



[image: The cover image for Nature, Disaster, and Animism in Japan]






Nature, Disaster, and Animism in Japan





[image: Bloomsbury Open Access logo with a lock and a running figure.]

An ebook edition of this book is available open access on bloomsburycollections.com. Open access was funded by the Bloomsbury Open Collections Library Collective.

Bloomsbury Open Collections is a collective-action approach to funding open access books that allows select authors to publish their books open access at no cost to them. Through this model, we make open access publication available to a wider range of authors by spreading the cost across multiple organisations, while providing additional benefits to participating libraries. The aim is to engage a more diverse set of authors and bring their work to a wider global audience.

More details, including how to participate and a list of contributing libraries, are available from bloomsbury.com/bloomsbury-open-collections.




Also Available from Bloomsbury

Spirits and Animism in Contemporary Japan, Edited by Fabio Rambelli Radical Animism, by Jemma Deer

On Being Nonreligious in Contemporary Japan, by Ian Reader and Clark Chilson





[image: The title image for Nature, Disaster, and Animism in Japan]




Contents

List of Figures

Notes on Contributors

Acknowledgments

Introduction: Anima in the Age of Crisis Ishii Miho and Fujihara Tatsushi

Part 1 Wartime, Mourning, and the Soul Reviving

1 Symbolism of “The Sea” in Tomiyama Taeko’s Art Manabe Yuko

2 In the Wake of Cataclysms: Souls Reposed and Buried in Gojira and Shin Godzilla Arai Takashi

3 Reality in Motion: Soul-Summoning Rites During World War II and Mourning Practices After the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami Ishii Miho

Part 2 Pollution, Waste, Decomposition, and Circulation

4 The Forest of Mandala: Minakata Kumagusu’s Environmental Movement Karasawa Taisuke

5 Animism and the Power of Discarded Things: The Emergence of Mottainai Ghosts and Apaches in Modern Japan Fujihara Tatsushi

6 The Reimagined Capitalist Nation-State and Popular Ethics: Humanizing and Dehumanizing Demarcations in the Minamata Mercury-Pollution Patients’ Movement Matsumura Keiichiro

7 After the Great Flood—Minuma Tambo and the Returning Dragon: The Recurring Appearance of the Dragon Deity Inose Kohei

Part 3 The Anima, Politics, and Time and Space of Nature

8 Paradise Lost: Miyawaki Akira, Ōta Ryū, and the Environmentalist Movement on the Fringe of the Japanese New Left Till Knaudt

9 “An Undifferentiated State of Time and Space”–Toward the Planetary Dimension Shinohara Masatake

10 The Charisma of Mushrooms: Science as Adventure in Entangled Life Satsuka Shiho

11 Waves Breaking, Palanquins Creaking: Crafting a Temporality of Life on the Edge of the Surf Kimura Shuhei

Notes

References

Index




Figures

1.1 Tomiyama Taeko, “For a child who was taken away and killed.” Detail from the film Hajike Hōsenka: Waga Chikuhō, waga Chōsen [Pop Out Balsam Seeds! My Chikuhō, my Korea], directed by Tsuchimoto Noriaki, c.1980, lithograph, collage mixed media (size of work unknown). Photographer unknown. Courtesy of Komatsubara Tokio. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.2 Tomiyama Taeko, The Night of the Festival of Garungan, 1984, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.3 Tomiyama Taeko, Illusions of Cherry Blossoms II, 1998, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.4 Tomiyama Taeko, Illusions in Chrysanthemums, 1998, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Courtesy of the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.5 Tomiyama Taeko, The Fox Story, 2002, detail from the painting, Illusions in Chrysanthemums (1998), seen in the slide/DVD version, slide #69, with the telop “new wind and waves from over the sea.” Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.6 Tomiyama Taeko, Theater Beneath the Sea Splendid Banquet for the Empire, 2008, oil on canvas, 65 × 51 2/3". Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.7 Tomiyama Taeko, In Toxic Seas, 2008, oil on canvas, 66 × 51 2/3". Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.8 Tomiyama Taeko, Adrift II, 2008, oil on canvas with mixed media, 29 1/4 × 40". Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.9 Tomiyama Taeko, Revelation from the Sea: Tsunami, 2011, oil on canvas, mixed media, 112.3 × 162 cm. Gift of Ms. Sakata Natsume. Collection of the Yokohama Museum of Art. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

1.10 Tomiyama Taeko, To the Dead Butterfly: Fukushima 4, Poem to the Butterfly, 2011, mixed-media collage, 40.5 × 59 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko

4.1 Minakata-mandala (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903). Minakata Kumagusu Archives (Tanabe City) Collection

4.2 Myxomycetes: Plasmodium of Physarum polycephalum. Photographed by Karasawa Taisuke

7.1 Minuma Tambo on October 13, 2019. Photograph by Inose Kohei

7.2 The PR character of Saitama, the Tsunagaryu, known as Nu



Notes on Contributors

Ishii Miho is a Professor at Kyoto University, specializing in cultural anthropology, African and Asian studies. Her current research focuses on the relationship between spirit worship and environmental movements in southern India, and oral history of the Battle of Okinawa, Japan. Her publications include Modernity and Spirit Worship in India: An Anthropology of the Umwelt (Routledge, 2020), “The Code of Pangolins: Interspecies Ethics in the Face of SARS-CoV-2” (Current Anthropology, 2021), and “Living in the Forest as a Pluriverse: Conservation and Indigeneity in India’s Western Ghats” (Journal of Political Ecology, 2022).

Fujihara Tatsushi is a Professor at Kyoto University. His main research field is modern history of food and agriculture in Germany and Japan. His published works in Japanese include History of the Kitshen in Modern History in Germany (2012), Philosophy of Decomposition (2019). His published works in English include Fujihara Tatsushi (ed.) Handbook of Environmental History in Japan (Amsterdam University Press/MHM Limited, 2023) and “Colonial Seeds, Imperialist Genes: Hōrai Rice and Agricultural Development,” in Hiromi Mizuno, Aaron S. Moore, John DiMoiaw (eds.), Engineering Asia: Technology, Colonial Development and the Cold War Order (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018).

Manabe Yuko is a Professor in the Department of East Asian Studies at the Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, the University of Tokyo. Her main research area is the dynamics of the Korean democratic movement based on the view of life and death. She is the author of Koshu Jiken de yomu Gendai Kankoku (2010; Insights into May 18 Gwangju Uprising in Contemporary Korea) and was also head of the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science research project: Project on Tomiyama Taeko’s life and “Narrative Art”: Interdisciplinary Approaches to the Study of Historical Context, Aesthetic/Ethics and Artistic Practices (2017–2021). As a result of that, from March to August 2021, she co-sponsored the successful exhibition The Turbulent Seas of Memory: The World of Tomiyama Taeko with Yonsei University Museum in Korea.

Arai Takashi is a Japanese interdisciplinary artist based in Berlin and Kawasaki. Their work spans daguerreotypes, films, and installations, exploring the intersections of trauma, history, and personal memory in the context of catastrophic events such as nuclear disasters, war, and colonization. Arai’s notable monographs include Hyaku no Taiyō / Hayku no Kagami—Shashin to Kioku no Migiwa de (2023; One Hundred Suns / One Hundred Mirrors—At the Shore of Photographs and Memories) and MONUMENTS (2015).

Karasawa Taisuke is Associate Professor at the Graduate School of Transdisciplinary Arts, Akita University of Art. He is the author of several books about Minakata Kumasgusu (1867–1941), Japanese intellectual giant. Recently he has not only been philosophically examining and writing papers about slime molds that Minakata was studying, but has also been attempting to develop them into art works.

Matsumura Keiichiro is an Associate Professor at the Faculty of Letters, Okayama University. His main research interests are nation-states and market economies, migration and development. He has conducted anthropological fieldwork mainly in Ethiopia and the Gulf countries in the Middle East. He has published several books of anthropological essays, and one of his recent books, Chi’isaki-mono-tachino (Mishimasha, 2023, Of the Little Ones), focuses on Minamata disease, a mercury pollution in his home prefecture of Kumamoto.

Inose Kohei is Professor at the Center for Liberal Arts, Meiji Gakuin University in Yokohama. His main research areas are cultural anthropology and volunteer studies. He is the author of several books, his most recent being 『野生のしっそう――障害、兄、人類学とともに』(2023: The Savage Sprint and Disappearance: With Disability, Brother and Anthropology. Kyoto).

Till Knaudt is a Research Associate at the University of Leipzig. He specializes in the history of political and social movements in twentieth-century Japan, as well as the social history of technology. His recent publications include “Under a Black Sun: Christian Students and Kyoto Intellectuals Challenge the Industrial Modernity of Expo ’70” (Japan Review, 2025), “A Farewell to Class: the Japanese New Left, the Colonial Landscape of Kamagasaki and the Anti-Japanese Front” (Journal of Japanese Studies, 46, No. 2 (2020): 395–422), and Von Revolution zu Befreiung: Studentenbewegung, Anti-Imperialism, and Terrorism in Japan (1968–1975) (Campus, 2016).

Shinohara Masatake currently serves as a program-specific Associate Professor at the Graduate School of Advanced Integrated Studies in Human Survivability at Kyoto University. His main research is in the fields of contemporary continental philosophy, environmental humanities, architecture, and art. He is the author of several Japanese books including Fukususei no Ecology [The Ecology of the Multiplicity] (Ibunsha, 2016) and Jinshinsei no Tetugaku [Philosophy in the Anthropocene] (Jimbun Shoin, 2018). He is the translator of Manuel DeLanda’s A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity (Continuum, 2006) and Timothy Morton’s Ecology without Nature (Harvard University Press, 2007).

Satsuka Shiho is an Associate Professor of Anthropology at the University of Toronto. Her research focuses on the politics of knowledge, anthropology of environment, nature, science, and capitalism. She is the author of Nature in Translation: Japanese Tourism Encounters the Canadian Rockies (Duke Unviersity Press, 2015), and a co-editor of The World Multiple: The Quotidian Politics of Knowing and Generating Entangled Worlds (Routledge, 2019). She is currently working on a book project, tentatively entitled Charisma of Mushrooms: Undoing the Twentieth Century, which traces interspecies encounters in mushroom science and satoyama forest revitalization movements inspired by the charisma of matsutake mushrooms.

Kimura Shuhei is a professor of cultural anthropology at the University of Tsukuba. His research interests include disaster, risk, and infrastructure in Japan and Turkey. His publications include “Time and Chronicity at the Frontline of the Pandemic in Japan” (with Junko Teruyama and others, in Covid’s Chronicities: From Urgency to Stasis in a Pandemic Era, University of Chicago Press, 2025) and “International Cooperation on Disasters” (with Chika Watanabe, in Handbook of Civil Society in Japan, Amsterdam University Press, 2024).



Acknowledgments

The editors would like to express their sincere gratitude to Lalle Pursglove and Seb Claas for their invaluable support throughout the various stages of the book’s production. They are also indebted to the anonymous reviewers who provided valuable comments. Finally, gratitude is extended to Stephen Robertson, whose assistance proved essential in improving our manuscripts.




Introduction: Anima in the Age of Crisis

Ishii Miho and Fujihara Tatsushi

This phenomenon called “I”

is a blue illumination

cast by a hypothetical alternating current lamp

(an assemblage of my every phantom self)

flickering feverishly, feverishly,

amidst landscapes, amongst everyone.

Steadfast, it shines

as a blue illumination

of a karmic alternating current lamp

(the light enduring, the lamp lost).

Miyazawa (1969: 10)1

The Crisis of Human–Nature Relations: An Overview

The relationship between humans and nature has always been marked by both intimacy and antagonism, but perhaps never more dramatically than in our present moment. From rising seas to pandemic diseases, from industrial pollution to cascading species extinctions, we face environmental challenges that demand we fundamentally rethink this relationship. This volume contributes to these research trends by reconsidering human–nature relationships through the lens of crisis. Central to our analysis is the concept of anima—a vital force that flows from the wild into human communities, sustaining collective life precisely through its capacity to threaten individual existence.

Across multiple disciplines, a rich tradition of scholarship has evolved to address the complexities of human–nature relations. Environmental historians, anthropologists, and scholars in science and technology studies have developed frameworks for understanding these dynamics (Pickering 1995; Pickering and Guzik 2008). These approaches, which we examine in detail below, have illuminated important aspects of how communities interact with their environments.

