expansive study of the visual production of
disaster takes as its subject the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, which
caused an estimated 140,000 deaths in the Tokyo–Yokohama area. As
devastating in terms of loss of life and material damage as it was, the temblor also
struck at a time when Japan was casting tradition aside for modernity. It became a
metaphor for both the destruction of tradition and the fragility of modern society.
Today, we are “unwitting voyeurs” to disaster, as images are relayed to us
instantaneously and across multiple platforms. Although the immediacy was different
in 1920s Japan, Weisenfeld sifts through multiple contemporaneous genres—
photography, film, visualizations of scientific information, hand-produced prints,
paintings, sculpture, cartoons—to construct a visual lexicon of the event and to address
the mediating role of that lexicon with regard to historical narratives.
Weisenfeld traces representations of the disaster over a seven-year period,
encompassing the voyeuristic and macabre, the romantic, the nationalistic, and the
political, while noting that visual representations in fine art and mass media are
mutually informing rather than mutually exclusive. Her discussion ranges from the
facticity of photography in the immediate aftermath, to later artistic interpretations
playing on the “shock” of modernism, to political cartoons that use humor as a critical
tool and beyond, weaving a rich conceptual model for how art and visual culture
produce “modes of seeing, understanding, and, eventually, remembering.”
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ikachu, Sailor Moon, Godzilla, Hello Kitty: most readers will recognize at least
one, but it takes a book like this to reveal the four-century-strong foundation of
Japanese popular culture—“J-Cult”—upon which such icons now stand.
Author E. Taylor Atkins begins with his definition of popular culture. He takes a more
nuanced approach than the simple hierarchy of popular culture versus capital “C” Culture,
considering such contexts as rural folk culture, mass urban culture, and counterculture.
He then introduces the formative social and economic conditions that provided the
necessary basis for popular culture to flourish alongside the products themselves, for
example woodblock prints, erotic shunga, Kabuki, etc. Atkins points to popular culture as
the zoku (vulgarity) to Culture’s ga (elegance), and acknowledges that in early modern
cities popular culture was all about “scatology, sex, spectacle, and dissipation.”
Unsurprisingly, then, the book also covers the challenges of censorship: the governing
elite’s (ultimately unsuccessful) attempts to curb the “depravity” of culture created and
consumed by nongoverning classes and its perceived menace to the existing social fabric.
The narrative continues through the Meiji transformation and the cosmopolitan
modernism that followed, then onward to post-Meiji empire-building and the Pan-Asian
cultural flows that resulted as Taiwan, Korea, and mainland China both consumed and
changed J-Cult.
Yet this is no dry chronological history: Atkins makes rich use of humor and
contemporary American popular cultural references to deliver a frank and fascinating
meta-analysis of the shaping of a J-Cult that today captivates audiences with its creativity,
craftsmanship, and uncompromisingly complex notion of cool.
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his accessible and well-rounded introduction to Japan by Christopher P. Hood
takes the reader on a guided tour of fundamental aspects of the country’s
culture, identity, demographics, and natural environment. While the breadth
of its scope makes coverage of each topic necessarily brief, in whole the book provides a
strong foundation for building a holistic understanding of a country so often reduced
to stereotypes and clichés.
To develop a good understanding of Japan, Hood offers, we must start with the
basics: be wary of generalizations, be mindful of how values and behavior may differ
from our own. We must also consider exactly what and who we are studying: what do
we mean by “Japan” and “the Japanese,” and do these definitions tally with history,
ideology, reality? All this, he warns, is no easy task: it is akin to piecing together a jigsaw
puzzle with no picture to work from.
Still, this engaging book sketches out a panoramic portrait of a constantly evolving
country, illuminating the ways in which its topics weave together in today’s Japan. It
assumes no prior knowledge and is free from jargon, and includes simple exercises and
discussion points to encourage the reader to engage and to analyze. References to
scholars and sources throughout each chapter are there to guide the reader to more
in-depth material on topics of interest.
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hat the Japanese live in exquisite harmony with nature and its sharply
delineated seasons is a widely-held view; many point to the influences of the
country’s climate and rice-farming heritage in fostering this supposedly
profound natural sensitivity. In this authoritative yet accessibly written book, however,
Haruo Shirane argues that the nature so embedded in so much of Japanese culture,
traditionally and still today, is what he terms “secondary nature” (nijiteki shizen)—
namely, a carefully (re)constructed nature quite removed from both untamed nature
and nature reclaimed through agriculture.
Secondary nature is (primary) nature reimagined in refined form, intended for urban
audiences, starting with the aristocratic elite of the Heian period. Heian aesthetics extolled
gracefulness and elegance; these values shaped secondary nature through and across
multiple literary and artistic genres, most notably waka poetry. Shirane traces the
encoding of the seasons through waka and how this encoding spread via the pervasive
impact of waka on visual culture. In its two modes—the urban-centric waka-encoded
mode and the satoyama pastoral mode—secondary nature has pervaded textual, culinary,
performative, and material representations of nature in Japan, variously through the
socioreligious, talismanic, and trans-seasonal functions of their images and associations.
Many everyday urban Japanese have little day-to-day connection with primary
nature—but secondary nature can bridge that distance through the kimono pattern, the
ikebana arrangement, the hanging scroll calligraphy, the seasonal observance. Nature is
relived and recaptured through this shared cultural imagination, refined and codified over
centuries of social and artistic communication.
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arefully constructed, clutter-free, calm: such is the commonly held, almost
fetishistic, image of the minimalist aesthetic and consequent serenity of the
Japanese dwelling. Yet this study focuses rather on the friction and messiness
of the modern Japanese home, positioning it as a place of in-betweens: of the ideal and
the mundane, sentient and material, human and non-human; and of Japanese and
Western, desire and duty.
In-betweens appear also in the social and spatial boundaries between family members
and between them and visitors or the larger community. Such boundaries are more complex
than the inside-outside dichotomy of uchi-soto: fluidity, intertwining, and negotiation are
involved.
Author Inge Daniels invites the reader into 30 contemporary urban dwellings in Kansai,
revealing the domestic material culture found therein. In addition to such core areas as
aesthetic choice, order, and hospitality, she also probes those having to do with areas not on
display: storage, displacement, and disposal, for example. These are particularly relevant to
the surplus of materials that flows into the modern Japanese home, causing tension between
value and obligation.
She examines the home as a highly gendered space: the social expectations placed on
men and women in terms of domestic roles are mirrored in the allocation of space, in
decoration, design, and in objects. She also investigates other contemporary issues—such as
community relations, class, consumption, recycling, and generational divides—through the
lens of the home.
Daniels presents her careful research along with intimate photography, noting that text
alone cannot communicate the powers held by things. The contemporary Japanese
dwellings she presents are far from minimalist but are perhaps all the more fascinating for it.
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n this collection of 14 essays by scholars based in North America and Asia, the
authors argue that compared to studies of other diasporas, the Japanese diaspora
has been under-researched. Edited by Nobuko Adachi, the book is divided into
three thematic sections. The first three essays deal with the history of Japanese
immigration and emigration policy since the Meiji era (1868–1912). The next six
chapters focus on the creation of diasporic cultural identities through the specific
histories of overseas Japanese in Manchuria, the Philippines, Brazil, Canada, Peru, and
Latin America. The third section of five essays questions notions of a unified diasporic
cultural identity by examining the construction of ethnically-based identities among
various groups of Nikkei (people of Japanese descent), overseas Okinawans, and
Japanese working abroad.
The book argues that the term “diaspora” implies some kind of uniform cultural
identification with an original source identity, and the essays in the second part
demonstrate how a classic form of diaspora is indeed emerging among overseas Japanese
communities. However, Okihiro and Tsuda, in their essays in the third section,
question this by claiming that the dominant discourse of Japanese national-culturalethnic identity current in Japan undermines the “Japaneseness” of the diaspora,
especially when it comes into close contact with Japan, as the national, cultural and
ethnic elements of Japanese identity are conceived as being indivisible. The book shows
that from the Japanese perspective, it is not necessarily sufficient to have Japanese
heritage to lay claim to a Japanese identity: one needs to also act culturally Japanese.