Despite these advances, existing frameworks struggle to fully capture the complex dynamics at play in contemporary environmental crises. Although studies have highlighted the profoundly anthropogenic character of so-called “natural” disasters and exposed how structural violence and social injustice shape disaster impacts, they often miss the deeper ambivalence in how communities engage with natural forces. This ambivalence—inherent in powers that ensure collective survival through their capacity for individual destruction—lies at the heart of our theoretical intervention. The rise of Anthropocene discourse and multispecies ethnography has further expanded our understanding, but questions remain about how communities actually manage forces that are simultaneously vital and dangerous.

The stakes of these questions extend beyond academic discourse. As communities worldwide confront disasters whose effects unfold over extensive time frames and across vast geographic regions, we urgently need new frameworks for understanding how societies navigate their increasingly precarious relationship with nature. The emergence of zoonotic diseases, the acceleration of climate change, and the transformation of landscapes through large-scale development all demonstrate the inseparability of human and natural worlds.

Drawing on detailed case studies from across the Japanese archipelago, our contributors examine how different communities understand, adapt to, and seek to influence their natural environment in times of crisis. By integrating historical perspectives with micro-level ethnographic insights, we illuminate not only the challenges communities face but also the diverse ways they develop practices and narratives to manage forces that cannot be fully controlled but must nevertheless be engaged.

Human–Nature Relations: From Environmental History to Neo-Animism

Environmental History and Anthropological Approaches

The rise of environmental history in the United States in the 1960s, followed by anthropological studies of disasters and political ecology in the 1970s and 1980s, opened a new phase in humanities and social science research. These studies broadened conventional perspectives by incorporating non-human entities—plants, animals, and natural phenomena—as important actors in history and society. This shift called attention to the anthropogenic nature of disasters, which had previously been considered “natural,” offering new frameworks for analyzing their occurrence and impact in relation to social structures (e.g., Oliver-Smith 1996; Crosby 2004; see Barrios 2017a).

Building on these insights, research on human–nature relationships has developed alongside various currents of contemporary thought. Many studies have examined how global and national orders, including postcolonialism and neoliberalism, shape disasters through structural violence and social injustice, analyzing these dynamics through the lenses of governmentality and biopolitics (e.g., Nixon 2011; Cavanagh 2018).

These analytical frameworks expanded further with the emergence of Anthropocene discourse in the twenty-first century. This conceptual shift focused attention on long-term global crises, from species extinctions to climate change, examining how environment, society, and technology mutually configure one another (e.g., Pickering 1995; Latour 1999; Pickering and Guzik 2008; Masco 2009; Latour and Weibel 2020). Scholars began looking beyond conventional natural disasters to study landscape transformation through development, war, and pollution (e.g., Nixon 2011; Uesugi 2013; Lorimer and Driessen 2014).2 The emergence of zoonotic diseases like BSE and COVID-19 further pushed researchers to reconsider human–animal relationships and imagine new frameworks for interspecies ethics (e.g., Lévi-Strauss 2016; Keck 2020; Ishii 2021).

As these theoretical developments unfolded, researchers began crafting more sophisticated methodological approaches that could capture the full complexity of environmental crises. Rather than treating disasters as discrete events with linear causes and effects, scholars developed multiscalar analyses that could simultaneously address both structural patterns and lived experiences. This methodological innovation gave rise to multispecies ethnography and environmental humanities—fields that foreground the intricate entanglements between human and non-human worlds (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; de la Cadena 2015; Tsing 2015; Satsuka 2018; Tsing, Mathews, and Bubandt 2019).

Two aspects of this methodological shift deserve particular attention. First, researchers began addressing how environmental crises and disasters unfold along vastly different temporal scales—from immediate aftermath to intergenerational impacts—while simultaneously manifesting across geographic scales that range from localized communities to global systems (see Kimura, this volume; cf. Vigh 2008). Second, scholars increasingly attended to the affective and experiential dimensions of environmental crisis, examining how individuals perceive, feel, and make sense of their changing relationships with nature (Shapiro 2015; Barrios 2017b).

Contemporary disaster research reveals how modern epistemologies attempt to contain hybrid forces—those blending the artificial and natural—within an imagined realm of “pure nature.” This containment strategy itself reveals the workings of biopolitics, which creates and maintains uneven distributions of power between center and periphery. Through this lens, we can reexamine classical theories of anima and animism to propose new perspectives on human–nature relations (see Arai and Fujihara, this volume).3

This reexamination reveals something crucial: anima, traditionally conceptualized primarily as a life force or vitality, also operates as a “death force,” sacrificing individual beings to maintain the vitality of privileged centers or perpetuate systems of power itself. Nevertheless, contemporary scholarship has largely overlooked the complex dynamics of human engagement with sacred and wild forces as mediated through anima circulation.4 Instead, many researchers have gravitated toward “neo-animist” perspectives that emphasize harmonious relationships between humans and nature in non-Western societies, often obscuring the fundamental ambivalence we have identified—the tension between life-giving potential and destructive power that communities must navigate in their environmental relationships.

Beyond Neo-Animism

The relationship between humans and the realm of non-humans that transcends them has long been examined in anthropology of religion through the lenses of animism, totemism, shamanism, and spirit possession. In recent years, research focusing on animism and ontologies in non-Western societies has attracted renewed attention as a way of reexamining the modern Western dichotomy between humans and nature (e.g., Descola 1996; Viveiros de Castro 1998; Bird-David 1999; Pedersen 2001; Willerslev 2007).

Bird-David’s (1999) work with the Nayaka hunter-gatherers of southern India offers an illuminating example. Applying Strathern’s concept of “dividual persons” (1988) and Gibson’s affordance theory (1979), Bird-David shows how the Nayaka and their devaru (“superpersons”) become “dividual persons” through mutual interactions. Through ritual performances involving possession, people develop an awareness of an environment composed of various non-human persons. This reveals the co-construction of humans and their environment while depicting human–wild realm relationships as fundamentally equal and holistic (see Satsuka, this volume).5

These perspectives on human–nature harmony have found particular resonance in Japanese discourse. The idea of animism as a philosophy and practice that expresses the original harmony and unity of humans and nature has been a persistent presence, positioned in opposition to the human–nature dichotomy that has become dominant since the advent of Western modernity. Japanese intellectuals have often emphasized animism as the spiritual foundation of Asian cultures that coexist harmoniously with nature (Omori 1981; Iwata 1991; see also Okuno 2018).

More recent studies have portrayed the history, development, and transformation of Japanese animism as an alternative to modernization or as a unique form of nature worship in contemporary society (e.g., Yoneyama 2017; Rambelli 2019; see also Jensen and Blok 2013). For instance, Rambelli (2019) traces the history of “neo-animism” in Japan from Iwata Keiji’s discussions on animism in Southeast Asian cultures in the 1970s through Nakazawa Shin’ichi’s 1980s advocacy of animism as the ideal human–nature relationship. Over time, animism has been woven into Japanese cultural identity and spirituality, largely through popular culture (Rambelli 2019: 5–10). Contributors to Rambelli’s volume examine animistic elements in literature and arts, analyzing them as a means of reconciling anxieties inherent to modernity (Suter 2019) or as representations of Japanese attitudes toward environmental disasters that attempt to neutralize nature’s destructive forces and forge a novel national identity (Castiglioni 2019).

In many earlier studies, phenomena considered representative of Japanese animism have often been framed as cultural representations and objects of consumption. These works position animism as an external representation of “Japanese culture” while simultaneously incorporating self-Orientalizing discourses by Japanese intellectuals who extolled primitive animism in post-World War II Japan (see Knaudt, this volume).

Although these studies offer important insights, their emphasis on harmony and integration often obscures the dangers inherent in these relationships. By idealizing non-Western approaches as alternatives to Western nature objectification, neo-animist perspectives risk missing a crucial reality: the universal, collective life force they identify as animism’s source also functions as a “death force,” sacrificing individual lives for collective perpetuation. The same power that ensures community survival demands individual sacrifice—a hostile animus that is key to understanding how communities manage environmental forces both historically and today. Our theoretical framework, centered on the concept of anima rather than animism’s “ism,” offers new tools for understanding how communities navigate this essential tension, focusing not merely on structural aspects but on the dynamics of movement and flow that characterize these vital yet dangerous powers.

Theorizing Vital Forces: Mana, Anima, Power

How do human communities make sense of their encounters with forces they perceive as both life-giving and potentially dangerous? This question has long preoccupied scholars in cultural anthropology, ethnology, and folklore, particularly as they examine how gift exchange and ritual practices mediate humanity’s complex relationship with the natural world.

The intellectual genealogy of key concepts like mana and anima reveals their diverse origins and the complex theoretical history. Mana entered Western scholarly discourse through R. H. Codrington’s ethnographic work in Oceania (1891), where he encountered it as a lived concept among Pacific peoples.6 Anima, by contrast, traces a different trajectory through European intellectual history—from the Latin word for “soul” or “life” back to the Greek ἄνεμος (anemos), meaning wind, breeze, or air (Papapetros 2012: 186). These terms gained theoretical prominence during a crucial period when nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European scholars were attempting to understand the origins of religious consciousness. Despite their distinct origins, these terms converged in early twentieth-century theoretical debates about the origins of religious consciousness and humanity’s relationship with vital forces.

Edward Tylor’s landmark work Primitive Culture (1920[1871]) introduced animism—the attribution of souls to all entities, including natural phenomena—as religion’s hypothetical primordial form. This framework was soon complicated by R. R. Marett’s The Threshold of Religion (1909), which proposed preanimism, a more fundamental reverence for various powers that preceded the very idea of individual souls. Marett’s crucial theoretical contribution was positioning mana as the binary opposite of taboo, introducing the concept of “animatism” to describe humanity’s profound sense of awe before nature’s vital forces (1909: 13–5).

These discussions moved beyond anthropological discourse to influence the fields of sociology of religion and folklore, as well as philosophy and psychoanalysis (e.g., Frazer 1920[1911–1915]; Durkheim 1915; Freud 1919; see also Egawa 2024). As these ideas crossed disciplinary boundaries, their theoretical understanding evolved. Mana came to represent something both more subtle and more pervasive: an animatistic, universal force whose circulation animates all phenomena and generates worldly movement (see Bolle 2005; Saliba 2013; Young et al. 2017). This expanded conception of mana as vital force or mobile energy reveals compelling parallels with broader interpretations of anima (Papapetros 2012: 188).7

Marcel Mauss’s theoretical framework for understanding magic and gift exchange, especially his careful analysis of mana and hau, opened new pathways for understanding how communities receive, circulate, and distribute powers they associate with both danger and fertility, prestige and honor (Mauss 1950). In his theories of magic and gift exchange, Mauss demonstrated how mana operates as a substance-like quality that circulates through objects, especially gifts, connecting people across time and space. This circulation established complex networks of reciprocity, obligation, and power, incorporating individuals into enduring social structures (Mauss 1950).

A wealth of ethnographic research has revealed how societies manage these vital yet dangerous powers through the interaction of distinct elements. First are the forces themselves, conceived variously as spirits, power, śakti, or other forms of vital energy. These forces are mediated by ritual specialists—priests, mediums, and other intermediaries who facilitate transmission between sacred/wild realms and human domains. Finally, figures of authority, such as kings and elders, manage and control the reception and distribution of these forces within the community. The tension and interplay between these elements shape how communities maintain themselves through the controlled circulation of power.8

Forces as Flow: Manifestation and Materiality

In ethnographic accounts across different cultural contexts, vital forces like mana or anima share certain characteristics that transcend simple classification as “beliefs.” Rather than static concepts, they manifest as flows of force that lie latent in the environment, becoming manifest through various phenomena and living beings (see Ingold 2006; Papapetros 2012; Ishii 2022; Satsuka, this volume). This understanding of force as flow rather than substance proves crucial for understanding how communities manage their relationship with powers that exceed human control.

Anthropological works on magic, religion, and art have examined this flow of vital forces and their ephemeral manifestations in various ways. In his discussion of Marcel Duchamp’s Network of Stoppages, Alfred Gell (1998: 248–9) develops a compelling argument about the nature of artistic agency by drawing on a parallel, first observed by Lévi-Strauss in Totemism (1963), between an Oglala Sioux wise man’s description of divine power with Henri Bergson’s philosophical reflections on creative energy. Both conceptualize reality as a dynamic process where fluid and creative forces temporarily crystallize into distinct forms—a framework that Gell applies to understand how artists harness and redirect these generative energies. For the Oglala Sioux,

Everything as it moves, now and then, here and there, makes stops. The bird as it flies stops in one place to make its nest, and in another to rest in its flight. A man when he goes forth stops when he wills. So the god has stopped. The sun, which is so bright and beautiful, is one place where he has stopped. The moon, the stars, the winds he has been with. The trees, the animals, are all where he has stopped, and the Indian thinks of these places and sends his prayers there to reach the place where the god has stopped to win help and a blessing.