(Berg Publishers, 2010)
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hen author Mary Brinton began her research into the Japanese high
school as a social institution tasked with facilitating the transition into
stable employment (understood as one of the pillars of full-fledged
membership in society) for lower-educated youth, it was in the period immediately
following the opportunity-laden economic boom of the 1980s. Why were they so much
better than U.S. high schools at setting non-elite kids on the path to productivity and
security?
Then came the crash. The economic recession and employment restructuring that
followed, particularly the dwindling of job opportunities, have had a profound impact on
these transitions, on the institutions involved in them, and on the individual’s relationship
with what Brinton calls “social locations” (ba)—frameworks that both provide people
with a foundation for material success and contribute to their sense of identity and wellbeing. Adrift from these ba, young people in postindustrial Japan have experienced new
lifestyle patterns—described in neologisms and often negatively perceived by preceding
generations—as freeters, parasite singles, working poor, net-café refugees, and NEETs.
Brinton’s interests lie in how institutions can shape the opportunities afforded to
individuals. Arguing that the unraveling of the high school’s role in structuring the
school-to-work transition is indicative of a deeper transformation, she offers a structural
interpretation of the socioeconomic disparity that is increasingly conspicuous in Japan,
beginning with the so-called “lost generation” and continuing unabated today. She draws
upon a range of sources to present a sensitive picture of the plight of non-elite,
particularly male, youth in a changing Japan.
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n this revealing study of a previously underexplored area of modern history,
namely Japanese women’s participation in sport, author Robin Kietlinski
challenges the hegemonic stereotype of the weak and delicate Japanese woman
confined to domestic spaces.
Kietlinski first situates her topic within wider contexts: women’s sport in East Asia; the
sociopolitical role of sport in Japanese history; the role of the Meiji “enlightenment” drive
that saw physical education introduced for girls. She goes on to trace the progress of
women’s participation in sport across multiple disciplines, examining pioneering figures
and milestone achievements against a background of domestic socioeconomic change.
Central to the study are captivating portraits of trailblazing women athletes, discussed
alongside contemporaneous media and popular reaction to their achievements. Kietlinski
also addresses the ways in which such reaction is informed by conservative attitudes
toward gender, including notions of physical inferiority, the boundaries of “womanhood,”
and storylines that address marriage and motherhood in tandem with sporting excellence.
Japan’s first female Olympian, Kinue Hitomi, for example, suffered such deeply negative
commentary for her supposedly “unladylike” athleticism that even her biological sex was
questioned publicly. While over time public acceptance of women in sports has become
more widespread, in parallel with greater financial investment in sporting excellence,
nonetheless it remains highly gendered and clearly sexualized.
It would also, Kietlinski cautions, be a mistake to assume that popular support for
women’s sports, or the semblance of parity in Japan’s commercialized sporting industry,
translate seamlessly into support for women to excel in other spheres of Japanese society.
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n her aptly named Miyazakiworld, Susan Napier takes her readers on a journey
through the converging worlds of famed animation auteur and Studio Ghibli
patriarch Hayao Miyazaki. His personal life in the often harsh “outside” world and
the worlds created by his imagination are intertwined in Napier’s narrative.
Taking a chronological approach, she follows these artistic and personal trajectories
through his works, from early manga and anime such as Gulliver’s Travels Beyond the
Moon (1964) to his supposed final film The Wind Rises (2013). Each chapter skillfully
combines biographical and sociocultural contextualization with a detailed analysis of
the themes and motifs in the films. Napier draws on a wealth of resources, ranging from
existing English and Japanese scholarship to Miyazaki’s films and some manga as well as
interviews, not to forget her own in-depth knowledge of anime in general and
Miyazaki’s work in particular.
The director’s influences—in terms of Japanese and foreign aesthetics as well as
political, social, and environmental concerns—become clear. But so do the complexities
and contradictions within the artist and his work, which Napier does not shy away
from but rather carefully explicates and integrates into her argument. Wonderfully
written in an accessible yet sophisticated style, and amply illustrated, this is the
definitive biography of Miyazaki to date in English.
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art memoir, part lament, this book by Alex Kerr was first published as a series of
articles in Japanese in 1993. It traces the author’s introduction to Japan and his
deep engagement with the study of both Japanese and Chinese cultural
traditions.
The son of an American naval officer stationed in Yokohama, Kerr buys an
abandoned farmhouse in the remote countryside of Shikoku. As he learns about the
architectural principles and crafts involved in traditional house construction, he
gradually becomes aware of the highly sophisticated culture of pre-modern Japan, and
the danger of its being lost forever amid the ongoing rush to modernize.
Each chapter addresses a different stage of Kerr’s career as he becomes an ardent
student of Kabuki, calligraphy, and Asian art. Through the help of well-placed friends,
he eventually sets up in Kyoto as a dealer of traditional art. During the heady days of
Japan’s bubble economy he becomes involved in the business of property development.
The book is important for its outline of the distinction between the freedom found in
the sensuous cultural traditions rooted in the Heian period, and the rule-obsessed,
regimented, and homogenized mainstream culture of the modern day. What does the
rebellious playfulness of Osaka culture, dominated by merchants rather than samurai,
offer to withstand the stultifying cultural homogeneity imposed by an over-powerful
Tokyo? Kerr offers an important and entertaining look from the viewpoint of one man’s
lifelong dedication to Japan and its traditions.
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n its publication in 2006, this edited volume was groundbreaking in its
combination of critical and theoretical discussions of selected topics
pertaining to the heterogeneous field of Japanese religions. With hands-on
chapters dealing with the realities of doing fieldwork in the country and of accessing
the necessary resources and archives, the book updated the field with current research,
providing a wide-ranging and detailed overview of approaches to, and work done in,
the study of Japanese religions.
The well-thought-out thematic and chronological structure of the volume, which
covers the various religious traditions, the history of Japanese religions, major themes in
the field, and the practical side of research, also leads to some fruitful overlapping of
topics, perspectives, and approaches.
This book is essential for both beginners and experts in the field. Editors Paul
Swanson and Clark Chilson provide a solid introduction as well as a useful overview of
specific subfields. In tandem with the essays on research practices, there are
comprehensive bibliographies, a detailed index, and a timeline. All of these make the
volume useful for those wishing to research Japanese religions. Reflecting the state of
the field around the time of publication, coverage of the 15th and 16th centuries, an
important period of change for Japanese Buddhism, is somewhat sparse, as is
consideration of the contemporary use and status of religions in the country.
Nevertheless, this valuable volume provides readable and informed guidance into and
within the complex and multifaceted world of Japanese religions.
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riting in 1890, the author Shikin Shimizu called for a “Meiji Shonagon,”
invoking the Heian heyday of women authors and pleading for the
reemergence of the female literary voice. The journal Bluestocking,
launched in 1911, reached further back still in its opening manifesto, alluding to the
supreme sun goddess Amaterasu as “original woman” and bemoaning the subsequent
sublimation of woman to mere lunar, reflective status.
The shifting cultural and political sphere that was Meiji Japan—a period of
purported civilization and enlightenment and certainly one fraught with change and
challenges—and the growing focus on individual identity therein offered a new
intellectual space for women. There was a flourishing of literary activity among
educated women, who pushed against the boundaries of the “good wife, wise mother”
(ryosai kenbo) female role—with her ideal qualities of “refined manners, docility, and
modesty”—embedded so deeply in the ideology of the Meiji government.
Edited by Rebecca Copeland and Melek Ortabasi, this welcome anthology brings
together translations intended to communicate the depth and vibrancy of women’s
writing during that period across multiple genres including poetry, essays, and speeches.
More than mere showcase, the book is also an act of recovery through translation: a
reconstruction and reclamation of the nascent voices of a reemerging female literary
tradition. Confounding calls to “observe moderation” and stick to their “innate
qualities as women writers,” the women translated here are together a representative
sample of the diversity, vitality, and tenacity of women writers as they experimented
with, tested, and adapted their creative voices.
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t 2:46 p.m. on March 11, 2011, the northeastern coast of Japan was struck by
a magnitude-9.0 undersea earthquake that triggered a devastating tsunami
and compromised reactor cooling systems at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear
Plant. This multiauthored volume, edited by Jeff Kingston, seeks to assess the nature
and extent of what became known as the “Triple Disaster,” as well as the international,
local and personal characteristics of recovery throughout the summer of 2011. The
book is immediate in focus, an impression enhanced by the fact that many of the
authors live and work in Japan. As a collection of essays it also serves as a historical
document, capturing the “evolving national mood and political fray” that shaped the
immediate discussions of the disasters.
The 16 chapters are divided into thematic sections. Part 1, “Disaster: Reports from
Tohoku,” is perhaps the most indicative of the volume’s rare combination of personal
reaction with scholarly analysis. It then tackles the responses of civil society, the political
landscape of energy policy, the fruitful analytical contrast that comes from comparing
post-1945 recovery with that of 3/11, and lastly the politics and practicalities of
recovery and reconstruction in communities devastated by the disasters. This last
section provides a more focused reflection on how 3/11 has transformed, and will
further transform, the communities of northeastern Japan, the country’s political and
popular attitudes toward nuclear power, and global disaster-relief strategies as well. Yet
perhaps most significant are the insights the book offers into the socioeconomic
relationship between Tokyo and Japan’s peripheries.

hristine R. Yano’s absorbing anthropological study positions this iconic feline
at the vanguard of “pink globalization”—the transnational flow of goods and
images associated with “kawaii” and contextualized by Japan’s cute-cool
culture. Yano unpacks the nuance of kawaii—embodied by Kitty-chan and often
glossed as “cute”—from its multiple and sometimes contradictory elements: fantasy,
femininity, sexuality, complaisance.
Sanrio, the company behind Hello Kitty, claims a quasi-religious stance in the making
and marketing of their mega brand. Supposedly this “Way of Kitty” transcends capitalism
to focus instead on the promotion of friendship and happiness. Yet Kitty is “pure
license”—an ultra-consumerist presence that extends across endless swaths of merchandise.
Yano provides an in-depth analysis of Sanrio’s marketing strategies and their significance in
the context of related macroprocesses such as government-led soft power policies.
The book is also an absorbing journey through the micropractices of fandom.
Interviews give insight into a myriad of consumer meanings navigating gender, national
identity, and class that are projected onto Kitty-chan, a phenomenon made possible by the
character’s intentional blankness. These include acts of subversion and appropriation: Kitty
as punk, as lesbian, as soft-porn signifier. Yano points to Sanrio’s decision to embrace such
apparent transgressions as the commodification of subversion. This strategy of reimagining
extends also into the art world, where she has been reframed across multiple genres.
Hello Kitty has endless semantic flexibility, representing both the perceived
powerlessness of kawaii and the cultural and economic power of pink globalization. Yano
offers an engaging and eye-opening discussion of the interplay of power with the dynamics
of cute-cool, culture, and commodity.

Society / Culture

Society / Culture

62

Pink Globalization:

Economics / Business

Economics / Business

Natural Disaster and
Nuclear Crisis in Japan:

63

100 Books for Understanding Contemporary Japan

Politics / IR

Politics / IR

Crafting Masculinities

Mikiso Hane and
Louis G. Perez

Romit Dasgupta
(Routledge, 2012)

(Avalon Publishing, 2014)

J

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

“C

History

History

Photography

Photography

Others

Others

ontemporary Japan cannot be adequately understood without an
examination of its early history.”
With this statement, Louis G. Perez embarks on an impressive revision
of the late Mikiso Hane’s comprehensive guide to more than a thousand years of Japanese
history. Beginning with a survey of the mythological tales surrounding Japan’s origins, this
volume explores the country’s extensive history from several different angles in an easy and
accessible prose style. Included in the narrative are clear analyses of government structures,
from the early period, when women played political roles and power centered on the
court, to the increasing dominance of regional military families from the 12th century
through to the Tokugawa period (1603–1867). Perez and Hane’s account frequently
references Japan’s relations with its neighbors in East Asia, documenting how ideas from
abroad, such as Confucianism and Buddhism, penetrated Japan from China via Korea.
These diplomatic relations in earlier centuries helped inform later interactions in both
trade and culture. Complicated new relationships with the more distant European powers
also emerge in the 15th and 16th centuries, demonstrating that, while an island,
premodern Japan never completely cut itself off from outside ideas nor hesitated to
assimilate those it valued into its own cultural practices.
This book charts the key events in Japan’s long premodern era, offering detailed
explanations of their contexts and implications without ever losing focus on the
continuous nature of the overall narrative. An important book on an important, but little
understood, period of Japanese history.

apan’s salaryman is its dominant masculine trope: the postwar “everyman,” the
committed corporate soldier, the husband, the provider, the (often absent) father.
But Japan is gradually moving away from the traditional corporate paternalism
under which the salaryman flourished: lifelong employment and rewarding
employment length over performance are increasingly rare as companies downsize,
restructure, and reconsider practices in order to succeed in a corporate framework
driven by neoliberal and globalized ideologies. Here, the salaryman is expected to
demonstrate efficiency, individual ability, and measurable outcomes.
Much has already been written on the salaryman, but rarely has the focus been on
gender: the salaryman as gendered construct, as metonym for “man.” These are the
questions that author Romit Dasgupta puts at the very center of this thoughtful and
focused book. He argues that the salaryman represents “hegemonic masculinity” as
crafted in response to upbringing, cultural experiences, and economic and political
conditions. However, this ascendant form of masculinity has unraveled over the course
of the Lost Decade, and millennial salarymen must now navigate through evolving
expectations and aspirations of masculinity. The voices of these young men illuminate
how their generation struggles with a shifting discourse.
The book first frames the salaryman in macrohistory before drilling down to the
micro level, revealing the experiences that traditionally shaped boy into adult and man
into salaryman, and examining how shifting sociocultural and corporate culture realities
have changed those experiences. The intersection with heterosexuality is also
considered, as is the significance of intraorganizational same-sex homosociality to
salaryman masculinity.
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hindon-ya are ostentatiously costumed street musicians who first emerged in
the 1840s and reached their heyday in the following decade. Hired by local
businesses to roam neighborhood streets publicizing goods and services, they
became closely associated with the everyday soundscape and the sociality of urban spaces.
In this fascinating study on sound, space, and listening, ethnomusicologist Marié Abe
traces the resurgence, from the 1990s onwards, of chindon-ya as an intersectional practice
straddling history, music, enterprise, and political engagement.
The study is built around four themes: historical memory and genealogy; sound labor
as enticement in public space; marginality and alliances across social differences in an
increasingly multicultural Japan; and the role of sound in politics and protest in neoliberal
Japan. Abe also examines the practice’s encounter with the West. Her detailed depiction of
chindon-ya captures the nuance and possibility of this genre-defying practice: it is at once
music and noise, tradition and modernity, performance and enterprise.
Of particular note, in the context of the social alienation that is increasingly common
in Japan’s urban spaces, is Abe’s view of the sonic labor of chindon-ya as rooted in a
dynamic philosophy of sociality, in which people engage with one another and their
surroundings. Despite chindon-ya being embedded in capitalism, its practice displays a
clear humanistic commitment to social encounters that are irreducible to capital. Equally,
Abe’s concept of resonance as an articulation of “sound, space, and sociality” works to
illuminate relationships among listeners, landscapes, and cultural memory in
contemporary Japan.

nlike the robot-populated, dystopian futures often depicted in the West, in
Japan robots have long been embraced for their convenience and potential
companionship. While an Astro Boy-esque humanoid remains a fiction, the
accelerating pace of development in robotics technology is bringing the robot, in an
increasing variety of guises, deeper into Japan’s intimate social spheres.
Author Jennifer Robertson pivots her book on an examination of “Innovation 25,”
former Prime Minister Abe’s visionary blueprint for the socioeconomic revitalization of
Japan through robot technology, particularly in the household. For all its next-generation
technology and promises of time wealth, she argues, the long-term plan and its concepts are
a platform for innovation-as-renovation using “retro-robotics” and “retro-tech,” new tools
designed and deployed to reify old values. She points to how the reliance of robotics on state
support leaves it vulnerable to state ideologies, which it comes to mirror and embody.
The patriarchal and conservative values that arguably shape “Innovation 25” mean the
strategy accepts as unproblematic the existing sexed and gendered division of human labor
and social space and indeed tacitly encourages uncritical reproduction of such in robot
design and application. Gender aside, Robertson examines how robotics in Japan
reproduces—and therefore reinforces—norms and expectations regarding (dis)abled bodies.
She also considers questions surrounding the granting of “robot rights” and membership in
Japanese nationhood.
Japan’s robots are “imagineered”: imagined as solutions to socioeconomic problems, then
engineered in that image. But critically this imagination is rooted in a nostalgic past and
aspires to a traditional future—albeit one populated by robots functioning alongside humans.
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ap society” (kakusa-shakai) is a term applied to the Japan that has
emerged from the post-bubble so-called “lost” years. In direct contrast
to normalized narratives of middle-class homogeneity, this new model
takes inequality as its base, identifying the economically vulnerable and socially
excluded groups that have emerged from the overlapping demographics of stagnated
economic growth, an aging population, and a declining fertility rate. Whether social
inequality has been exacerbated by such fundamental structural changes or whether the
nation was never as egalitarian as formerly assumed remains to be answered. What is
undeniable, this collection of essays shows, is that the inequality is there, it is complex,
and it requires deep-seated reforms in order to be remedied.
Edited by David Chiavacci and Carola Hommerich, the compendium considers how
personal and collective agency interact in the production and replication of inequality.
Specific case studies address five key areas: the labor market and the employment
system, the welfare state and the family, education and social mobility, the divide
between urban and rural, and immigration and ethnic minorities. Gender is also
considered as it applies commonly to all of the above.
Addressing the increasingly polarized gaps in wealth, income, and social reward, as
well as the anxiety of the privileged who fear loss of status, the work reveals a
compelling picture of social inequality in contemporary Japan.
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resenting an overview of any culture or society is a momentous task. This
interdisciplinary book, intended for non-specialist readers, enlists a stellar lineup
of leading educators to present as broad and clear a picture as possible of the
complex and contested space that is contemporary Japan. It is deliberately jargon-free and
avoids theoretical perspective, aiming to inform and illustrate rather than to debate.
Edited by Victoria Bestor, Theodore Bestor, and Akiko Yamagata, the book presents
postwar Japan as a culture and society that maintains continuities of institutions, values,
and practices, yet has also been transformed by radical shocks and historic disjunctures
that challenge those continuities. It is organized into three sections. The first, “Social
Foundations,” looks at changes in terms of history, politics, language, education, religion,
law, and urban landscapes. These topics are vast enough to be daunting; each chapter,
however, is structured to present an overview rather than to overwhelm with detail.
The second section, “Class, Identity, and Status,” gives insight into contemporary
demographic shifts, as well as into how structural economic changes have revealed
significant disparities across the population, contrary to the once-trumpeted essentialist
cultural theories of a universal middle class united by a single language and culture. No
nation is homogeneous, and diversity is also examined from queer, racial, and
marginalized community perspectives.
The final section, “Cool Japan,” examines some of the soft cultural aspects for which
Japan is increasingly known. Manga and cuisine are discussed alongside sport, music, and
architecture, often in the context of how intersections between tradition and modern
trends can shape cultural identity.
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n this original and fascinating account of the meaning and value of waste and
wastefulness in postwar Japan, author Eiko Maruko Siniawer delves into the nittygritty of daily modern-day life to show how the history of waste is, at its core, a
history of “how people lived.” She prompts us to consider waste in its many incarnations
and especially how it relates to our perennial search for well-being, or a life well lived.
Take garbage—tangible, material waste. Once discarded, it becomes seemingly
valueless, yet can reveal much about the society that generated it, particularly attitudes
toward consumption, materiality, and sustainability. Siniawer also examines our wasteful
relationship with time. While, unlike other resources, time cannot be accumulated or
recycled, it is nonetheless subject to determinations of value, often in relation to money
and the perceived generation of wealth.
“How shall I live?” is a question that we all face, in varying degrees of awareness, in
our day-to-day choices. Assumptions, habits, and decisions about what is waste and what
behaviors are wasteful are powerful forces. In Japan today this waste consciousness is
shaped less by any inherently Japanese conception of frugality or clean aesthetics than by
such universal parameters as mass production and consumption, affluence and
abundance, and environmentalism. Siniawer’s groundbreaking examination of postwar
Japan’s waste consciousness and responsibility considers essential but often overlooked
class-based and gendered perspectives.
Social history texts can often feel removed from our daily lives, all the more so when
addressing concerns of another country. Siniawer’s deftly handled treatment of an issue
that affects us all is both intimate and immediate, for it is ultimately about how we make
sense of and live in the everyday.
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tumbling, accidentally, into Japan in the early 1970s, Ian Buruma stayed for
most of that decade and has since established his reputation as a thoughtful and
knowledgeable guide to the history, society, and popular culture of the country.
This book is an entertaining account of the author’s introduction to Japan in an
understudied and underappreciated time.
As a young and idealistic middle-class Dutch boy Buruma found himself going
against the counsel of an older Amsterdam associate who had lived in Tokyo and who
told him in no uncertain terms to “steer clear of Donald Richie’s crowd.” Arriving in
Japan with little knowledge beyond the surreal and fascinating attractions of its avantgarde theater scene, Buruma soon found himself touring, traveling, drinking and
cavorting not only with the “Richie crowd,” but also with many other famous movers
and shakers in the performance-art world of the late 1960s and early 1970s.
A fascinating account of a period of Japanese history little covered in Englishlanguage literature, this book is a must read for anyone interested in postwar Japanese
theater, film, or dance. Accessible, compelling, and informative, it captures the sheer
power and energy of the counterculture of the period, dismantling the homogeneous,
comfortable, middle-class ideology of the salaryman so familiar to the West. By doing
so, it stands as a remarkable witness to one of the most exciting and innovative periods
of recent Japanese artistic history.

Eiko Maruko Siniawer
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Barbara R. Ambros
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his survey of Japanese religions rejects the normative framework of religious
history narratives, which foregrounds male figures, male-dominated
institutions and patriarchal lineage, and instead formulates a long-term
gynocentric analysis offering a comprehensive perspective on the role and agency—and
the ambiguities therein—of women in Japan’s pluralistic religious culture.
Author Barbara Ambros’s narrative is structured across nine chapters, each of which
reexamines the religious activities of historical periods in the context of female figures and
practitioners. Doing so reveals a rich lineup of characters: ample-hipped clay goddesses
join Himiko, Queen of Wa, in populating Japan’s hazy prehistory with fertile and
sacerdotal figures, while the creator goddess Izanami and sun goddess Amaterasu appear
in ancient chronologies as powerful yet ambivalent divinities.
Later chapters tackle the institutionalization of Buddhism in Japan and the roles,
initially public, later progressively less visible, that women have played therein. These are
charted alongside wider changes in social practice contributing to female
disempowerment, such as virilocal marriage. Notions of women as sinful and “pollutants”
are also discussed, as is the leverage in women’s subjugation of this supposed inherent
karmic hindrance. The final chapter brings us up to date with a discussion of post-bubble
Japan and how economic and demographic pressures have thrust the relationships
between gender and religion into a state of flux.
By contextualizing the religious lives and roles of women across political,
socioeconomic, and legal history, Ambros demonstrates how women, far from being
marginal figures, have made vital and vibrant—albeit often unsung—contributions to
religion in Japan.
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his impressive monograph on the philosophy and aesthetics of Arata Isozaki
was published in 2009, ten years before the visionary architect would be
named a Pritzker Prize laureate. Isozaki is notable for his focus on process as a
means by which seemingly paradoxical elements—future/past, East/West, built/
unbuilt—may be incorporated in design, creating works that he himself describes as
“crossbred, hybrid, divided, and eclectic.”
Author Ken Tadashi Oshima has tackled the daunting task of digesting Isozaki’s five
decade-strong body of global work by outlining the operative strategies of his design
process with these six key concepts: process, genesis, atlas, trans, isle, and flux. Each
concept is introduced through Isozaki’s own writing, itself lauded as “an architecture of
words,” together with a selection of projects, some realized and others not, that embody
it.
Dynamism is key to Isozaki’s work, and is driven by his perceptions of time, place
and object. His interpretation of ruins is particularly interesting, as an image of the
present that is at once symbolic of past and future. Devastation, elimination, violence,
rebuilding, progress: to Isozaki these are all dynamic forces, at once destructive yet with
the potential to be instructive. Equally, a consciousness of the tension and fusion
between East and West—with their conflicting senses of space and time—is forefront in
Isozaki’s work, often interpreted through the concept of ma (gap or pause). As Oshima
shows, it is this transnational awareness that underpins the connectivity Isozaki finds
between global universality and local identity.