(quoted in Levi-Strauss 1963: 98)9

Bergson uses philosophical terms to articulate a remarkably similar vision:

A great current of creative energy is precipitated into matter, to wrest from it what it can. At most points, remember, it came to a stop; these stops are equivalent, in our eyes, to the phenomena of so many living species, that is to say, of organisms in which our perception, being essentially analytical and synthetic, distinguishes a multitude of elements combining to fulfill a multitude of functions; yet the work of organization was but the step itself, a simple act, like the making of a footprint, which instantly causes a myriad grains of sand to cohere and form a pattern.

(1977[1935]: 209)

What emerges from these perspectives is a fundamental insight: ephemeral forces become momentarily accessible through their material manifestations. The narratives of the Oglala Sioux, Bergson’s philosophy, and Duchamp’s artwork all contain the image of a torrent of energy flowing through matter with temporary stoppages—a continuity that contains discontinuity. What appears as “god” or “creative energy” in these examples illustrates the same fundamental dynamic that we analyze through the theoretical concept of anima, which various traditions express through indigenous concepts like mana in Oceanic societies and tama (souls) in Japan.

This framework reveals a cyclical pattern: fertile yet dangerous forces flow from outside the community through its periphery to its center, where authorities control and stabilize them before redistribution. This process incorporates individuals into networks of exchange and obligation through ritual structures that transform dangerous forces into beneficial ones.

The Force in the Wild: Ethnographic Perspectives

Since the mid-twentieth century, ethnographers have documented how different societies perceive and manage forces that originate in the realms of the sacred and the wild—forces understood as essential to the production and reproduction of communities (e.g., Appadurai and Breckenridge 1976; Fuller 1984; Bloch 1986; Parry 1986; see also Lienhardt 1961). Across different times and places, communities have developed systems for receiving, controlling, and distributing forces that originate beyond the human domain. These cases not only demonstrate our framework’s applicability but also reveal the complex interplay between ritual practice, social structure, and political authority in managing environmental forces.

Among the most penetrating analyses of how power circulates in practice is Maurice Bloch’s research among the Merina of Madagascar (Bloch 1986).10 His work shows how forces, at once fertile and dangerous, become integral to the maintenance and reproduction of community life. Among the Merina, the deme (community) sustains itself through a carefully orchestrated movement of wild forces from the periphery to the center. These forces find their first embodiment in women and uncircumcised children, who stand at the boundary between wild and social domains. The community’s elders, positioned at its center, then take on the crucial task of controlling and stabilizing the dangerous aspects of this power through ritual action. In tracing this dynamic from the late eighteenth century through the 1970s, Bloch demonstrates how the circulation of power undergirds both social reproduction and political authority. His key insight lies in showing how ritual practices and symbolic elements work together as an ideology—one that enables both the maintenance of community and the perpetuation of rule (see also Bloch 1989).

This pattern finds striking parallels in South Asian goddess worship. Tanaka Masakazu’s research, itself shaped by Bloch’s theoretical insights during the Japanese anthropologist’s training at the London School of Economics, examines how village communities manage śakti—the fierce energy of goddesses connected to the natural world. In his analysis of abhiṣeka (consecration rituals), Tanaka shows how divine power undergoes a crucial transformation “from something hot, dangerous and wild, into grace” (Tanaka 1997: 148). The ritual begins with the creation of śakti in fire, traces its movement through the temple’s innermost sanctuary, and culminates in its distribution throughout the village (see also Ishii 2020: 90–1).

What emerges from these ethnographic cases is a pattern of power’s circulation that moves from periphery to center and back again. Forces flow from the margins into the community’s heart, where they undergo transformation before being redistributed outward—now controlled, refined, but no less potent. Gell (1998) offers a theoretical framework that helps us understand these patterns of power circulation as a complex network of agency created through human and non-human interactions. His analysis of the Oro cult in ancient Tahiti, drawing on Alain Babadzan’s research (1993), provides a particularly illuminating case.

The Oro cult centers on an object called the to’o, which mythologically represents the pillar used by gods to support the sky. What makes the to’o remarkable is its tremendous power—so great that it must be kept tightly wrapped in feathers and hidden, as the mere sight of it is said to be lethal. The ritual unwrapping and rewrapping of the to’o reveals the mechanics of power circulation. New feathers, carrying nature’s fertility, pass upward through the priestly hierarchy, while old feathers, sanctified through contact with the to’o, move downward from the highest-ranking to’o to those of lower status (Gell 1998: 109–12). Through this exchange, the feathers participate in a double transformation: they “die” along with Oro as the to’o is unwrapped, becoming sacred relics that can be distributed among priests and chiefs, while Oro’s power is simultaneously renewed through rewrapping. When the god returns to the underworld, wrapped once again, its power remains present in the distributed relics (Gell 1998: 113).

These ethnographic examples reveal sophisticated systems for managing powers that are simultaneously vital and dangerous. They show how communities develop ritual practices and social structures to receive, transform, and redistribute forces that originate beyond the human domain. In each case, we see how the successful management of these powers becomes crucial for community maintenance and social reproduction. At the same time, these examples raise important questions about how such systems of power circulation relate to political authority and social control—questions that become particularly relevant when we turn to examine similar dynamics in modern contexts.

Anima in Japan: The Flow and Resonance of Tama

This rich history of theoretical debate about mystical force—whether conceived as mana, anima, power, or agency—finds a compelling parallel in Japanese intellectual traditions. In Japan, the setting for the case studies collected in this volume, questions about how such forces circulate have been central to the development of folklore studies and ethnology. Two scholars in particular, Yanagita Kunio and Orikuchi Shinobu, working as contemporaries of Mauss, developed their own theories about the circulation of tama between human and non-human realms. Their work examined how these forces flow from the domain of nature, spirits, and deities into human communities, bringing with them the power and fertility necessary for social reproduction.

Orikuchi, for example, described the indigenous Japanese understanding of manifestation as fundamentally processual, positing a three-stage sequence in which “things enter from outside, remain within for a time, and then emerge into and take on forms in the world” (Orikuchi 1966; see also Okayasu 2021: 267). Orikuchi identified these “things that come from outside” as tama, souls originating beyond the community that he suggestively conceptualized as analogous to the Maussian concept of mana (Orikuchi 1966: 189–90; Andō 2014: 272–89; Okayasu 2020: 245).11

Tamafuri and Tamashizume: Dynamic Tensions in Managing Power

This focus on the circulation of vital forces between human and non-human realms makes the Japanese case especially illuminating. Particularly valuable for our theoretical framework is its sophisticated vocabulary for describing the management of these powerful forces. Two complementary concepts prove especially important: tamafuri, which describes the process by which tama attach to people or objects, and tamashizume, which refers to the act of calming and stabilizing these potentially dangerous forces. These concepts embody and operationalize precisely the tension we have identified between the vital, generative aspects of animic forces and the need to control their potentially destructive power.

The term tamafuri combines tama with furi, a polysemic term from archaic Japanese that encompasses multiple meanings: to touch (触れる), to shake (振る), to tremble (震える), to fall (降る), and to age (古る). Although scholars have interpreted this term in various ways (Tsushiro 2017; Takano 2017), understanding its etymological components helps illuminate its conceptual significance.

Iwakawa Naoki, building on Sakabe Megumi’s (1989) work, offers important insights on fureru (to touch) that help us understand the dynamic at work in tamafuri. Iwakawa explains that fureru describes not simply the perception of differences between existing objects but rather:

A means of witnessing the emergence of fundamental relationships and distinctions. These include concepts like inner and outer, active and passive, and subject and object. When touching occurs, both the toucher and the touched come into being simultaneously. This creates an ambivalent situation that can be described either as “I touch the object” or “the object touches me.” The core meaning of fureru lies in this primordial event—a moment of differentiation arising from an undifferentiated, undefined state.

(Iwakawa 2007: 38)

Similarly, exploring their common relationship to resonance, Iwakawa connects fureru and furueru (to tremble) as cognates through their shared etymological root to the ancient word furu:

In the [ancient Japanese] cosmology that perceives all things as constantly trembling, interactions—whether touching objects, facing situations, or engaging with others—are reinterpreted as a resonant phenomenon. This “touching” is not merely physical but a mutual resonance, a shared vibration between the self and the other.

(Iwakawa 2007: 39)

Iwakawa’s conceptualization of fureru helps us understand tamafuri as a dynamic, even emergent, event rather than simply a ritual procedure. When tama flow into a person or object, the recipient experiences what linguists call a “middle-voice situation”—neither fully active (controlling the action) nor fully passive (being controlled), but rather a state where they simultaneously act and are acted upon. The person touches the tama and is touched by it, creating a resonant relationship that transcends the subject–object binary; the person becomes a “site where manifestation occurs of its own accord” (Ishii 2022: 63).12 This synchronization with the vibrations of tama transforms the person into a vessel embodying its dynamic force—a process applicable not only to imperial ritual but also to contexts of spirit possession more broadly.

Whereas tamafuri describes the dynamic process through which vital forces enter and enliven bodies or objects, tamashizume represents the somewhat complementary process of containing and stabilizing these potentially dangerous powers. This term combines tama with shizume, meaning to calm, quiet, or pacify. This practice becomes necessary precisely because the forces engaged through tamafuri are inherently ambivalent—capable of generating both fertility and destruction.

This Japanese vocabulary for managing vital flows provides a culturally specific manifestation of the processes we have theoretically identified. The conceptual pair of tamafuri and tamashizume operationalizes the broader pattern of how communities receive dangerous yet fertile forces from beyond the human domain, temporarily embody them, and then transform them into controlled sources of communal vitality.

Anima, Power, and the Japanese State

The theoretical framework of anima finds powerful historical expression in modern Japan. As we have seen, anima is a fluid and inherently unpredictable force that is both dangerous and alluring to humans. Although such forces can sometimes function as sources of critique or resistance to domination (Boddy 1989; Allman and Parker 2005), those at the center of political systems typically seek to control and stabilize them precisely because of their immense potential for both creation and destruction.

In Japan, we observe a cycle in which animic forces flow from the periphery to the center, where they are controlled and stabilized before being redistributed. This process integrates individuals into comprehensive networks of exchange and obligation, reinforcing both communal and political structures. Historically, this circulation of force has underpinned royal authority in ancient and medieval Japan as well as modern and contemporary politics. When linked to nationalism, these primordial forces are often deified and mythologized, their influence conveniently aligning with national boundaries (Bloch 1986; Itō 2021: 21–2).

Imperial Authority and the Circulation of Tama

Modern Japan exemplifies this process with particular clarity, but its roots lie in ancient practices that have evolved over centuries. In ancient Japan, the Emperor embodied two vital forces: the imperial spirit (天皇霊), representing divine authority, and the grain spirit (穀霊), symbolizing agricultural fertility. This dual role made him responsible for both the circulation of tama and the governance of the realm. Orikuchi Shinobu described a complex system of exchange centered on the Niinamesai (新嘗祭) and Daijōsai (大嘗祭) ceremonies. During these events, tama gathered from across Japan flowed into the Emperor, who served as a vessel. Through this process, the power of tama was amplified and redistributed across the nation.

According to Orikuchi, at the Daijōsai ceremony, the powerful tama of the imperial spirit flows into the living body of the Emperor, who serves as a sacred vessel. For this embodiment to become stable and effective, two complementary processes were essential: tamafuri, which causes the tama to adhere to the Emperor’s body, and tamashizume, which calms and stabilizes these powerful forces (Okayasu 2020: 241–8). Through these dual processes, the Emperor was transformed from an ordinary mortal into the living embodiment of divine authority—a transformation that underpinned the entire political order.13

According to recent research, the Niinamesai predates the Ritsuryō state, a centralized legal and administrative system established in the seventh and eighth centuries. During this earlier ritual, rice and millet harvested from the Imperial Household’s direct control were offered to the gods. In contrast, the Daijōsai, established after the Ritsuryō state, expanded its scope to include rice and millet from across the nation, symbolizing the growing integration of the Japanese state under imperial authority. Through the circulation of tama, the Emperor’s role as the spiritual and political center of the realm was reinforced (Okayasu 2020: 241–4; Saitō 2024: 93–5, 353–4).14

This system persisted into modernity, evolving alongside Japan’s political transformations. The 1871 Daijōsai, held during the Meiji era, marked a pivotal moment, coinciding with Japan’s establishment of a centralized modern state following the Meiji Restoration (1868). Reimagined as a symbol of national unification under the figure of the Emperor, the ceremony took on new political significance. Over time, from the Taishō era’s 1915 ceremony to the Shōwa era’s 1928 performance, these rituals increasingly embodied the idea of national unity with the Emperor at its center. During this period, the ideological construct of jinnō-kiitsu (神皇帰一), which asserted the essential unity of the Emperor and the gods, gained prominence. Importantly, it was within this historical context that Orikuchi formulated his theory of the Daijōsai, gaining widespread acceptance as an intellectual justification for the ceremony’s significance (Saitō 2024: 53, 349–415).15

From Vitalism to Nationalism

When considering the evolving relationship between animism and the Emperor System in the early twentieth century, the concurrent development of vitalism in Japan from the Taishō period (1912–1926) to the Early Shōwa period (1926–1945) reveals important connections to nationalism and fascism. Influenced by Western thinkers such as Henri Bergson, this movement initially attracted intellectuals, educators, artists, and literary figures with its critique of modern civilization, advocacy for a return to nature, and promotion of an ideal of “union with the universe” and a “universal vital force” (uchū daisemei 宇宙大生命) that challenged existing power structures (Suzuki 1995; Arita 2011).

The poet Miyazawa Kenji exemplifies the early, non-nationalist expression of Japanese vitalism. According to Suzuki Sadami, the “blue illumination” flickering in Miyazawa’s “Proem” represents the emergence and disappearance of individual “phenomena,” while the “electric light” refers to their bearers. Miyazawa’s striking imagery of an “organic alternating current” evokes a flow of life permeating all things—a conception that resonates deeply with the animic framework we have developed (Suzuki 2003: 26–7). Through his Buddhist-influenced perspective, Miyazawa depicted life not as a hierarchical system but as dynamic energy flowing through all phenomena. He emphasized interdependence over individualism, suggesting that no single entity could claim dominance over a cosmic force that transcended distinctions between animate and inanimate.

However, the conceptual openness that made vitalism philosophically revolutionary also rendered it vulnerable to institutional appropriation. As Japan militarized and expanded its empire in the 1930s and 1940s, particularly after the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War, vitalist ideology was deliberately reshaped into a more nationalistic framework. Vitalist thinkers and political ideologues harnessed the notion of a universal life force to legitimize Japan’s imperial ambitions, framing colonial rule as a natural and necessary expression of its cosmic life force. This was exemplified in the theory of the nation centered on the Emperor, which then developed into a Pan-Asianist doctrine advocating a “vitalistic Greater Asian Community” under Japanese leadership (Itō 2021; see also Arita 2011).

In this totalitarian iteration, individual life was subordinated to the Kokutai (国体), the national polity conceptualized as an undying entity that transcended the lives of individual citizens. This transformation was not achieved by suppressing vitalism but by reinterpreting it: the Emperor was recast as the conduit of cosmic life, requiring centralized control. By the 1940s, fallen soldiers were being reincorporated into the nation’s eternal life through ceremonial honors (see Ishii, this volume). This trajectory illustrates how a universal life force, which we have conceived as anima, can also function as a “death force” that sacrifices individual existence for the perpetuation of the whole.

The Crisis of the Modern World and the Potential of Anima

Our exploration of anima reveals a fundamental duality that is particularly visible in the Japanese context. The same forces that sustain and renew community life often demand the sacrifice of individual existence—what we have termed the “death force” aspect of anima. This duality characterizes how vital forces circulate between communities and their environments.

In modern Japan, where major disasters occur with troubling frequency, the Emperor continues to embody this ambivalent power through his traditional role in “dealing with disasters by knowing the will of the gods” (Okada 2019: 227–8, 238–9). Akihito, the Heisei Emperor (1989–2019), reinforced this connection by routinely visiting disaster areas and battle sites, cultivating his image as a “praying emperor.” Through rituals and waka poetry at sites of catastrophe, he performed the dual function of calming crises and consoling public grief—effectively maintaining and restoring the imagined community of the nation (Hara 2019; Saitō 2024: 56–7; see also the contributions by Ishii and Matsumura to this volume).

This contemporary manifestation offers insight into both the persistence and evolution of animic dynamics. The vocabulary of tamafuri and tamashizume articulates how communities both engage with and attempt to control ambivalent forces, whereas the transformation of these practices under nationalist projects reveals how techniques for mediating vital forces can be repurposed for political ends. What begins as a vitalist philosophy celebrating cosmic flows of life can transform, as it did during wartime Japan, into an ideology that subordinates individual lives to national imperatives. Although the Emperor’s ritual presence may contribute to restoring harmony in crisis-affected communities, it simultaneously risks obscuring anthropogenic causes and specific political responsibilities, converting man-made catastrophes into “natural disasters” beyond human understanding and incorporating victims’ anger into a “microscopically reduced ‘national polity’” (Hara 2019: 182; Saitō 2024: 57).

What is important here is the meaning of tamafuri as a dynamic and emergent event involving the contact between people or objects and the tama and the transmission of energy. It is not just a procedure for stabilizing the dangerous and unstable tama, but can also be seen as a generative event in which a person or object resonates with the tama through the act of “furu” and, by sharing its power, temporarily and partially becomes it.

Although much research has focused on how animic forces are controlled through centralized rituals and discourse, the generative and emergent aspects of tamafuri and the earlier expression of vitalism suggest alternative possibilities that might exist alongside official channels. This perspective challenges the assumption that the center’s control and calming of anima is always successful or beneficial. The mediation of anima by central authorities may fail, and more importantly, contact with these forces is not always monopolized by high-ranking priests, elders, or state officials.

As discussed in Manabe’s chapter in this volume, tamafuri can also be seen as the act of a shaman who awakens and shakes up the dangerous forces of anima or souls at the boundary of the community, even without calming them. This shamanic practice offers a counterpoint to centralized ritual containment, revealing how peripheral actors can engage with the same forces in ways that prioritize disruption and transformation over stabilization and control.

Beyond shamanic practices, the dynamic potential of tamafuri is evident in various narratives, artistic expressions, and ritual forms that resist state-centered interpretations of animic circulation. In local settings across the Japanese archipelago, tamafuri has been invoked to revive the anger and frustration of people who have been hidden or forgotten, often in defiance of official national memorial services and selective remembrance of disaster victims. Such practices do not merely commemorate loss but reactivate latent forces, positioning anima as a force of renewal or contestation. Although these engagements sometimes face exclusion by the center or risk being absorbed into transactional networks that govern the periphery, they highlight alternative modes of animic circulation—ones that do not simply stabilize power but challenge its monopolization.

In modern and contemporary Japan, how have narratives, practices, art, and artifacts related to the anima performatively created communities or shaken up their boundaries? In each place that is considered to be the periphery or a gap in relation to the center, what kind of unique reality and historicity have they created? Also, how is the peripheral force of anima connected to and absorbed by the central force, such as that of the Emperor?

These questions lie at the heart of our investigation. By reexamining the relationship between people, nature, and force on the Japanese archipelago from the war period to the period of rapid economic growth after the war, with the concept of anima at its core, we aim to depict the dynamism of the intertwining and conflict between humans and nature, center and periphery, and individual and collective, which is neither a rigid dichotomy nor a harmonious fusion.

Our contributors explore how these forces operate across diverse contexts: from wartime memorial practices to environmental disasters, from artistic interventions to community rituals. Each chapter illuminates a different facet of how Japanese society has engaged with forces that are simultaneously vital and dangerous. Together, they invite us to consider not only centralized mechanisms of control but also peripheral practices that engage with animic forces in ways that may prove crucial for imagining sustainable futures.

Structure and Organization of This Volume

Having established anima as a conceptual tool for understanding the ambivalent relationship between humans and natural forces, we now turn to the specific contributions in this volume. Our theoretical framework illuminates both centralized efforts to manage dangerous-yet-vital forces and peripheral practices that challenge this management. Through diverse disciplinary perspectives, our contributors examine how communities engage with forces perceived as simultaneously generative and destructive.

The volume’s organization reflects this dual focus, with each section exploring different dimensions of how communities manage animic forces in postwar Japan. We examine the period from the 1940s to the 1970s—from World War II through Japan’s era of high economic growth—a transformative era that profoundly reshaped relationships between state power, individual lives, and environmental forces.

These decades witnessed three critical transformations in Japan. First, defeat in World War II brought massive casualties and the loss of colonies in Asia and the Pacific. The Allied occupation began in 1945, formally reducing the Emperor from a ruling head of state to a symbolic figure under the 1946 Constitution. Despite these changes, Emperor Hirohito was allowed to continue performing state rituals that maintained imperial authority through the circulation of symbolic power.

Second, Japan experienced a rapid economic recovery in the 1960s—its Wirtschaftswunder comparable to Germany’s—introducing technological advances like the Shinkansen high-speed railway, color television, and electric refrigerators. This economic renaissance occurred within the geopolitical context of the Cold War, which limited Japan’s engagement with wartime and colonial responsibilities. Although officially reduced to a symbolic role, the tennō system continued to exert significant cultural influence, contributing to the marginalization of war victims’ voices and experiences.

Third, this swift economic growth produced severe environmental consequences, particularly industrial pollution that led to public health crises like Minamata disease in Kumamoto and Niigata, Itai-itai disease in Toyama, and Yokkaichi asthma in Mie. These environmental disasters revealed the darker aspects of Japan’s engagement with industrial forces—showing how the same developmental energies that fueled economic renewal also produced forms of suffering that disproportionately affected peripheral communities.

The volume’s three parts explore different aspects of how animic forces manifested through this historical context, examining both institutional attempts to harness and control these forces and grassroots practices that offered alternative engagements with the same powers.

Part One: Wartime, Mourning, and Soul Reviving

The first section addresses how communities commemorate and revitalize the spirits of war dead from World War II. These chapters examine the political functions of national mourning, the ambiguous nature of ritual practices, and how both official ceremonies and artistic interventions engage with the spirits of the deceased. By exploring the tension between institutionalized remembrance and grassroots revitalization, these contributions reveal how the concept of anima operates in contexts of mass death and collective trauma.

Chapter 1 explores the life and artistic legacy of Tomiyama Taeko, a Japanese artist who died in 2021 at the age of 99. Manabe Yuko examines Tomiyama’s artistic endeavors to revive the souls of marginalized individuals in Japan’s peripheries and beyond. In her paintings, particularly from the 1980s onward, Tomiyama often features a shaman (mudang in Korean, 巫堂) to represent the deep-seated, unresolved resentment (han 恨) experienced by Korean laborers in the Chikuho Coal Mines and the “comfort women” during World War II. Through multimedia work that combined paintings, prints, and slideshows with music and poetry, Tomiyama sought to amplify the voices and articulate the anger and grief of these oppressed groups, employing shamanistic elements that enhance the emotional resonance of her work. Although Tomiyama was aware of her own positionality as a Japanese artist who spent part of her youth in Japanese-occupied Manchuria and her limitations in fully identifying with the oppressed Koreans, her work reveals the possibility of establishing empathetic connections that transcend national and ethnic boundaries.

In Chapter 2, Arai Takashi rethinks the portrayal of wars and disasters in the arts and popular culture through films like Godzilla and Shin-Godzilla. These films, released in 1954 and 2016, respectively, have often been interpreted as symbolic manifestations of the war dead of World War II, seeking national commemoration and honor. Arai, however, argues that the 1954 Godzilla serves as a poignant symbol of the anger of those killed and forsaken by the Empire, a sentiment that refuses to be pacified or assimilated by mainstream narratives. His interpretation presents a striking contrast to Castiglioni’s (2019) analysis, which views Godzilla and Shin-Godzilla through the lens of nationalistic animism in Japan. Echoing Manabe’s approach in Chapter 1, Arai emphasizes the transformative power of cinema to evoke and reanimate the suppressed anger of the war dead, previously erased from national memory.

In Chapter 3, Ishii Miho explores the dynamics and limitations of public rituals in contrast to private ritual experiences. Her analysis centers on religious rites conducted at the Yasukuni Shrine during World War II, particularly the soul-summoning ceremonies (shōkonshiki) of 1943–44, along with reconstruction efforts and mourning practices in areas affected by the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami. Drawing on Kimura Bin’s interpretation of Bergson (1920), Ishii distinguishes between “environment” (constructed public reality) and “milieu” (reality in motion rooted in personal actuality). She contends that although official institutions create frameworks directing emotions toward specific narratives—whether deifying war dead at Yasukuni or promoting “recovery” through monuments commemorating 3/11—individuals maintain concrete personal experiences (attarukoto) that aren’t fully subsumed by these narratives. Through examples like poems of mourning and community-created flower fields, Ishii reveals how personal ritual experiences create unique engagements with the dead that exist alongside but remain distinct from official commemorative practices.