his beautifully presented collection of essays by Harvard University art
professor Yukio Lippit and other contributors emerged from a symposium
held to mark the exhibition Colorful Realm: Bird-and-Flower Paintings by Ito
Jakuchu, held in Washington, DC in 2012.
Jakuchu’s 33-scroll set combines virtuosic technique, rich detail, and whimsy of form
to majestic effect, and in recent years the life of this singular artist has attracted almost
as much attention as his work. In this volume of 12 essays, the artist’s life serves as entry
point for a wider discussion of the social history of Edo artists. Together the writings are
a collective attempt to uncover and understand the social lives and selfhoods of artists
in early-modern Japan through three broad frameworks: amateurism, status, and the
relationship between artists and public space.
Having emerged from the urban common ranks, the artists discussed represent a
move away from the dominance of the pedigreed painting houses of the early-modern
period and, as such, a shift in the practice and understanding of art-making in Japan.
Socioeconomic change sets the scene for other discussions: the impact of urbanization
is examined through ukiyo-e, for example, and the effects of economic change on the
status of the professional artist and on the art marketplace itself are also considered.
Other essays highlight the emergence of the amateur potter, the Noh aesthetic of yugen
(profound grace and elegance), and the widespread Edo-period practice of “copybookism” and its implications for originality and innovation from political and ideological
perspectives. Together, these masterful essays present a coherent picture of the dynamic
transformation in identity and output of the Edo artist.
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apan’s ubiquitous convenience stores, known as konbini, are impeccably organized
and painstakingly presented retail spaces that have become culturally embedded in
contemporary society and epitomize its convenience mentality; they are known
and envied worldwide.
By contrast, the convenience store worker—underpaid, underappreciated, almost
unnoticed—has attracted little attention. Here one takes center stage: from the opening
paragraph, the reader joins Keiko, an unmarried 36-year-old woman with an unusually
long career as a konbini clerk, as she glides seamlessly, almost sensually, through her
beloved store, maintaining its perfection while anticipating every customer need.
It’s a job she loves and excels at, but she knows that those around her are perplexed—
why won’t she even try and get a “proper” job? Equally perverse (to others) is her lack of
interest in love, sex, or marriage. She is “flawed,” she must be “cured”—but she doesn’t
understand why. At times, her lack of empathy and disinterest in social norms seem to
point to psychopathy, but her unabashedly self-centered and straightforward approach
to her life choices is also hard to criticize. Keiko’s failure to fit in and become a proper
shakaijin (fully-fledged member of society) can be flipped around and framed as Japan’s
failure to accept alternative working patterns and lifestyles as equally valid.
Convenience Store Woman has won praise for its absurdity, its quirkiness, and its
deadpan delivery, but author Sayaka Murata also shines a devastatingly acerbic light on the
onerous social pressures in contemporary Japan to fit in—even if you’re happy as you are.
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his 1906 essay by Kakuzo Okakura (1862–1913) is a wide-ranging yet
cohesive exploration of chado or “Teaism,” a philosophy the author contends
has permeated every aspect of Japan’s culture across every social class. He
traces, almost reverentially, the development of Teaism through major movements of
thought and aesthetics in China and Japan, principally Taoism and Zen, while
simultaneously introducing Teaism’s architecture and equipage, its ceremony and
masters. Written by Okakura in English, it is a seamless and self-assured study of what
he calls Japan’s “religion of the art of life,” intended for educated Western readers.
And it is a book of its time: Okakura’s life embodied the juxtaposition of East and
West that resulted from the “opening” of Japan’s borders to exchange in the latter 19th
century. Born to a samurai father (who relinquished his status to become a merchant),
educated in English, and sent abroad to study Western fine arts, Okakura had an
exhaustive knowledge of ancient Asian art and philosophy—amply demonstrated
here—as well as considerable understanding of European art history.
Despite such close links to the West, Okakura nevertheless rejected the thenprevailing notion of the West as inherently superior. He laments the “unfavorable”
Western attitude toward any understanding of the East, based as it is on “meager
translations” and “unreliable anecdotes.” Indeed this book is a love song, not just to the
“liquid amber” of Teaism, but to the wealth and depth of Asian art and thinking of
which it is a distillation.
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uthor Masaaki Morishita makes a significant contribution to the field of
museum studies with this thoughtful examination of the phenomenon of the
“empty” museum. In stark contrast to the prevailing Western model of the
museum as necessarily comprising substantial collections and permanent displays, the
“empty museum,” with no permanent exhibits nor a collection-based practice, serves
rather as a space for temporary exhibitions of objects on loan.
The emergence of the empty museum is considered in several contexts: theoretical
concepts of transculturation and of “field” as defined in social theory; Japan’s
contemporary artistic field in the run-up to the establishment of its first empty museum
(and particularly the impact of newly prevalent Western influences); the establishment of
that same museum, the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum, in 1927; and the iemoto artist
and art group system. In particular, the iemoto system, wherein successive eminent
predecessors handed down traditional styles and skills, is important in understanding the
emergence of the empty museum: the agenda of such orthodox heredity, widespread in
cultural activities in the Edo period, was a dominant force in driving “emptiness.”
Later chapters look at the development, in the postwar museum landscape, of
curatorial authority and its challenge to art-group dominance. Morishita focuses on the
Kanagawa Museum as an example of how curators of empty museums conceived of a
“universal” history of Japanese modern art, rather than conforming to “sectionalized”
canons, while also embracing avant-garde and regional art, and in the process began to
change existing power relations.
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here is a tacit but palpable assumption that contemporary Japan suffers from a
deficiency of religion. Author Jolyon Baraka Thomas begs to disagree, however,
pointing to a wealth of evidence of religiosity in the highly influential media of
manga and anime. Here, he argues, we can find much that is religious—but to do so we
must first abandon any reductive preoccupation with formal religious institutions and
doctrine or with denominational distinctions, and instead embrace an approach that
defines religion as an “imaginative or social endeavor” in which religious activity can be
understood as “provisional or playful” and religious content as “malleable.” In particular,
Thomas is interested in “vernacular religion”—that is, formal religious ideas exported to
quotidian contexts—as both reflective of and formative for Japanese culture.
His core stance, explored through detailed visual and narrative analysis and supported
by ethnographic and historical research, is that manga and anime are multifunctional
religious spaces, at once vehicles for the dissemination of existing religious vocabulary and
images, sources of inspiration for innovative religious creation and new notions of
sacredness, and living and changing reflections of religious frames of mind in
contemporary Japan.
Of note is the author’s concept of shukyo asobi (religion play), meaning both religious
entertainment and playful religion, which underpins his understanding of the intersection
among authors, artists, audiences, and the religious ideas they are (re)creating and
consuming. This thought-provoking narrative offers a fascinating perspective on these still
understudied popular culture forms, revealing a rich and highly plastic relationship with
religion as imaginative process.
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he daunting task of covering Japan’s exceptional history of artistic expression in a
single volume has been taken on masterfully by author and leading art authority
Nobuo Tsuji in this fully-illustrated overview. Beginning with prehistoric Jomon
culture, with its “dynamic, magical” patterned pots, Tsuji walks us through distinct eras and
distinctive movements in Japanese art, noting the influences—continental, religious,
economic, social, ideological—behind and within each.
Its encyclopedic scope presents armor and architecture alongside paintings, ukiyo-e,
ceramics, and sculpture, and addresses as well the “kaleidoscope of styles” that have emerged
since the 1960s, including the mediums of manga and anime. Interestingly, Tsuji notes that
“art” did not exist as a concept in Japan until the term bijutsu was introduced in the Meiji
period as an equivalent of Western “fine arts.” Until then, the focus was on gigei (“skill”) and
ko (“the act of making”). The concept of “artist” did not exist, either—rather, it was the
potter, the weaver, the lacquerer, the engraver, etc. who created skilled and specialized works.
Throughout the book, Tsuji examines outside influences—he describes artistic
production in Japan as “an orchard irrigated by... nutrient-rich streams flowing from across
the Asian subcontinent”—while also searching for the core of Japanese art, something he
argues can be found in the three distinguishing concepts of adornment, decoration, and
playfulness.
The award-winning English translation of this book has been some ten years in
development, and translator Nicole Coolidge Rousmaniere has captured Tsuji’s
characteristically authoritative yet engaging style in an illuminating journey through time
and aesthetics.
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he notion that Buddhism declined as a driving force in everyday social and
cultural life from the Tokugawa period onward informs most people’s idea of
Buddhist art, where emphasis is usually placed on the ancient or earlymodern. This book corrects that perception by examining a much-overlooked period in
Japanese Buddhist art. Moving from the beginning of the Tokugawa era to the early
years of the 21st century, author Patricia J. Graham reassesses the canon to incorporate
recent imagery and architecture, defines the social history of such recent works, and,
finally, clarifies the ways in which Buddhism continues to serve as an important source
of inspiration for contemporary Japanese artists.
This important study shows how people involved in making and commissioning
Buddhist works of art have continued to shape changes in religious practice, leaving a
canon that is as inspiring and worthy of contemplation as the more celebrated earlymodern worshippers. From pagodas, fountains, and bronze-cast statues to photographs
of homeless men, the art of Buddhism has never ceased to inform its cultural and
religious significance in modern Japan. Graham shows the continued importance of
followers to whom the visual and artistic representation of art and architecture remains
central.