Part Two: Pollution, Waste, Decomposition, and Circulation

Whereas Part One examined how animic forces manifested through the commemoration and artistic revival of war dead, Part Two shifts our focus to environmental degradation during Japan’s industrialization from the Meiji era through the postwar economic boom. These chapters trace how vital forces operate within landscapes radically transformed by human activity—revealing that even in polluted seas, devastated forests, and landscapes overflowing with industrial waste, powerful energies continue to circulate. Moving beyond traditional conceptions of pristine nature, these studies explore how communities engage with environmental powers that have been altered but not eliminated by industrial development, often finding new expressions of vitality emerging precisely from sites of degradation and contamination.

Chapter 4 discusses Minakata Kumagusu, a renowned Japanese naturalist and philosopher. Karasawa Taisuke provides an in-depth look at the forest protection movement led by Minakata in the 1910s during a period of rapid industrialization. Although this movement is often celebrated as one of the pioneering ecological efforts in modern Japan, Karasawa shifts the focus to explore the personal aspects of Minakata’s profound relationship with nature, including his deep affection for camphor trees and his remarkable capacity to understand the voices of non-human entities (paralleling Satsuka Shiho’s discussion of a relationship between a scientist and the mushrooms in a satoyama in Chapter 10). Minakata’s distinctive practices and perceptions, as documented in his writings and activism, indicate the potential for a harmonious coexistence and mutual empathy between humans and the natural world.

In Chapter 5, Fujihara Tatsushi contrasts the moralistic mottainai obake (“don’t-waste ghosts”) of 1980s public service announcements with the “Apaches,” a community of Zainichi Korean scrap collectors in postwar Osaka. Through literary analysis of three novels featuring the Apaches by Kaiko Takeshi, Komatsu Sakyo, and Yang Sok-il, Fujihara demonstrates how these marginalized decomposers embodied a “disturbed animism”—a distinctive form of anima emerging not from reverence for pristine nature but from engagement with the discards of industrial society. By showing how objects bearing the scars of war and colonialism generate new forms of vitality, and by juxtaposing these phenomena with folkloric representations of the Japanese tool-spirits known as tsukumogami, Fujihara challenges conventional distinctions between production and consumption, recasting decomposition as both ecological necessity and creative force.

In Chapter 6, Matsumura Keiichiro examines the devastation of Minamata disease in Kumamoto Prefecture, where methyl mercury discharged from Chisso Corporation’s chemical plant contaminated the Shiranui Sea during Japan’s period of rapid economic growth from the mid-1950s through the early 1970s, causing severe neurological damage, birth defects, and deaths throughout fishing communities. Through the work of Ishimure Michiko, whose poetic documentaries gave voice to victims’ experiences, and the experiences of local fisherman Ogata Masao, Matsumura explores the structure by which the tennō offers symbolic healing to victims and the interplay between tamafuri and tamashizume in this process of cultural and spiritual reconciliation. Additionally, seeking to break free from the comfortable narratives surrounding the tennō and Minamata patients, Matsumura recounts Ogata’s introspective journey, in which he grapples with his role in the onset of Minamata disease—not as a perpetrator but as someone embedded within the same modernizing society that enabled such environmental devastation—and his exclusion from the institutionalized processes of mourning that ultimately failed to address the deeper wounds of affected communities.

Chapter 7 features a discussion by Inose Kohei on environmental ethos and practices in the Minuma paddy fields of Saitama Prefecture, an area that suffered resource exploitation during Japan’s period of high economic growth. Located about thirty kilometers from Tokyo, this region, steeped in legends of the dragon water deity Ryūjin, was the site of conservation initiatives spearheaded by Governor Kurihara Hiroshi that resulted in its designation as a flood control zone to protect Tokyo. Despite its protected status, however, the area soon became a dumping ground for metropolitan waste, while conservation efforts paradoxically sometimes led to the reduction or even elimination of the paddy fields slated for protection. Inose, who volunteers at a welfare farm in Minuma, examines the tensions between regional and central authorities in environmental governance. Drawing on the Ryūjin legend as a cultural lens for understanding water management, he sheds light on the environmental ideologies and practices of peri-urban areas, which are caught between rural traditions and urban development pressures.

Part Three: The Anima, Politics, and Time and Space of Nature

The final part of our volume broadens our investigation from specific environmental crises to wider philosophical questions about the relationship between humans and nature (shizen) in modern Japan. Moving beyond the ethnographic particularities of Parts One and Two, these chapters examine how Japanese intellectuals, architects, scientists, and communities conceptualize nature itself—revealing frameworks that challenge Western dichotomies while offering alternative approaches to navigating our increasingly precarious environmental moment. By examining intellectual trajectories, spatial theories, interspecies relationships, and community responses to disaster, these contributions offer analyses that consider how these practices are entwined with natural temporalities and interactions that extend beyond anthropocentric history and politics.

In Chapter 8, Till Knaudt reviews the ecological discourse among intellectuals during Japan’s period of rapid economic growth. Knaudt focuses on three key figures: Ota Ryu, Miyawaki Akira, and Shibatani Atsuhiro, with particular emphasis on Ota’s intellectual journey. Originally a New Left activist engaged in environmental advocacy and critiquing Japan’s exploitation of the Ainu people, Ota’s ideology underwent a significant transformation from the 1970s to the 1980s. As social and political movements waned, Ota’s focus shifted from Ainu liberation towards a more simplistic, nationalistic conception of “nature” that stood in opposition to science and modernity. This ideological evolution saw Ota’s former anti-imperialist stance against capitalism and colonialism transmute into a form of naïve spiritualism reminiscent of neo-animism. Knaudt analyzes the implications of this intellectual shift within the context of Japanese social movements, occasionally drawing comparisons with similar phenomena in Germany. Through this analysis, Knaudt illustrates how conceptualizing nature in purely spiritual terms can obscure the political dimensions of human–nature relations, demonstrating how the anima that initially served as a source of critical resistance became co-opted into a depoliticized ideology that masked rather than confronted environmental exploitation and social inequalities.

In Chapter 9, Shinohara Masatake explores how Japanese architectural concepts illuminate human–nature relationships during environmental crises. Through a close reading of writings by architect Isozaki Arata, Shinohara explores what Isozaki termed “the darkness of place”—a dimension where material remnants persist after the destruction or dissolution of human constructions. Rather than representing merely absence or void, this darkness contains generative potential that opens toward future possibilities. Shinohara shows how Isozaki’s reinterpretation of ma (間)—a Japanese concept encompassing both presence and absence, interval and void—reveals an understanding of place defined by impermanence and transformation. Shinohara suggests that the acknowledgment within Japanese spatial thought of the inevitable dissolution of human constructions by natural processes offers insights beyond cultural boundaries. A recognition of the transience of human interventions, he argues, constitutes a framework for understanding place in an age of ecological crisis—illustrating how the animistic forces that both create and destroy human environments might be conceptualized without falling into either technological optimism or environmental despair.

In Chapter 10, Satsuka Shiho examines the intricate relationships between humans and fungi, particularly mushrooms, within the context of the Matsutake Project conducted in satoyama, semi-natural landscapes managed at the border between arable land and mountain forests. Drawing on anthropological explorations in multispecies ethnography, Satsuka elucidates not only human perspectives on and interventions in the natural environment but also the dynamic interplay between human and non-human practices. Such interactions foster unique ecological milieux, illustrating how such engagements help transcend the traditional divides between nature and culture. Through her ethnographic analysis, Satsuka reveals how the cultivation of matsutake mushrooms embodies the fundamental ambivalence of anima—requiring human communities to develop careful practices that both nurture and constrain fungal vitality, demonstrating how the force that flows between species is neither fully controllable nor entirely wild, but rather emerges through ongoing negotiated relationships that acknowledge both the generative and potentially disruptive aspects of these interspecies connections.

Finally, in Chapter 11, Kimura Shuhei examines the aftermath of the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami, focusing on how nature’s vast timescales clash with people’s everyday experiences of post-disaster recovery and reconstruction. Kimura demonstrates how the Tōhoku region’s rebuilding reveals deep inequalities between Japan’s center and peripheries. By contrasting official recovery plans with residents’ personal experiences and ambivalent feelings about government-led efforts, Kimura uncovers a new history emerging in these peripheral areas—one driven by locals’ attempts to regain normalcy, often working against or around the nation-state’s centralizing forces. His analysis shows how the post-disaster landscape becomes a site where the ambivalent power of anima manifests—the same forces that brought destruction become entangled with reconstruction as communities develop practices acknowledging both environmental dangers and their deep connection to places shaped by generations of habitation. This reveals how peripheral communities often develop more nuanced approaches to living with, rather than merely controlling, natural forces.

What emerges from these diverse studies is a more nuanced understanding of how communities conceptualize and engage with environmental forces. These chapters demonstrate that meaningful approaches to ecological challenges must account for both the deep time of natural processes and the immediate temporalities of local experience, both the political dimensions that shape center–periphery dynamics and the intimate relationships that develop between species in shared environments. As we face unprecedented environmental challenges, the perspectives documented here offer valuable insights that transcend cultural specificity. The theoretical framework of anima, with its emphasis on forces that flow between wild and human domains, provides not a solution to environmental crisis but a more honest starting point for engaging its fundamental challenges—challenges that each reader will encounter as they navigate our shared ecological predicament.
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Wartime, Mourning, and the Soul Reviving
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Symbolism of “The Sea” in Tomiyama Taeko’s Art

Manabe Yuko

Among the people who survived the tsunami, only to suffer the nuclear disaster that followed, were some who told strange stories. They had encountered things that people said could not possibly exist, and because they were not believed, kept their stories to themselves. They did not even feel a need to talk about it.


[…]

Straying from their original groups, they met people who had been living this way from long ago. There were people like that here. They were like an undercurrent in this land, a stream that flows beyond borders, a stream of wandering minstrels, the deformed, dwarves, giants and conjoined twins. Call them deformed, but they are the truly human ones, helping each other to live. Those who for some reason intermingled with others in another world and then were born here.

Akasaka Mari, Ōtsunami no ato [“After the Great Tsunami”]

Deep in the Dregs on the Floor of the Sea

Visual artist Tomiyama Taeko (1921–2021) witnessed the rise and fall of the Japanese Empire of Japan and lived through the postwar era of reconstruction, the era of rapid economic growth and its later decline. As I will argue below, since the 1970s, she has continued to produce works that interrogate Japan’s responsibility for war and colonization of Asian countries from a postcolonial perspective. And as the curtain rose on the twenty-first century with the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001, the artist extended her range of vision to include images of the sea from earlier times such as the Age of Exploration. In these works, the sea becomes a stage where repeated acts of plunder, war, and destruction seen throughout human history are on display; it is a sea of death where industrial waste produced by materialistic civilizations drifts on sea currents and multiple forms of contamination, a sea where even individual deaths dissolve and disappear. Yet even this sea filled with despair is also depicted as one of Anima, a sea that harbors the faint hope of regeneration.

From the 1970s, Tomiyama aimed to “cross borders” in order to give expression to the suffering and sorrow of war victims as a visual artist who comes from an aggressor nation. She sought ways to shift her viewpoint to that of the victim nations, adapting Tsurumi Shunsuke’s notion of an “antipodal” (対蹠地点) position to approach the issue of war responsibility. Tsurumi’s adaptation of this geographical term gave the artist a tool with which to imagine the position of others, on “the opposite side of the world,” and thereby open up new perspectives on the question of war history and responsibility (Takeuchi and Tsurumi 1971: 92). This “antipodal” viewpoint runs throughout the artist’s work and possibly the expression through art of many “others” who coexisted with her in real time, but with whom she had never crossed paths.

What was needed in order to introduce this rediscovered “antipodal point” was a border-crossing figure, a medium to stand in for the artist and transmit the historical experience of the others to this side of the globe. To do this, Tomiyama introduced the figure of the shaman who listens to and gives expression to the “han” (恨, resentment) of the oppressed other. Han is said to be an ungraspable sensation or condition that lingers in the wake of unjust treatment, leaving a deep residue of emotion not easily resolved or expressed buried in the heart. Not simply a sense of anger or resentment in the face of an unendurable experience, han encompasses deep regret and longing for unrealized dreams. One event may have triggered the resentment, but like a tangled ball of yarn, it remains in knots that can’t easily be untangled.

In recent years we have learned to gaze through finders and dispassionately consume images on satellite TV of people tragically killed in the Gulf War or at Ground Zero in the attacks of 9/11. Globalization and digitalization show us what is happening on the opposite side of the earth in real time, but the view is always from above, from the position of the powerful that in turn prevents us from imagining others from an “antipodal viewpoint.” Even after many decades the han of war victims depicted in Tomiyama’s works remains concealed in silence in Japanese society where historical revisionism and xenophobia thrive; this han and these voices have now even been swallowed by currents filled with radiation and “fragments of civilization” that have settled deep in the dregs on the floor of the sea.

In this chapter, I will first briefly trace the “border crossings” seen in Tomiyama Taeko’s life, thought, and work. Then focusing on her later works in which the sea becomes a stage, I will try to show that the artist’s gaze at this sea—now a sea of death, laden with the dregs of resentment of the victims of twentieth-century wars, contaminated by new wars and the material and radioactive waste of our civilization—still makes visible an Anima that harbors the hope of regeneration and rebirth.

Tomiyama Taeko: A “Border Crossing” Artist

From the 1960s Tomiyama’s life as an artist evolved as one journey led to another. Tomiyama was born in Kobe in 1921 and moved to Dalian and Harbin in Manchukuo, puppet state of the Japanese empire, in 1932 after her father was transferred there. She later recalled her Korean classmates at the Harbin Girls’ School who resisted assimilationist policies, and scenes of harsh treatment of young Korean conscripted laborers by Japanese military police that she saw as she traveled up and down the Korean Peninsula. These memories and scenes continued to haunt her after the war (Jennison 1996: 87). In 1938 she returned to Tokyo to study art.

In the 1950s, Tomiyama joined the Jiyū Bijutsu Kyōkai and, as a single mother of two, illustrated children’s books and began producing sketches and reportage works on the coal and ore mines in Hokkaido and Kyushu. At the end of the 1950s, mine closures caused by the shift from coal to oil and successive mining accidents led many miners to leave Japan for South America. Tomiyama followed some who migrated to Brazil and later travelled to Chile and Mexico. She also traveled to Havana just before the Cuban missile crisis in October, 1962, and was inspired by Mexican mural art and Cuban prints emerging from growing third-world art and cultural movements that resisted US and Euro-centric hegemony. Tomiyama learned techniques that she would later incorporate into her works on the Korean Democracy Movement (Tomiyama 1979).

In 1970, Tomiyama travelled to South Korea where she met her girlhood friends and classmates from Harbin and learned more about the colonial domination of Korea and the division of the Peninsula as they shared stories of the suffering and experiences endured during the war. Tomiyama also saw Japanese men engaged in “kisaeng kankō” (sex tourism), and “the shadows of colonial oppression” (Seo 2016: 52). In 1975, she returned to South Korea to support the Suh brothers, Zainichi Korean students who had been wrongfully imprisoned. She was inspired by the works of dissident poet Kim Chi Ha and could now see that the oppression and violence (under the military dictatorship) in Korea and the reality of discrimination against young Zainichi Koreans and the young poet due to the “violence of division” of military culture were all interconnected (Seo 2016: 53). Following the People’s Uprising in Gwangju in May, 1980, Tomiyama’s writings and artworks were circulated underground in Korea, where they helped foster the Korean Democracy Movement and the people’s art movement there.

Tomiyama explains that these experiences led her to see that Japan–Korea relations were not just a distant problem, but had become her own theme, one that she could begin to express in terms of her own existence (Tomiyama and Manabe 2010: 6). Moreover, her encounter with Korea in the 1970s created an opportunity for her to explore new historical perspectives and to resituate her own formative experiences and personal history that began in former Manchuria in the context of a global history of imperialism. Thus, she was able to “have an embodied view of world history as a child of Imperial Japan” (Kikuchi 2006: 200–1).

In the 1980s, Tomiyama continued to produce and show powerful series of works on the People’s Uprising in Gwangju, conscripted Korean laborers, and jūgun ianfu or “military comfort women.” Later she produced works on the “Japayuki” or migrant women workers from Thailand in Japan. According to Tomiyama, themes dealing with “war responsibility, the Korean question and representation of sexuality” were all considered taboo (Tomiyama 1992: 20), and she was labeled as “political” and shunned by the art world which favored Western-centered trends as well as the mainstream media that engaged in self-censorship to please the USA, South Korea, and Japan. Around that time, she began to collaborate with musician and composer Takahashi Yuji and other poets and intellectuals to recreate her works as slides and films that were circulated and shown in Japan, Germany, and the USA; as these works traveled around the world, they lent support to the Korean Democracy Movement as well as democracy movements in Thailand and the Philippines through unofficial, transnational networks.

The “Antipodal Viewpoint” of the Shaman

Surrealism and “Strata of History”

In 1939, Tomiyama entered Joshi Bijutsu Gakko (presently Tokyo Women’s Art University) in wartime Tokyo, but soon became involved with the proletariat art movement, which led to her expulsion from the school. She then entered an independent art school headed by the art critic, Toyama Usaburō (1903–80) and studied under Fukuzawa Ichirō (1898–1992), who introduced surrealist painting to Japan in the early Shōwa period.

We can see an example of collage and lithographic techniques that Tomiyama developed to give expression to the notion of an “antipodal” perspective or point of view in a work with the caption, “For a child who was taken away and killed” (c.1980, Figure 1.1). This collage juxtaposes two early lithographs and is featured in the film Hajike Hosenka (Pop Out Balsam Seeds! 1984). Against the background of the Chikuhō slag heaps, the artist gives expression in a surrealistic style to the deep sorrow of the woman whose husband or son was conscripted to work in the mines, or her grief at the death of her loved one. At the same time, this work represents the slag heap from the perspective of the “antipodal viewpoint.”


[image: A dramatic illustration of a person with an expressive face in a rocky landscape. The background features mountains, with one prominently visible in the centre. The person's hands are raised, adding to the emotional intensity of the scene.]
Figure 1.1 Tomiyama Taeko, “For a child who was taken away and killed.” Detail from the film Hajike Hōsenka: Waga Chikuhō, waga Chōsen [Pop Out Balsam Seeds! My Chikuhō, my Korea], directed by Tsuchimoto Noriaki c.1980, lithograph, collage mixed media (size of work unknown). Photographer unknown. Courtesy of Komatsubara Tokio. © Tomiyama Taeko.


In Festival of the Night of Garungan (1984, Figure 1.2), one of the central paintings used in the slide work A Memory of the Sea (1988) which tells the story of a Korean “military comfort woman,” Tomiyama shifted the stage to the sea. The Festival of Galungan is held in Bali every March to commemorate ancestral spirits of the dead who are thought to return at that time. In this work, Tomiyama made the countless victims of the Pacific War who are still adrift, restless ghosts, unable to become such spirits, the main characters. The artist draws on images of Sepic masks from New Guinea, the Javanese spirit or ghost Kuntei Anakku, Korean folk theater Talchum masks or Korean folk-art objects such as changseong
1 or mudang
2 to depict “others.” She chose these motifs because these traditional objects themselves represent many layers of history, culture, and the accumulation of memories; at the same time, they embody an “antipodal” or diametrically opposite position in relation to Imperial Japan. In this connection, some have argued that the “Empire’s comfort women” and members of the imperial army can be viewed as the “same subjects” of Greater Imperial Japan (Park, 2014), but the artist’s use of time-honored objects to depict the viewpoint of the “comfort women” shows that even though they may have lived and shared experiences with Japanese military on the same battlefields as “imperial subjects,” they were clearly in diametrically opposed positions.


[image: A surreal artwork depicting various figures, skulls, and mythical creatures in a dense, intricate scene.]
Figure 1.2 Tomiyama Taeko, The Night of the Festival of Garungan, 1984, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.


Here, Tomiyama uses a surrealistic technique to give expression to the “antipodal viewpoint” and at the same time collages diverse images of folk art that are the cultural background of “the others” in a way that lends three-dimensionality to the two-dimensional medium of painting. It is particularly important that when using this technique to depict “others” under colonial rule, Tomiyama points to the divergent historical strata of these people whose standpoint differs from the imperial soldiers—also subjects of the Emperor—but who use Japanese language, wear Japanese uniforms, and have Japanese names. Even if “military comfort women” are viewed as being “of the Empire,” that does not absolve Japan of colonial responsibility.

Mudang (Shaman) and Han (Bitter Resentment) as Motifs

In the 1980s, Tomiyama met two scholars who would become very important counterparts. Yun Jung-ok (b.1925), founding representative of the Korean Council for the Women Drafted for Military Sexual Slavery by Japan and Ewha University Professor of English, traveled to Hokkaido, Okinawa, Thailand, and Papua New Guinea gathering oral testimonies of former military comfort women. In the 1990s, she published articles based on those interviews in the Korean Hankyoreh newspaper. After Kim Hak-sun, the first former military comfort woman to speak out about her experience, testified in 1991, Yun continued to conduct field interviews of other “comfort women” and led the movement to recover the dignity of the survivors and victims, pursue the truth, and demand an apology and compensation from the Japanese government.

In December, 1943, when unmarried young women from all over Korea were being conscripted to join the “Women’s Volunteer Corps,” Yun was a student in the Ehwa Higher School for Girls. As her school was under pressure to conform to the National Act for Total Mobilization, she followed her parents’ urgings and dropped out in order to avoid being conscripted into the Women’s Volunteer Corps (Yun et al. 1992: 13–4). For Yun, hearing about the experiences of women her own age who had been conscripted into the so-called Volunteer Corps and had been forced to become “comfort women” meant discovering “the other” standing at the antipodal point on the planet. It was Yun Jun-ok who not only led Tomiyama to learn more about the “military comfort women,” but also provided the artist with hints about Korean shamanic traditions. The mudang, or Korean shaman, would soon become an important motif in Tomiyama’s work.

Although Yun Jun-ok was the catalyst who initiated the movement, sociologist and Ewha University Professor Lee Hyo-jae (1924–2020) provided the fuel for it with her ideas. In Bundan shakai to Josei (Women and the Family in a Divided Society, 1988), Lee introduced a feminist perspective and made use of the notion of “han” as an analytical tool. Both Yun and Lee helped Tomiyama develop her view that “A feminist perspective is missing from discourse in Japan on Japan’s colonization in Asia; in feminism, there has not been sufficient discussion of ethnic and colonial oppression” (author’s emphasis; Jennison 1996: 86). The notions of “ethnic and colonial oppression” are difficult for the colonized to articulate—and this points to a connection with “han.” This in turn highlights the necessity of referring to both “feminism and han” when discussing Japan’s colonial rule, which, in other words, leads to the insight that “gender discrimination and colonial discrimination are embedded in the same structure” (Sakamoto 2018). Tomiyama boldly turned her criticism not only to Japanese colonial discrimination but also to “gender discrimination,” or patriarchal notions and social structures deeply embedded in Korea.

This structure is embodied in the mudang. In her works in the 1980s, we can see the influence of Yun and Lee in Tomiyama’s use of the mudang in depictions of the suffering of Koreans conscripted to work in mines—many of whom died there—and of the military comfort women who died in the battlefields and never returned home. In her slide work “A Memory of the Sea” (1988), Tomiyama asks:

The men have mistresses, and buy kisaeng, but are never blamed.

Must a woman forced to serve the soldiers in war live like a criminal?

In 1990, when the Korean Council was launched, the discourse on “military comfort women” was treated primarily as one of ethnic/racial discrimination. This discourse has been “constructed in the context of modern and contemporary history of ethnic nationalism that is steeped in a patriarchal view of women,” and thus understood as an issue related to “chastity.” This is what results in the view that divides women between the binary notions of “virgin or prostitute” and “conscription vs. free will” (Yamashita 2008: 137–9). Moreover, this conceals the particular harm to the victims that results from sexual violence in an ethnic/nationalist discourse, thus making it difficult to see the “internalized gender discrimination” made visible in Tomiyama’s 1988 slide work. By shedding light on this point, we can see Tomiyama’s pioneering depiction of one woman who was a victim whose narrative cannot be recuperated as “ethnic/national ideology,” thus also constituting a critique of patriarchy in Korean society.3

Here we might ask, who yearns to listen to the voices of the dead through the mudang Tomiyama depicted?