(University of Tokyo Press, 2019)
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he stupendous, fractal-tipped wave by Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849) is
one of the most iconic images in the world—lauded for its vibrant use of
Prussian blue pigment, its innovative perspective, its composition, and the
way it invokes the terror and beauty of the natural world. It was designed in 1831,
toward the end of Hokusai’s life and career, a period that is the focus of this visually
stunning catalogue edited by Timothy Clark and published to accompany a 2017
British Museum exhibition.
Hokusai’s last three decades are examined from the vantage point of several themes:
worlds seen, worlds imagined, Hokusai’s world, and immortality, a conceit that
illuminates the personal, spiritual, and artistic endeavors that informed and inspired his
art. By this stage of his life Hokusai was an exceptional creative force, having mastered
Japanese, Chinese, and even European techniques, and was growing braver and more
experimental in his conceptually driven approach. Drawing had become a “vehicle for
discovery and personal guidance” and he was spurred on by a desire to—as he himself
put it—“revolutionize” his vocation of painting.
Sumptuous reproductions of the artist’s body of work, from prints to line drawings
for painting manuals to illustrated books, are accompanied by essays discussing his
evolution as an artist; his thoughts about faith, real and imagined worlds, nature, and
form; the extraordinary power and technical prowess of his use of the line; his approach
to aging and his artistic control in old age; and the artist in the context of social change
occurring in the late Tokugawa period (1603–1867).
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he study of photography took off in Japan after the arrival of the first camera
in 1848. The earliest photographs of the country were taken by an American
accompanying Commodore Perry’s expedition of 1854. But within a few
decades of the opening of the first photography studio in Yokohama, techniques and
methods for producing photographs had spread rapidly across the country. Despite the
nearly two centuries that have passed since the birth of photography in Japan, however,
little has been written in English about Japanese photography or photographers.
This informative and attractive volume was published to accompany an exhibition at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, in 2003. Richly illustrated, the book includes
chapters by various contributors explaining the history of photography in Japan as well
as the development and legacies of various artistic movements. One chapter outlines the
role of the photograph in establishing the Meiji state with portraits of the Emperor and
Empress. Another describes the development of modernism and photography as an art
form, as well as debates over how the photograph would function as a medium of visual
communication.
The book contains prints of some iconic postwar photos, such as Shigeo Hayashi’s
panoramas of Hiroshima from September 1945 and Tadahiko Hayashi’s smoking war
orphans in Ueno Park from 1946. It also provides lists of major photography
magazines, clubs and associations, with summaries, descriptions and dates. At the back
there is a select bibliography. All in all, this is an important and visually pleasing
introduction to the history of photography in Japan.
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his seminal collection of folk legends from the mountainous northern town of
Tono in Iwate Prefecture was instrumental in the establishment of folklore
studies in Japan. The author, Kunio Yanagita, is now renowned as the
founding father of the discipline. Yanagita’s motivation for the work was rooted in his
desire to explore the essence of the Japanese psyche and to preserve rural culture and
community.
Translated into English by Ronald A. Morse, The Legends of Tono brings together 119
tales, each relayed to Yanagita by an oral storyteller native to the remote Tono. The
collection was published in 1910, and soon captured the popular imagination with its
vibrance and depth. Yanagita’s rendering of these local legends is rooted in careful
observation and presented in what Morse describes as a “crisp classical Japanese literary
style of expression.”
Straddling two worlds—the observed, physical world of mountains, rivers, and
houses, and the concealed, animistic world inhabited by spirits and gods—the stories
capture the fantastic, the grotesque, and the sometimes joyful in an agricultural
community populated not only by the (mostly) peasant protagonists but also by flatheaded water sprites, shape-shifting foxes, and long-nosed goblins. All of this is rich
material for Yanagita’s examination of Tono residents’ dreams, beliefs, and feelings and,
by extension, those of rural Japan as a whole. Well over a century since the words were
first put down on paper, this powerful and influential collection continues to inform
our understanding of Japanese history, anthropology, and literature today.
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aruki Murakami is arguably Japan’s best-known contemporary writer, in
terms of both commercial success and global reach via translation. He is less
well known as a prolific translator of American contemporary fiction into
Japanese, but it is precisely this dual status, as translator and translatee, that allows him
to function as a cultural and literary mediator.
Author Rebecca Suter examines this cross-cultural role in contexts of modernity,
postcolonialism, and globalization in a country that underwent a much more rapid
process of modernization than did the West. How does Murakami—and specifically what
Suter terms his “para-modernist” position—inform and illuminate the Japanese
experience of modernism? How does his writing and his status as cross-cultural vector
relate to and reflect upon wider (post)modernist conflicts between universalism and
imperialism, or particularism and nationalism? These questions form the core of Suter’s
textual analysis of Murakami’s work, focused primarily on his short stories, which she
carefully unfolds across a framework referencing extraliterary contexts of sociology,
history, and geopolitics.
Suter also looks at the specifics of Murakami’s often brave linguistic strategies,
particularly those that create deliberate distance from both dominant Japanese literary
tradition and discursively constructed reality, and his extensive use of Western cultural
references as literary strategy. The layering of realities and distorted temporalities, the
deployment of bold fantasy, the subversion of cultural categories: together these serve to
critique the construction of individual identity and problematize social responsibility from
a perspective that is at once unique and equally relatable to Japanese and Western
audiences.
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n the words of author Timon Screech, this monograph aims to be an “authoritative
and conceptually rigorous” work focused on images, primarily paintings and
prints, of the Edo period (1603–1867). It examines their multiplicity of purpose,
and how they were obtained—meaning how they were produced, commissioned,
acquired, and displayed. To achieve this, Screech eschews a chronological focus,
adopting instead a thematically structured approach through which he tackles firstly the
mechanisms of production and display, and secondly the central schools and styles.
Part I considers the meaning of artistic labor via the lenses of myth and legend: how
was artistic creation understood and what purpose were images thought to have?
Screech then examines the primary function of art in the Edo period, seeking an
understanding in the space “between myth and hard fact” of why art was sought after at
all. Screech looks beyond mere aesthetic enjoyment to contemplate the encoded
meanings of auspicious images, including their symbolic force, double meanings, and
even such challenging themes as illness and death. He addresses the processes of buying
and selling in rich detail, following with a chapter on the power and significance of
religious images.
Part II is a commanding examination of pivotal schools and movements: the Kano
and Tosa schools, portraiture, literati painting, ukiyo-e, and, finally, artistic contact
with Europe. Screech’s treatment of the extra-visual aspects of images gives this
comprehensive history an impressive cohesion and clarity.
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hat’s so Zen.” These days, “that” could refer to almost anything in the
“Zen-scape”: ritual practices or a personal belief system, but also “a taste
culture, lifestyle preference, [or] social justice framework.” Necessarily
wide-ranging, this densely written yet playful book by Gregory P. A. Levine guides us
through the “multifarious tradition” that is Zen today, with a focus on its “postwar
allure, unruliness, and refusal to stay put doctrinally, philologically, and socially” rather
than on Zen as a strictly Buddhist doctrine and practice.
Levine coins a seriocomic term, “Zenny zeitgeist,” to differentiate from institutional
Zen practices and denote instead Zen in the many modes—exoticized, arguably
Orientalist, highly elastic, and at times fetishist—in which it is found across postwar
mass-mediated culture: literature, film, architecture, self-help culture, and beyond.
Levine shifts effortlessly from a discussion of sixteenth-century Jesuit encounters
with Zen meditation practices to Zen as seen in New Yorker magazine cartoons. He
examines Zen as “both object and agent of modernization and globalization,”
considering how Zen art and aesthetics move and forge links among diverse spaces—
temples, museums, popular culture, the art world, the academy—while also
crisscrossing national, ethnic, class, and intellectual boundaries.
Transnational, interreligious, scholarly, personal, and popular: Zen and Zen
aesthetics have been recontextualized and appropriated in these and more spaces.
Levine’s achievement here is to weave a compelling narrative through today’s countless
Zen contexts, circles, and communities, navigating sometimes uncomfortable questions
of authenticity, colonialism, and commercialism along the way.
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n this authoritative and engaging study, author Reiko Tomii sets out to achieve two
goals: to narrate the history of the “wilderness” of contemporary art in 1960s
Japan, and to link it with the history of global art. She does this via an exploration
of conceptualism, performance art, and land art as seen respectively in the works of
three different generations of artists—Yutaka Matsuzawa, The Play (a collective of
“Happeners”), and Group Ultra Niigata (GUN), a regional art unit.
Wilderness here is multilayered in meaning. Taken literally it refers to the remote
landscapes in which the profiled artists chose to situate their work. But it is also
evocative of the “out-there”— outside the norms of thinking, outside Tokyo, outside
the academy, outside power, outside commercialism. While Tomii is exhaustive in her
vivid descriptions of the radical art of her chosen practitioners, she is equally concerned
with situating them into “world” art history (in reality, a staunchly Eurocentric field) by
devising a more expansive, multicentered framework for the history of art. Here she
posits “international contemporaneity” as a geohistorical concept, a way to measure
relationships between two locales at a given time in history, shaped by both fact and
perception.
Tomii examines what she terms the “contact points” of connection and resonance as
ways of navigating and narrating the interfaces between the local and the global. She
thereby “explodes and decenters” conventional art history by revealing the synchronicity
of ideas that was present in the at-once peripheral and pivotal milieu of 1960s Japan.
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L

ucky grab bags that are sold by shops with no indication of what they contain,
fukubukuro are the analogy chosen by Haruki Murakami, who has penned the
introduction to this collection, to describe its contents. The book does not
pretend to be an authoritative anthology of representative works, nor does it try to trace
the development of the short story as literary genre in contemporary Japan. Rather, the
link among the stories presented is a simple one: each made an unforgettable
impression on the editor, Jay Rubin, an expert on modern Japanese literature and
Murakami’s longtime translator.
Consequently, the thirty-five story lineup is eclectic and unpredictable; most readers
are likely to encounter new—if not necessarily current—voices alongside some of
Japan’s most renowned modern writers: Soseki, Akutagawa, Tanizaki, Mishima, and
Murakami himself. The stories span more than a century (the oldest dates from 1898,
the most recent 2014; Murakami likens it to finding “an iPod and a gramophone on
the same shelf of a record store”), but they are not presented chronologically. Instead,
they are grouped by theme—Japan and the West, Loyal Warriors, Men and Women,
Nature and Memory, Modern Life and Other Nonsense, Dread, and Disasters: Natural
and Man-Made. Behind this structure lies Rubin’s intention that the book primarily
entertain (as opposed to educate): the reader, envisaged as a general one after a “good
read,” is invited to dip in and out of this lucky bag, choosing by topic or according to
mood.
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he Tales of Ise is a collection of works authored during the Heian period
(794–1185) by multiple unattributed poets. It takes the form of a series of
uta monogatari, or “poem tales,” short narratives that provide the context for
poems on love, culture, exile, and adventure—but mostly love. Its scope of influence
has been vast, and the brilliance of its wordplay and thematic associations had a
profound impact on Noh theater.
The protagonist is one Ariwara no Narihira, a handsome hero with a checkered
family past, military prowess, and a great talent for poetry. Elegant, sophisticated, and
an excellent lover, he is nevertheless a marginalized figure. It is this very casting out,
however, that allows him to refine his aesthetic sensibilities and come to embody the
archetypal Heian poet-lover.
This is no stiff or stilted anthology: it is vibrant and charming, laced with irony and
pithy humor (albeit couched in appropriately courtly language), and rich with
humanity. It was also a radical work, using an experimental structure and reimagining
existing narratives in new contexts. Such subversion contains, at the same time,
superlative examples of aesthetic concepts central to classical Japan, including miyabi
(elegance) and setsugekka (snow, moon and flowers).
A millennium separates Narihira’s world and ours, yet the book still resonates. It
continues to inspire artists and writers, not least because of its powerful, painful, and
playful depictions of love in all forms—familial, romantic, unrequited, enduring. It is
this richly relatable humanity that defines and immortalizes the Tales.
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gyre is a string of circulating ocean currents: “Imagine a ring of snakes, each
biting the tail of the one ahead of it.” The endlessly orbiting gyre is not just a
conduit for assumed flotsam, in the form of a diary-containing Hello Kitty
lunchbox ripped from its owner by a tsunami across the globe, but is also a deep
thematic structure for a novel that boldly embraces vast, cyclical themes: death,
memory, quantum mechanics, time and its transcendence (via the writings of Zen
master Dogen), tides and corporeal ties, the intimate and intertwined relationship
between reader and storyteller.
Despite these grand themes, the novel’s central hook is quite simple: semifictional
Japanese-American author Ruth finds said diary on the beach in Canada. It is written
by self-proclaimed “time being” Nao, a Japanese-born American-raised girl displaced
and depressed by her relocation to Tokyo. Nao determines to tell the story of her
anarchist-feminist Buddhist-nun great-grandmother, Jiko, and it is around these three
women that author Ruth Ozeki constructs a rich picture of a sometimes seemingly
stereotypical contemporary Japan, referencing salaryman burnout, kamikaze pilots,
school bullying, French-maid cafes and suicide. It is Nao’s angsty voice, as she attempts
to situate herself in a country where she is ethnically at home but culturally at sea, that
provides the driving narrative force.
This metafictional, meditative, multilayered novel manages to seamlessly navigate
through multiple temporal and spatial currents to weave an intricate and invigorating
tale of hope, loss and humanity.
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uddhism is one of the great mysteries underpinning Japanese cultural practice
and identity. Despite the global interest in the faith following the opening up
of Japan in the Meiji era (1868–1912), the complexities of its ritual practice
and varied schools of thought have often been neglected. This book explains the various
forms of Buddhist faith and how they evolved through different historical contexts and
political administrations. This approach provides a compelling religious history that
explores not only how people practiced their faith, but how that faith influenced the
nation over an extensive period of time.
Beginning with the account found in the Nihon Shoki, authors William Deal and
Brian Ruppert explore how powerful political families and immigrant groups from the
Asian mainland influenced the spread of Buddhism in Japan in different ways. The
book roots Buddhist influence across more than a thousand years of Japan’s history.
While many studies of premodern and modern Japan focus on the political influence of
military or court factions, this account underscores how deeply intertwined and
influential religious practice became in supporting and toppling those power structures.
It covers in detail many different schools of Buddhism, including Tendai, Pure Land,
and Zen, while also reviewing the things they had in common. The book successfully
takes the reader from the ancient to the modern, from temple disputes and political
influence to how religious freedom laws in the postwar era have allowed Buddhism to
continue to flourish as a cornerstone of Japanese cultural practice.
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n this exhaustive historical account, author Yoko Kawaguchi makes it immediately
clear that she considers the geisha, or rather the culturally constructed geisha trope,
to be both a Western fantasy of the feminine East and a proxy for Western anxieties
about female sexuality in general. To demonstrate this, she selects five key moments from
the past 150 years, at each point considering how the geisha was situated in the cultural
consciousness of the time, the interplay with contemporary contexts of female sexuality
and social roles, and the gap between reality and male fantasy.
We see the geisha as artifact, through the eyes of nineteenth-century Western artists:
defiant of Western beauty ideals yet admired for the artistry of their image and celebrated
as part of Japonisme. Next comes a discussion of the historical background to Madama
Butterfly, the so-called portside “marriages” between Westerners and local women that
inspired literary predecessors of the opera also concerned with the (disposable) Japanese
wife. The formative influence of two former geisha who found stage fame in the West is
also considered, as is the changing role of the geisha in postwar depictions of Alliedoccupied Japan.
Finally, Kawaguchi discusses the refashioning of geisha by Western artists—Madonna’s
fetishized version, for example, or the “happy(ish) hooker” of Arthur Golden’s Memoirs of
a Geisha. She conveys irritation at such appropriation and vulgarization of geisha—
unsurprisingly, given how they are (the latest in the West’s) unflattering and
unrepresentative attempts to represent national character through an artificially
constructed motif of oriental femininity.
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he history, future, and protection of the environment are some of the most
pressing issues of our time. Published and in large part written in the
immediate aftermath of the triple (earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear) disasters
of 2011, this book urges scholars of Japan to bring their considerable talents to bear to
help explain how Japan has contributed to global environmental trends—including
regional collapse and climate change. Yet the volume is not simply a plea to recognize
the importance of nature and natural resources in the narrative of human history. It
urges readers to think about how careful attention to the role of natural phenomena in
human events can help transform the epistemological and physical basis for much
academic writing on Japan.
If this sounds like a tall order, the book is nonetheless readable and enjoyable.
Divided into five parts dealing with oceans and empire, bodies, landscapes, vistas and
vantage points, and the disasters of March 2011, the articles offer new methods and
approaches for thinking about modern and contemporary Japanese history in relation
to the environment. Ranging from the phenomenon of Tama-chan—the bearded arctic
seal given residency in Yokohama in the early 2000s after getting trapped in the river
network—to the history of excrement, the book provides some interesting case studies.
In the age of the Anthropocene, what can historians of Japan contribute to pressing
issues of global scale? This volume offers a convincing and enjoyable answer to that
essential question.
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uthor Scott O’Bryan brings a fresh perspective to the well-known story of
Japan’s remarkable postwar economic growth, exploring its origins and
development by examining the management and the metrics behind it. He
thus offers a history of the nation’s pursuit of growth, considering the “conceptual
frameworks, modes of economic imagination, and political programs” through which
successive Japanese governments sought to understand and direct material change and,
in so doing, redefine national ideas of purpose and prosperity.
O’Bryan guides us through the “new vision of humanistic technocracy” that took
hold in postwar Japan as a means to manage a democratic, peacetime economy through
rational governance, planning, and research. Prerequisite to successful planning was
technical competence, and so began a drive for statistical measurement and analysis and
a focus on macroeconomic measures—most notably gross national product, which
would soon become central to the analysis and perception of growth in Japan and
worldwide. O’Bryan outlines the emergence of the full-employment goal, rooted in
Keynesian principles, taking it as a marker of an “abundance economy” in a new age of
prosperity economies. He also tackles the evolution of growth theory and its perceived
critical importance to a successful capitalist system, constructing a richly detailed
picture of how growth as an ideal became normalized and at times fetishized in postwar
Japan.
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his book is a collection of 13 essays by Western and Japanese academics based
in Japan, the United States, and France. Edited by Frank Baldwin and Anne
Allison, it is the Japan edition of a series of academic volumes called Possible
Futures, which attempt to analyze the near future of various societies. The 13 chapters
are divided into four thematic sections united by the concept of “precarity”—the belief
that from many different perspectives the near future is precarious for Japan. The first
four chapters focus on the shrinking and rapid aging of Japanese society and the future
of economic inequality and employment practices. The next two chapters focus on
disaster management and recovery, of particular relevance following the “triple disaster”
of 2011. The next three chapters all address aspects of Japan’s financial, industrial and
technological future. In the final four chapters, the authors consider political issues
concerning Japan’s security and regional rivalry with China, the prospects for future
political leadership in Japan, and constitutional change in domestic politics.
While the first section is pessimistic about Japan’s ability to deal with issues related to
population, employment practices and economic inequality, the second and third
sections are guardedly optimistic, seeing positive improvement in disaster management
and inherent strengths in Japan’s financial and industrial positions. Although the future
for international and domestic politics remains ambivalent, positive outcomes in
diplomacy and a transformative politics at home are certainly possible. The book offers
an interesting, speculative take on contemporary issues facing Japan.
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his interdisciplinary collection of essays edited by Christopher Gerteis and
Timothy S. George was conceived to answer a simple question: does Japan really
matter anymore? In the post-World War II years the nation established itself as a
vibrant and pacifist democracy, pulled off spectacular growth, and enjoyed global
economic dominance. Then came bubble collapse followed by growth decline, deflation,
discontentment—and an increasing suspicion that Japan’s significance was on the wane.
Post-bubble Japan may well compare unfavorably to the giddy heights of the 1980s,
but it still enjoys the highest standard of living in East Asia. The interest, particularly
among other highly industrialized nations, in Japan’s evolving (in)significance is likely
driven by the knowledge that the challenges it faces are no different from those of any
postindustrial state, and fear that the inevitable consequence of industrial decline, high
youth unemployment, aging population, and declining birthrate is the end of both
affluence and relevance.
The collection is organized into four sections examining civic life, legacies of war and
occupation, the establishment of a postindustrial economy, and how public memory
interacts with social, political, and economic change. Each contributing author attempts
to trace his or her topic’s trajectory through the postwar period and into post-bubble
Japan, often taking a multidisciplinary stance to better consider the scope and significance
of these transformations. This integrative approach, together with references to earlier
discourse as well as new research, enables the book to engage constructively in a more
nuanced discussion than simply framing Japan as a nation lost.
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ecent attempts by the Abe administration to revise war-renouncing Article 9 of
Japan’s Constitution are a reminder of the legacy of the country’s 1945
surrender to the Allies. Author Akiko Hashimoto examines this legacy through
the lens of “cultural trauma,” positing it as a problematic experience incorporated as part
of collective identity. Despite this nature of the event, she contends that there is no
collective memory of trauma. Rather, there is a matrix of coexisting and competing
memories, the result of different social groups adopting variant trauma narratives.
Hashimoto divides these narratives into three main categories: the heroic, focused on
individual sacrifice; the catastrophic, focused on victimhood, tragedy, and destruction;
and the aggressive, focused on violent and harmful acts of imperialism and invasion.
Much of the book is concerned with how these narratives are interwoven into everyday
postwar life. Personal testimonies, popular media, textbooks, and manga are examined for
how they reflect each category in terms of war responsibility, national belonging, and
individual-state relations.
Hashimoto then offers three visions—nationalism, pacifism, and reconciliation—for
Japan’s “moral recovery.” These pathways are compared with the postwar reconstruction of
German identity, noting that the global norm for atonement, rooted in Western liberal
tradition, may be a poor fit for Japan.
Today we live in a “culture of memory” where recollection of national past is vital for
present living. Hashimoto sets out Japan’s polyphonic discourse on war memory,
amplified by this culture of memory, and points to how it could be orchestrated to find a
concordant path forward.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