Lee wrote in a Christmas card to Tomiyama, “I deeply appreciate your humanism and art. Thank you very much for your artworks expressing Korean people’s ‘han.’” Although writing in English, Lee chose to use the Chinese character for han, again illustrating the difficulty of translating the notion of han into other languages. We can see that Tomiyama’s unique “visual language” aptly gives expression to the dual discriminatory structure of the han of “military comfort women” that is so difficult to convey in words; we can also see Lee’s own deep yearning to listen to the han of the military comfort women.

“The Colonizer’s Dilemma” and the Motif of the “Fox”

Tomiyama Taeko, Yun Jun-ok, and Lee Hyo-jae are of the same generation, but they themselves did not directly experience being “forced to become military comfort women.” What the process of rereading history enabled them to do was to imagine and empathize with what might be called an intellectual border, or antipodal positions and the suffering of “the other.” But with the testimony of Kim Hak-sun who was “forced to become a comfort woman,” Tomiyama—while continuing to empathize with Korean women—came to see that it was impossible for her, as Japanese, to stand in the same position as Korean women (Jennison 2003: 190). Tomiyama’s introduction of the shaman in her paintings was a manifestation of the “comings and goings” (border crossings) of the artist herself, and of her own “doing,” or performative act of shamanism (Manabe 2017a: 10).

In the 1990s, Tomiyama began working on Requiem for the 20th Century as a Japanese artist; in these works, the “trickster” fox appeared (Jennison 2003: 191). This can be seen as a representation of the collective state of “kamigakari” (divine possession) that Tomiyama viewed as deeply internalized throughout Japanese society. The mudang in Tomiyama’s work can be seen as a vehicle for traversing a “landscape of memory” between one point and the opposite antipodal point as an “inter” form of movement, whereas the omnipresent trickster fox can be seen as representing the internal or “intra” form of movement from within the national collective burrowed deeply in the uneven and many-layered historical strata that pushes against walls in the hearts of countless individuals.

Illusions in Cherry Blossoms (1997) (Figure 1.3) has the same composition as The Night of the Festival of Garungan (1986). The falling cherry blossoms flutter around Yasukuni Shrine. Beneath the tree, imperial soldiers are on the right, and military comfort women are on the left. The figure dressed in white summoning the military comfort women is the mudang; the souls of the deceased imperial soldiers are enshrined in Yasukuni Shrine as gods, and the name of each one is remembered, but the military comfort women died nameless—buried in the wasteland of the battlefield.

In Illusions in Chrysanthemums (1999) (Figure 1.4) Tomiyama depicts the postwar period of rapid industrial growth and contemporary Japan, using the same compositional strategies as she points to the division between past and present. The upper and lower parts of the composition suggest that “the special procurements ideology” of colonialism before the war continues in a new form of colonialism in the postwar era (Motohashi 2005: 217–9). The past buried beneath the surface in an economically flourishing Japan is represented by imperial soldiers on the left and, beginning with Korean comfort women, Asians who died in the war on the right. Dazzled by the foxes, the people have put a lid on such strata of history, and with eyes turned away from that history, still happily flirt with colonialism and the “special procurements ideology” (Manabe 2017b: 7).


[image: A large tree under a full moon with people gathered beneath. Below the tree, there are groups of people gathered, some holding flags and banners. The scene is set in a night sky with clouds surrounding the moon, creating a serene atmosphere.]
Figure 1.3 Tomiyama Taeko, Illusions of Cherry Blossoms II, 1998, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.



[image: A detailed illustration depicting a cityscape with a central figure surrounded by smaller figures and floral elements.]
Figure 1.4 Tomiyama Taeko, Illusions in Chrysanthemums, 1998, oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm. Courtesy of the National Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.


Tomiyama, who insists that she did not create the work to “apologize as a Japanese,” added that “a Japanese in the position of the aggressor, cannot subjectively represent the victim. Thus, I introduced the shaman into my paintings. I became a shaman and tried to call forth the dead, creating artworks based on this” (Tomiyama and Manabe 2010: 9).

Later, Tomiyama adopted the medium of the “fox”—deeply embedded in Japanese culture and society—as a self-portrait, thereby trying to overcome the dilemma or impossibility of a “Japanese subjectively representing the victim.”

The Motif of the Remembering “Sea”

War and Sea

Tomiyama refers to something she was told by historian Masaaki Ueda (1927–2016).

A ceremony for the repose of the soul (tamashizume) is performed by the perpetrators, while the true “soul reviving ceremony” (tamafuri) is something performed by the victims themselves.

(Tomiyama 1992: 8)

Tomiyama’s aim here is to rescue the voices of the dead themselves, which are excluded from Japan’s usual spirit pacification ceremonies (ireisai) held in spring and autumn, or the summer Mitamamatsuri festival, and the various “Shinto performances” celebrating the war dead at Yasukuni Shrine. Tomiyama’s introduction of the mudang derives from her identification of lingering signs of an old matriarchal culture in shamanism. She terms the existence of the military comfort women “an eros of hell,” a kind of “humiliated sex” within the patriarchy that developed from the exclusion of the fundamental culture of matriarchy. Offered in contrast to this is a deeper matriarchal culture that evolved from abundant production and the natural cycle, and shamanism as an image of “pure eros” and “primordial woman” (Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 10–1). This “evocation of a fundamental culture,” she says, comes from a desire to reclaim the role of the shaman, which “Yasukuni culture has cheated us of ” (Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 12).

She has said that as a member of what is termed the “wadatsumi generation” she can become a “tamafuri no miko” or medium and give voice to the dead.

Wadatsumi is an elegantly poetic name for the sea; the term “wadatsumi generation” derives from the title of a 1949 collection of posthumous writings, Hear the Voice of Wadatsumi, by a young student conscript who perished in the war. Tomiyama, born in 1921, is precisely of the same “wadatsumi generation” as the student soldiers who were forced to join the war in 1943 and were killed. In the popular 1937 song from the mid-war period “Umi yukaba” (If we go upon the sea), it is sung “if we go upon the sea, we will become corpses steeped in water” and “let us die at our Emperor’s feet.” The corpses of the student soldiers who died in the south lie sunk beneath this wadatsumi. In March 1986 Tomiyama witnessed the Garungan (also Galungan) Festival in Bali, and heard there in the thundering surf the ghostly voices of Japanese soldiers sunk beneath the sea and of the wartime Korean “comfort women.”

The sea floor, that drops away so sharply from the coral reefs, holds unchanged the Japanese battle ships that sank there—now, forty years later, how must they look, those soldiers who died in them?

With the sound of the surf, out of the lacquer-black darkness, something strange emerged—the grinding of their bones, the lamenting cries of the war dead. The thundering surf was the voices of those who lay there unable to return, the dead who wander still in that southern sea. Through nights spent sleepless with fear, out of the visions in the beating surf, there came to me an image of a painting of those “military comfort women.”

(Tomiyama 1992: 5–6)

The shaman motif has been appearing in Tomiyama’s work since Hajike Hosenka (Pop Out Balsam Seeds! 1984) with its theme of the forced conscription of Koreans for labor. In this work and earlier, Tomiyama’s sea image was that of sea straits, specifically the strait between Korea and Japan. The Kanpu ferry that links Japan’s Shimonoseki and Korea’s Busan “symbolized the colonial relationship between Japan and Korea” in her mind. Now her experience in Bali led to an expansion of the sea image to embrace the Pacific Ocean.

In 1961 Tomiyama visited Brazil and, recalling that ocean trip, she writes:

Staring at the sea day after day from the ship, my mind was filled with nothing but memories of the Pacific War all the way to Penang. It was the Pacific War that taught me the names of places in Asia, and the East China Sea is associated with memories of the transport ships that sank there. For me, the Pacific cannot help but be connected to the Pacific War.

(Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 14– 15)

The Pacific is the wadatsumi where the corpses of the dead still lie steeped in seawater—not only the Imperial Army’s young student soldiers but the Korean “comfort women” as well as all the war dead of the southern lands of the Philippines and New Guinea and of the South Pacific Islands.

The political prisoners that Tomiyama depicted in the 1970s were buried in the Seoul prison, the dead of Pop Out Balsam Seed! lie buried in the coal mines beneath Chikuho. These are localized existences, dispersed on either side of the “straits.” But through moving the symbolic representation of the battlefield from land to the sea and shifting the stage to the Pacific, the dead who perished on land or in the sea are now united in being skeletons, connected across the sea bed, transcending birthplace and period. It could be said that the sea now symbolizes the place that equalizes the physicality of the dead and universalizes them.

Thus Tomiyama’s paintings transcend the colonialist responsibility that is rooted in “the colonial relationship between Japan and Korea,” opening out onto questions of a wider universal war responsibility.

Sea and the Shaman

What kind of figure has the shaman been for Tomiyama? In A Memory of the Sea, this is what she has the shaman say:

I am the spirit Miko, embraced by the stars, riding the winds north, south, east and west, hurtling through the skies of Asia.

I am the spirit Miko. I have heard the stories told by flowers, birds, plants and dew.

Drawn by the moon, I ride the waves of the Pacific, rushing over the vast ocean.

I have heard the stories told by the sea birds and the fish.

Stories of the many who sank beneath the Pacific half a century ago, of war.

I am the spirit Miko. I can hear the voices of the dead.

Amidst the raging billows, I can hear the voices of the dead.

Reading Yoshinori Murai’s Sunda seikatsu shi (Daily life in Sunda; Murai, 1978), depicting life in Indonesia, she was above all intrigued by the spirit of a woman named Kunti Anak who died in pregnancy. She is described as “a long-haired ghost whose back is deeply gouged, who appears at night on river banks and at swimming holes” (Murai 2014: 96). This led Tomiyama to contact Murai and request that she travel with him to Bali to gather material “in pursuit of the themes of Korean ‘comfort women’ and shamans.”

Murai explains that the Balinese hold the mountain to be sacred and the sea impure: the volcano Gunung Agung is the place where the gods descend once a year, whereas the sea is considered a place to bury the dead (Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 13). He also states that the all-night festivals of Java and Bali are an expression of the awe in which nature, represented as “darkness,” is held, and postulates that the shaman’s appearance at the end of the festivals represents “the restoration of the commingling of the human and the natural” (Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 15–16). Murai’s view of the shaman in terms of “nature and ecology” is reflected in A Memory of the Sea, the tale of the shaman described above.

Tomiyama’s shaman is also depicted as representing Eros. “Originally, Eros was a being of extraordinary fertility, associated with production and reproduction, but in modern society the Eros figure has become pornographic and focused on the genitals,” she says, adding that the sickest of all its manifestations has been “war and the comfort woman phenomenon.” She also states that Eros is not limited to male and female genders but embodies the “relationality that conforms to the harmonious cycles of nature—sun, earth, dew, field and plant, flower and bee” (Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 17).

In contrast, there is another side to Tomiyama’s shaman—the shaman comforting the victims’ “han (resentment),” excluded from all relationality of “nature and ecology” and Eros, a being who hears the voices of the helpless dead. These unattached and solitary dead intermingle with others like themselves, and sink to the sea floor, their voices unheard.

So for whom is Tomiyama, as shaman who “rushes over the vast ocean,” enacting her tamafuri soul reviving?

One answer is surely the dead, who are in a diametrically opposite relationship to those of Tomiyama’s wadatsumi generation. Speaking of the image of these dead summoned to The Festival of the Night of Garungan, Tomiyama says that this is not a “banquet of Eros” but a requiem.

I think Garungan is a festival in which the ancestors return as ancestral spirits. Needless to say, the Pacific War dead cannot become ancestral spirits. They wander in that ocean, eternally unable to return, I felt. My idea was to gather those bones as shaman and summon their spirits to the Garungan festival.

(Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 18)

Another object of Tomiyama’s tamafuri soul reviving is the Asian women who have been sacrificed on the altar of the “special procurement” psychology that still imbues postwar Japan in a world where the earlier era’s colonialism continues under a new version of the old imperialist “Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere.”

In the latter half of the 1980s, when the new regional hegemony of globalism swept through Asia, Tomiyama was quick to gather materials in Thailand, and set out to make the 1991 slide work, The Thai Girl Who Never Came Home, which featured a young girl who had come from a poor village in northeast Thailand to work in Tokyo’s entertainment and red light district of Kabuki-cho. Tomiyama’s aim was to “translate her concern with the history of colonial and sexual oppression into the context of present-day transnational migration from Asia to Japan’s metropolitan centers” (Jennison 1996: 92).

Set against the background of Japan’s 1980s economic bubble era, The Thai Girl Who Never Came Home, with its motif of the young Thai girl Noi, has clear continuities with A Memory of the Sea (1988).