T

his book is informative and highly entertaining. A collection of microhistories
of marginal lives, it introduces an overlooked aspect of the Japanese Empire
without rehashing the grand narratives of Japanese expansion since the start of
the Meiji era (1868–1912). Author David Ambaras tells of child traffickers, migrants,
smugglers and pirates, people whose movement depended on different conceptions of
legitimacy and necessity than official state-led discourses of empire. The microhistories
outlined in the book give us an opportunity to view empires, nations, and communities
from their frayed edges and unstable borders.
Chinese traders in children in the treaty ports, women emigrating to China for
marriage, and people such as Sueko Nakamura, a fisherman’s daughter and qualified
teacher from Hokkaido who eloped with her Chinese boyfriend and became the coleader of a notorious band of Chinese pirates marauding the Taiwan Straits, provide an
alternative glimpse of life in the Japanese Empire. When Nakamura was forcibly
repatriated in 1935, after a shootout between rival gangs in the streets of Fuzhou, she
was celebrated in the press as the fallen woman teacher who became the chief of a group
of pirates. Yet this book shows how, in the context of revolutionary upheaval in China
during the 1920s and 1930s, her story challenged the power of the Republic of China
and Japanese interests. Ordinary people on the lookout for a better life became caught
up in an emotional discourse of Japanese vulnerability and Chinese predation. Such
historical perspective helps us better understand current discourses on Sino-Japanese
relations.
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ith more than 100,000 shrines across Japan managed by around 20,000
priests, Shinto officially claims about 80 percent of the Japanese
population as adherents. In addition to being the country’s largest
religion, it is typically considered to be native to Japan. Even so, while few Japanese
choose Shinto when asked about their religion, the red torii gates, ancient rites and
ceremonies conducted by priests and shrine maidens in their distinctive attire, and
scenes of contemplative bamboo gardens offering an antidote to the harried modern
world of the Japanese city are nonetheless famous the world over. Jointly authored by
two outstanding scholars well versed in the history, philosophy, and beliefs of Shinto,
this book shows that the kami, shrines, myths, and rituals have their own, often
discreet, histories distinct from the evolution of the concept of Shinto itself.
By focusing on one shrine (Hiyoshi, at the foot of Mount Hiei in Kyoto), one myth
(that of Amaterasu-Omikami, the sun goddess and mythical ancestor of the imperial
line), and one ritual (Daijosai, the first ceremonial offering of rice by a newly enthroned
emperor), authors John Breen and Mark Teeuwen explore the processes by which such
events entered the collective imagination of Japan’s native religion. By illuminating how
our commonly held concept of Shinto is the result of historical processes of continuous
construction and reconstruction, they enable us to better understand the religion’s
contemporary relevance and to better appreciate its place in Japanese history.
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his important book recognizes Japan’s modern history and development in the
context of, and as it is influenced by, global modern history. Japan’s
modernization did not occur in isolation, and this sense of connectivity is the
basis of author Andrew Gordon’s stance. By uniting outside influences with distinctly
Japanese approaches, such as the heavy involvement of the state in economic and
political problem-solving, Gordon maps the evolution of Japan from a largely feudal
society to the world’s third largest global economy.
Gordon takes detailed detours through times of crisis and success in order to frame
the social, political, economic, and cultural elements that constructed Japan as a
modern nation-state. Core to his analysis are the evolution of political systems and the
challenges faced by different administrations, such as austerity measures, popular
resistance, and calls for suffrage. This narrative is punctuated by periods of military
confrontation. Gordon addresses how these conflicts impacted Japan’s global standing
at the time and illumines their long-term implications for international relations,
particularly within Asia. In the modern period Japan strove to gain global recognition,
build an industrial workforce, manage periods of economic recession, and reinvent itself
as a peaceful nation. By including the popular impact of policies alongside the decisions
of the powerful, Gordon paints a vivid picture of the highs and lows of the
transformation of the Japan of then to the Japan of today. This is an indispensable book
for anyone seeking an introduction to the history of the country.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

T

Andrew Gordon

John Breen and
Mark Teeuwen

Society / Culture

From Tokugawa Times to the
Present

Society / Culture

102

A New History of
Shinto

Economics / Business

Economics / Business

A Modern History of
Japan:

103

100 Books for Understanding Contemporary Japan

Politics / IR
Economics / Business

A Social History of
the Ise Shrines:
Divine Capital

Society / Culture

John Breen and
Mark Teeuwen
(Bloomsbury Academic, 2017)

Literature / Arts
History
Photography
Others

104

E

very 20 years the Ise Shrines are rebuilt and rededicated. The event entails
complex preparations, copious amounts of money, and an opportunity for
politicians and the public to participate in ancient religious rites and rituals.
This book is the fourth volume on Shinto edited, translated or written by authors Mark
Teeuwen and John Breen. It places Ise—assumed to be the historical center of Shinto—
at the heart of their continued attempt to outline the social, political, and economic
context of the historical forces of “Shintoization” that have created this apparently
native Japanese religion.
This excellent volume looks at Ise and asks what purpose it serves and, if Shinto is
the outcome of a modern process of incorporation and adaptation, what was Ise before?
Ise under Tenmu in the 7th century, ambiguous accounts of the shrine in the Kojiki and
Nihon Shoki, its importance to Buddhists in the Kamakura period (1185–1333),
pilgrimage during the Muromachi (1336–1568), economic and administrative
frameworks created under Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi, as well as the
establishment of Ise as a site of Shinto in the Edo period (1603–1867) are covered.
The book concentrates on human agency, arguing that the notion of something that
could be considered pure Shinto was not applied to Ise until modern or early-modern
times. The key argument of the book is that a narrative that posits Ise as the cradle and
timeless mainstay of Shinto has no basis in historical fact, and that human agency is
central to any understanding of its development.
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ince 2007 the Tokyo Photographic Art Museum has held a series of exhibitions,
curated by Keishi Mitsui under the title Dawn of Japanese Photography, that
introduce Japan’s earliest photography from the late Edo and early Meiji periods.
The series was divided into installments featuring different regions of the country:
Kanto in 2007, Chubu/Kinki/Chugoku in 2009, Shikoku/Kyushu/Okinawa in 2011,
and Hokkaido/Tohoku in 2013, followed by an “Anthology” exhibition in 2017. This
book constitutes the catalogue for the 2017 show, which featured 375 significant
photographs and other materials in three sections: “Encounter,” covering the initial
introduction of photographic technologies to Japan; “Mastery,” a look at the Japanese
photographers who first learned from foreign practitioners; and “Diffusion,” about the
years when photography began to permeate Japanese society. With the recent rapid
progress made in searches and surveys of early Japanese photography, many new facts
are emerging about the period. This volume should make a valuable contribution to
subsequent research on the history of photography in Japan.

he name “Fukushima” became known worldwide due to the Fukushima
Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant disaster, a nuclear accident of historic
proportions in which reactors melted down in the wake of the Great East
Japan Earthquake of March 11, 2011. The subsequent spread of radioactive substances
triggered the designation of evacuation zones and “difficult-to-return” zones within a
30-kilometer radius of the plant. Over 24,000 residents were forced to leave the area. In
June 2011, three months after the disaster, Hiromi Tsuchida began photographing the
landscapes along the perimeters of these zones. Visiting certain locations again and
again, he employed the fixed-point method of setting his camera at the same angle and
capturing the same view each time. This book, with text in both Japanese and English,
contains the results of that project, which continued until 2017. In the 1970s and
1980s Tsuchida compiled a “Hiroshima Trilogy” of photo books portraying the city
where the first atomic bomb was dropped in 1945. Like that earlier series, Fukushima
testifies to the photographer’s determination to maintain an objective stance toward his
subject matter.
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ursuing his fascination with Japan’s tallest peak (3,776 meters), Yukio Oyama
has been photographing Mt. Fuji since the mid-1970s. In 1985 he moved to
the village of Oshino at the foot of the mountain in Yamanashi Prefecture, then
built a dome house in the Asagiri Highlands on Fuji’s western slope and moved there in
1990. In the course of his quest Oyama came to view the peak, which has been
worshipped as a deity since ancient times, as “the ultimate embodiment of Japan’s
indigenous spiritual culture.” He has also written that photographing Mt. Fuji is
“nothing more than borrowing the figure of Fuji to express one’s own inner life in
photographs.” Those spiritual aspirations are reflected in the 132 images making up this
photo collection. Beginning with Fujisan (Graphic-sha, 1984), Oyama has published
many Fuji-themed photo books, but this work represents a summing-up of his entire
oeuvre. Not only does he portray the mountain in all its variegated moods amid
changes of the seasons, the weather, and the light, but he also vividly captures the vast
pine forests, caverns and other unique natural features of the lava fields created by its
eruptions.
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ocated in the city of Ise, Mie Prefecture, Ise Jingu is often described as the
“spiritual home” of the Japanese people. A massive complex of 125 shrines, it
centers around two main sanctuaries: the Naiku or Inner Shrine, dedicated to
the sun goddess Amaterasu-Omikami, and the Geku or Outer Shrine, dedicated to
Toyouke-Omikami, goddess of food, clothing and shelter. The shrines and their lovely
forested precincts attract several million visitors each year. The shrine buildings are
rebuilt every 20 years in a process called Shikinen Sengu. From 2009 to 2013,
photographer Shoichi Fujita assiduously recorded the events of the 62nd Shikinen
Sengu, including 33 rituals and the construction process itself. These images form the
“Sengu” section of the book. Another section titled “Rituals” depicts other ceremonies
at Ise as well as the natural environment surrounding the shrines, and an “Explanation”
section features an essay by Satoru Otowa of the Jingu Public Relations Office. Unlike
the piecemeal approach taken by the many other photographers who have produced
photo books about Ise Jingu, Fujita’s all-encompassing effort offers a truly
comprehensive view of the great shrines.
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okyo Skytree was built on a site in Oshiage, a venerable shitamachi district on
the east bank of Tokyo’s Sumida River. Construction commenced in July
2008 and was completed in February 2012. At 634 meters, it is the world’s
tallest broadcasting tower and a landmark that dominates the old neighborhood. This
volume is a collection of photographs Shintaro Sato shot from various perspectives as
Skytree was being built. From these images we can see how the appearance of the
soaring tower has not only transformed the neighborhood, but, in subtle ways, even the
state of mind of its residents. The contrast between the futuristic tower and the funky
disorder of the old shitamachi townscape is fascinating. To accentuate the visual impact
of this interplay between the everyday and the extraordinary, Sato frequently constructs
panoramic views from rows of contiguous images shot by digital camera. Currently he
is employing similar diverse approaches to capture the dramatic changes undergone by
the megalopolis of Tokyo in the run-up to the 2020 Olympics. With partial English
text.
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ocated on the Pacific coast of Iwate Prefecture, the city of Rikuzentakata
sustained some of the worst damage of any community in the magnitude-9
earthquake and tsunami that devastated the Tohoku region on March 11, 2011.
Out of a population of 23,000, over 2,700 people died or remain missing. One of the
deceased was photographer Naoya Hatakeyama’s mother. Hatakeyama headed for his
hometown by motorcycle immediately after the earthquake and was on hand during
the searches for the missing. The experience spurred him to begin photographing scenes
in the devastated area out of a desire “not so much to show them to someone as to
provide a report on the event in its entirety.” This book contains 73 images he shot in
Rikuzentakata between March 2011 and December 2014. Together they form a
compelling account of the process by which a town ripped asunder and plunged into
chaos in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami gradually recovered as residents slowly
picked up the pieces of their daily lives. This is a rare chronicle of one community’s
destruction and revival.

(Seigensha, 2011)
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he word satoyama (literally “village and mountain”) refers to areas of farmland
and woodland that stretch between villages and mountainous terrain in much
of rural Japan. The satoyama are lush ecosystems inhabited by all manner of
plants, insects, birds, and small animals. Since the 1980s, Mitsuhiko Imamori has been
training his camera on the satoyama around Lake Biwa in Shiga Prefecture, where he
was born and raised. Capturing these unique spaces where human activity and nature
coexist, his photos first appeared in the collection Satoyama: In Harmony with
Neighboring Nature (Shinchosha, 1995), which played a significant role in making
satoyama a household word in Japan. Divided into four parts, one for each season, this
book gathers Imamori’s most memorable photographs on the theme taken during the
intervening years. As one turns the pages of this meticulous documentation of the quiet
dramas of the cycle of life, an image emerges of a natural environment and way of life
that is on the verge of disappearing in Japan. Since this book was published, Imamori
has continued to explore satoyama environments around the world, displaying his work
in numerous photo collections and exhibitions.
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his book is an English-language translation of a compelling account of the
fight against leprosy and against the discrimination experienced by those
affected by leprosy. A highly effective medical cure for leprosy, multidrug
therapy, has been available since the early 1980s, and the World Health Organization
(WHO) has spearheaded efforts to bring leprosy under control with that therapy.
Leprosy bacteria are generally feeble in the face of the body’s defense mechanisms, and
the disease traditionally occurs primarily in populations where nutrition is inadequate
and resistance weak. Those populations are prone to poverty and a lack of financial
resources required to undertake leprosy-control programs. The Nippon Foundation has
provided WHO with the funding to make multidrug therapy available free of charge in
poor nations.
Yohei Sasakawa, the chairman of The Nippon Foundation, has traveled the world
tirelessly to lead the struggle against leprosy. He notes that progress in ending
discrimination against leprosy patients and former patients and their family members
has lagged behind progress in bringing the disease under control. The campaign he
leads is a two-pronged effort to end that discrimination as well as to eradicate the
disease.
Author Fumihiko Takayama, an award-winning writer of nonfiction and fiction,
accompanied Sasakawa on his globetrotting crusade for seven years, starting in 2009.
This book recounts the principal stops on their journey, relates notable advances and
reversals experienced along the way, and examines the personal sense of mission that
drives Sasakawa.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

T

his collection of essays, first published in 1965, examines the key challenges
Japan has faced navigating international relations in a post-postwar Cold War
era. Author Masataka Kosaka was a political scientist and leading proponent of
realism (as opposed to idealism) when it came to diplomacy, particularly in the areas of
ally-making and armament, in what he saw as an inevitably bipolar balance of (super)
powers in an increasingly nuclearized world.
Driven by pragmatism rather than philosophy, Kosaka’s theory of peace and political
positioning rejected pacifism and neutralism, arguing instead for a robust U.S.-Japan
alliance, a no-more-than adequate defense capability, and, notably, the development of
Japan as a maritime trading nation. In his vision, Japan would not go to war but would
instead serve as a middleman, a merchant for the global community. By deliberately
remaining on the margins of both warmaking and peacemaking, and instead
concentrating on commerce, Japan would find both a niche and economic success in
what he terms a policy of neomercantilism.
Kosaka’s essays go beyond arguments for practicality in strategic diplomacy; they also
tackle complex questions of identity. Why, for example, is Japan considered an “island
nation” when similarly situated Great Britain is a celebrated maritime nation? Why did
the latter embrace the potential of the surrounding oceans, while Japan hid behind them?
He also talks extensively about Japan’s ambivalent identity, rooted in its failure to commit
to belonging fully to either East or West, and about how, in terms of power and politics,
that leaves Japan balanced precariously between China and the United States.
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aking the hands of people seriously disfigured with leprosy, or hugging them
closely... Watching such tender acts by his father, whose attempts to eradicate
leprosy were sadly unsuccessful, inspired Yohei Sasakawa to devote his life to
its global elimination. Leprosy is unique in terms of the stigma experienced by its
patients, meaning that tackling the disease has to be about more than just finding
effective treatment. There is a concurrent battle to be won, against fear and
misinformation. In Japan, for example, leprosy was originally termed gobyo, “karmic
disease,” and seen as a divine punishment.
This is a passionately written account of some 60 years of tireless advocacy. It boasts
appearances from the Dalai Lama and Pope John Paul II, multiple heads of states, and
countless influential diplomats and bureaucrats. It travels from India to Africa to
Southeast Asia, to Brazil, Malta, and Micronesia. For, as Sasakawa shows us, leprosy is a
global disease that requires an integrated, global approach to eradication backed by
both states and religious institutions, championed by media, and underpinned by
continuous medical research and innovation.
First and foremost, Sasakawa’s approach has been to frame leprosy elimination as a
human rights issue, asserting that there is a human right to health, and that no one
should be discriminated against due to having or being affected by leprosy. By targeting
discriminatory language and legislation, and advocating for the dignity of leprosy
patients, Sasakawa and his allies have been able to challenge the deeply ingrained,
millennia-old leprosy stigma, replacing it with empowerment and hope.
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ncurable. Unclean. Hereditary. Tropical. Medieval. A curse. The history of leprosy
may have been one of misunderstanding, misinformation, and misrepresentation,
but its future looks incomparably brighter, thanks in no small part to the efforts of
Yohei Sasakawa, WHO Goodwill Ambassador for Leprosy Elimination, whose writings
from 2003 onwards are brought together in this book.
Today, leprosy can be cured by multi-drug therapy (MDT), but the scourge of
discrimination against leprosy patients has proven much harder to eradicate. Whether
from ignorance or careless language, leprosy continues to be used as a metaphor for
things unwanted, unclean, and frightening. Consequently, much of Sasakawa’s writing
focuses on the sociocultural and organizational aspects of leprosy eradication: the role
of religion and religious leadership, the importance of top-level and cross-party political
commitment, the need to develop broad partnerships between governments, NGOs,
and other stakeholders. Global solidarity is key too, with the UN and WHO having
important parts to play.
Sasakawa also calls for those affected by leprosy, as the main actors with the most
convincing voices, to stand up and speak out. Removing the stigma associated with
leprosy means that those affected are more likely to come forward, which also helps to
ascertain and control infection levels. Sasakawa’s writings also champion the promotion
of self-reliance among leprosy patients, particularly in poorer countries, as a means for
social reintegration—notably through entrepreneurship, which cultivates both
economic benefits and greater social acceptance.
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oday, Ryoichi Sasakawa is most widely remembered as a world-class
philanthropist: founder of The Nippon Foundation, advocate for leprosy
patients, campaigner alongside Jimmy Carter to alleviate famine worldwide.
But there is another association, namely with Japan’s right-wing, prewar nationalism,
his apparent support for which resulted in his imprisonment as a suspected Class A war
criminal. How can one man’s reputation be so irreconcilably polarized?
Seizaburo Sato’s detail-rich biography, here in adapted translation, shows that
Sasakawa did not undergo any seismic, postwar personality shift. Rather, he was a man
who lived with the times, following his natural instincts and leveraging his profound
self-confidence to make the best of situations as they changed—which they did, rapidly
and dramatically, in the tumultuous first half of twentieth-century Japan. The
controversies he attracted were, Sato argues, ultimately a result of Sasakawa being a man
of strong convictions, which he was unafraid to express. He had the courage to speak
plainly, to use what skills and influence he had to maneuver an advantage, to shake the
hand of a “leper” when everyone else thought the disease was divine punishment.
This biography covers the 96 years of Sasakawa’s remarkable life, from rural village
boyhood to Imperial Army conscript, savvy investor, fervent anti-Communist, political
fixer, business magnate, and beyond. His dedication to public interest is traced as a
constant throughout his life, rather than a postwar shift in ideology—much like the
ambition and self-belief that drove him forward to such success.

Literature / Arts

Literature / Arts

118

K

iichi Miyazawa’s political career spanned some six decades, beginning early in
the Pacific War, continuing until 2003, and including a period as prime
minister (1991–1993). No wonder, then, that his account of the tumult and
transformation of postwar Japan is so captivating. This collection of translated
interviews covers both the personal—early years, interests, visiting the United States
just before the outbreak of war—and the professional—for example, the devastating
impact of defeat on national finances, the delicate process of forging security and peace,
the response to the Anpo protests against the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, the Black
Monday stock-market crash of 1987 and the handling of catastrophic economic
collapse. He was an accomplished English speaker, a skill that lent him an advantage in
the highly charged negotiations with the United States during such defining moments
as the Allied Occupation and post-bubble economic challenges.
Rather than a dry chronology, this book is an oral history, presenting Miyazawa’s
recollections in an interview format, the back-and-forth offering both candor and
intimacy. The inclusion of episodes from his childhood and his wartime and postwar
experiences rounds out the figure of Miyazawa the politician into that of Miyazawa the
human being with a rich personal life. This is the story, told from the source, of a man
who had a profound influence in shaping Japan’s postwar economic policy, who was a
lifelong moderate and advocate for an internationalist approach, and who was both
first-hand witness and pivotal actor in so many of the events that have forged
contemporary Japan.
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his collection of writings by Ryoichi Sasakawa is presented in two parts: daily
logs covering a year of incarceration in Sugamo Prison, where he was detained
as a Class A war-crimes suspect from 1945 to 1946, followed by letters sent
between 1945 and 1948, mostly to family members and political associates.
Sasakawa is a prominent and controversial figure in modern Japanese history who
later in life won global respect for his wide-ranging humanitarian work. Through
Japan’s turbulent 1920s, 30s, and 40s, however, he appeared to endorse the Japanese
state’s militarism, aggressive expansion in Asia, and anti-democratic excesses, a stance
that ultimately landed him in Sugamo. These candid diary entries, taken alongside the
more formal letters, give unparalleled insight into Sasakawa’s mind and his convictions.
While undoubtedly an instinctive conservative and unflinching supporter of the
Emperor, Sasakawa, it becomes evident, was already committed to liberal and humanist
ideals, as revealed in his discussions of the need for postwar reconciliation between
Japan and the United States and an agenda for global peace, as well as his frequent
references to Christian and Buddhist principles. He also reserved a special contempt for
those who prioritized self-interest over principles.
After the war, Sasakawa made his fortune through motorboat racing and legal
gambling, pouring much of the profit into the charitable foundations he established. As
he wrote with characteristically uncritical self-belief in 1946, “I am probably the only
Japanese with the necessary courage to do what must be done for the world.”
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