Noi, who was sold to men from Kabuki-cho to “the district next to Tokyo Harbor’s Disneyland,” disappears into the sea one full moon night.

The middle-aged men ride me like a roller coaster, for their pleasure.

My body is a merry-go-round for men.

Their pleasure is my pain.

Deep sorrow is etched in my heart.

[…]

When the moon was full, she went down to the sea.

“Moon, please listen!

There is no one to whom I can tell my heart’s pain.

I don’t know the language, utterly alone.

Flowers from my country are on sale in the shops … orchids, bougainvilleas.

They sell mangoes and papayas, fruits from home.

I too am a woman sold.

Oh Moon, is this the life I was meant to have?

No, it cannot be.”

Noi tried to drown her sorrows in drink

As she sat on the shore and spoke to the moon.

Where did Noi go that night?

The police searched the sea, but she was nowhere to be found.

(Tomiyama 1992: 61–2)

Torn from family, home and “my country,” this girl with “no one to whom I can tell my heart’s pain,” who “cannot speak,” is “utterly alone,” cut off from the world. Forced to live in “a hellish Eros” she writhes in “sexual humiliation” for the pleasure of men. The world in its original form exists through Eros and natural harmony. But the nature that surrounds this girl—moon, sea, flower, fruit, and sex—is severed from this mutual relationship, existing inharmoniously in an artificial entertainment district.

Remembering “Drifters”

Tomiyama’s image of the sea in terms of the dead who lie in its depths unable to return as ancestral spirits has since the turn of the twenty-first century been depicted in terms of “drifters.” Its beginnings can be seen in the previously mentioned Illusions in Chrysanthemums (1999). Here, beneath the feet of prosperous fox-bewitched Japan, fleets of boats bearing the Asian dead, used as stepping stones by Japan, pour in from Korea, China, and Indochina (Figure 1.5).


[image: A photograph showing a crowd on boats with banners and text in two languages.]
Figure 1.5 Tomiyama Taeko, The Fox Story, 2002, detail from the painting, Illusions in Chrysanthemums (1998), seen in the slide/DVD version, slide #69, with the telop “new wind and waves from over the sea.” Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.


It needs little imagination to realize that Tomiyama’s artistic activity this century has been spurred by America’s September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Hiruko and the Puppeteers: A Tale of Sea Wanderers (2009) shows how her sense of colonial responsibility, which up until that point was focused on Japan, now widened to the scale of global history. Hanazaki Kohei describes this work as “a work that reveals her present take on her lifelong preoccupations.” He goes on to say, “The stage is the sea, a place that was originally unpossessed, unconnected, unowned, where people freely came and went. But nations have asserted boundaries in it, dividing peoples and making it the object of ownership” (Hanazaki 2009: 4).

Stories begin back in an age when the sea was still “unpossessed, unconnected, unowned,” with the medieval traveling entertainers whose gatherings transcended time and space, the wandering minstrels, artists, musicians, the biwa hoshi who played and recited, and the kugutsushi, or puppeteers, who staged performances as they travelled about and interacted with others. But with the Age of Discovery, invaders and slave ships came to travel the seas, and now, sullied by the industrial revolution, the sea has succumbed to sorrow and fear. Along with Japan’s colonial struggles, the sea has been dyed with the blood of 20,000 Asian war dead.

With the advent of moving pictures and movie theaters the puppet theater troupes declined, and the abandoned puppets now stage an undersea banquet for the empire’s specters and monsters (Figure 1.6). The idea of these erased beings gathering under the sea to hold a banquet could be said to continue the imagery of The Night of the Festival of Garungan.


[image: An artistic depiction of an underwater scene with various marine life and human figures.]
Figure 1.6 Tomiyama Taeko, Theater Beneath the Sea Splendid Banquet for the Empire, 2008, oil on canvas, 65 × 51 2/3ʹʹ. Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko.


When material culture finally reaches its apogee in an excess of desire, the polar icecaps melt and create a flood. The resulting “fragments of broken civilization” assemble to begin a new drifting, while beneath the sea the skeletons of crude-oil-soaked seabirds rattle and hammer on a keyboard—“Give us light” (Figure 1.7).
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Figure 1.7 Tomiyama Taeko, In Toxic Seas, 2008, oil on canvas, 66 × 51 2/3ʹʹ. Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko.


The dead seabirds entrust their voices not to the spiritual medium of the shaman but to keyboards that connect to the world’s media.

Here is what Tomiyama has said of the shaman figure she imagined:

The shaman lives in a small shrine, and hears the voices of the people’s deepest sorrow, the griefs that have nowhere to go. This of course spurs the realm of the imagination to expand. The shaman moves freely in both past and present, and can hear the stories of fish and of birds. It can be seen in modern in ecological terms as well.

(Tomiyama and Murai 1988: 11)

This is an ecological shaman image in harmony with nature. But the 9/11 terrorist incident starkly revealed the links in the chain of “destruction” set off by those bewitched by the rapacious materialism of the new colonialism of globalism and its “special procurement” psychology. Thus, in the present age when birds and fish lie dead and gone in a sea polluted with “the fragments of a broken civilization,” the shaman who can hear the words of fish and birds can no longer move “freely in both past and present.” In the midst of the devastated world, the medium that the dead use to convey their grievance has likewise been replaced by the material keyboard.

This work completed, Tomiyama at 90 was contemplating retirement when the Great East Japan Earthquake struck on March 11, 2011. The explosion at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant that followed the earthquake and tsunami, and the radioactive contamination that covered Japan in its aftermath, created precisely the ruined world she had depicted in the last section of Hiruko and the Puppeteers, Adrift, Adrift, Ⅱ (Figure 1.8), and in In Toxic Seas.

The Four Deva Kings (shitenno) emerging from the flaming sea in the oil painting Revelation from the Sea—Tsunami (2011, Figure 1.9) give expression all at once to all of those “memories that have sunk beneath the sea” and all those drifting “fragments of broken civilization” advancing manifestations of the underlying history of Japan’s greed.
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Figure 1.8 Tomiyama Taeko, Adrift II, 2008, oil on canvas with mixed media, 29 1/4 × 40ʹʹ. Gift of Sakata Natsume in memory of her mother Tomiyama Taeko. Art, Design & Architecture Museum, University of California, Santa Barbara. Photo courtesy of Jeff Liang. © Tomiyama Taeko.
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Figure 1.9 Tomiyama Taeko, Revelation from the Sea: Tsunami, 2011, oil on canvas, mixed media, 112.3 × 162 cm. Collection of the Yokohama Museum of Art. (Gift of Ms. Sakata Natsume.) Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.


The collage To the Dead Butterfly Fukushima 5 Poem to the Butterfly (2013, Figure 1.10) graces the end of the slide work Revelation from the Sea (2014). The development of nuclear power that was part of postwar national policy produced the terrible environmental destruction of 3/11. But real hardship is always borne by the weakest. Taking as her motif butterflies deformed by radiation, Tomiyama expresses this contradiction as she quotes Goethe’s line “to die and so be reborn.”


[image: Collage with insects, industrial site, and damaged structure photos.]
Figure 1.10 Tomiyama Taeko, To the Dead Butterfly: Fukushima 4, Poem to the Butterfly, 2011, mixed-media collage, 40.5 × 59 cm. Photo by Kobayashi Hiromichi. © Tomiyama Taeko.


“To die and so be reborn” is a prayer. With the words “die and be reborn,” Tomiyama summons hope within despair for the deformed butterflies, the “fragments of broken civilization” sleeping beneath the contaminated sea of Fukushima. That might also be seen as a prayer to breathe a soul or anima into all of the dead beings cast off on the sea floor.

Conclusion—“After the Great Tsunami”

Can there really be hope within this destroyed, contaminated, and devastated earth and sea?

Mari Akasaka’s short story “After the Great Tsunami” describes how among those who survived the tsunami only to suffer the nuclear power disaster that immediately followed, some “encountered things that were believed impossible.”

“They are what flows beneath our nation, the water whose flow transcends the nation, drifting performance artists, deformed creatures, dwarves, giants, conjoined twins.”

Her vision of those who survived 3/11 like this coincides extraordinarily with Tomiyama’s image of the sea’s drifters.

Akasaka goes on to say: “Call them deformed, but they are truly human. They help each other in life.”

Citing Homi Bhabha’s notion of the borderline artist, Rebecca Jennison suggests that Tomiyama might also be seen as a “borderline artist” performing “a poetics of the open-border between cultures” (Jennison 1996: 84–5). Borrowing Akasaka’s words, this might also be seen as “straying from one’s original group,” and “for some reason mingling with a different world.” Such people might be called “deformed,” but are in fact “truly human,” “helping each other in life.” In other words, the image Akasaka depicts in “After the Great Tsunami” might also be called that of the “poetics of the open border between cultures.” This is a return to the “unpossessed, unconnected, unowned,” and at the same time suggests signs of new life, new souls or anima.

Tomiyama’s “Dead Butterfly” left “After the Great Tsunami” crosses the ultimate open border of life and death with the hope and prayer “to die and so to be reborn.”

Translated by Rebecca Jennison and Meredith McKinney

This paper is a reduced and updated version of “Post-imperial no umi wo hyoryu suru: 9.11 soshite 3.11”[Drifting in the Post-imperial Sea: after the Attacks of 9.11 and 3.11], in Manabe Yuko ed., Ekkyo no Artist, Tomiyama Taeko [A Borderline Artist Tomiyama Taeko] (Tokyo: Koseisha, 2025).
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In the Wake of Cataclysms: Souls Reposed and Buried in Gojira and Shin Godzilla


Arai Takashi

Introduction

The Great East Japan earthquake, which occurred on March 11, 2011, claimed over 15,000 lives and caused another 3,700 or more disaster-related deaths (as of December 2018), becoming Japan’s largest postwar disaster. Furthermore, the ensuing Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster displaced a peak number of 160,000 people (in May 2012), with over 40,000 people (as of March 2019) forced to live in evacuation shelters.

Since 2011, I have been photographing the evolving social landscape of post-disaster Japan, focusing on the Fukushima Sōsō region. During this time, I attended tea gatherings organized by volunteers from the Fukushima Network to Protect Children from Radioactivity. Held in Fukushima City until around 2014, these gatherings offered mothers a safe space to share concerns and exchange information. Many, including those from Iitate Village and other contaminated areas, spoke of sudden nosebleeds and fears of radiation exposure. They also described their children’s weight loss, anemia, and weakness, as well as their own symptoms—hair loss, numbness, and leg pain. Lacking official recognition of a link between these symptoms and low-level radiation, their concerns were often dismissed or met with harsh criticism for causing reputational damage to Fukushima.

In the Sōsō region, discussions about ghosts became frequent after the disaster. In Kashima-ku, Minamisōma, several bodies were discovered on a raised pedestrian bridge along National Route 6, left behind after the tsunami receded. It was said that those who passed by the bridge at night experienced the eerie sensation of hearing laughter—the voices of those who had been swept away. Similar ghost stories have emerged from other disaster-stricken areas, such as the well-documented account of a taxi driver in Ishinomaki (Kudō 2012). Yet, many of these narratives remain unacknowledged by mainstream society.

As Ishii examines the dynamics of individual experiences that sometimes resist assimilation into public reality, the narratives of mothers or taxi drivers become submerged behind official discourses; however, they reemerge in different forms (see Ishii, this volume). Japanese literature researcher Kimura Saeko cites Derrida’s hauntology, pointing out that, since 2011, Japanese society has been haunted by anxiety and trauma. According to Kimura, those haunting anxieties have been suppressed and have recurred repeatedly as a motif in Japanese literature after the disasters (Kimura 2017).

The aftermath of the Great East Japan earthquake exposed a divergence between expert knowledge, life knowledge of politics and science, and the rival narratives generated by “involved” and “uninvolved” parties, individuals, and organizations. This divergence or friction of narratives is also observed as the tension among the micro-level of “narratives concerning individuals,” the mezzo-level of “group and organization narratives,” and the macro-level of “narratives that seem to cover all of society” (Noguchi, 2009).

Traditionally, artists working in the documentary style have made the most significant efforts to bridge conflicting narratives. Documentary expression explores both the lives of individuals (micro-reality) and the broader cultural and social structures that shape them (macro-reality), using these elements to engage audiences with a sense of reality. Since 2011, numerous documentary films have been produced about the triple disasters. Among those focusing on the Fukushima nuclear accident, the Yamagata Documentary Film Festival archives contain 109 works (311 Documentary Film Archive, 2019). However, these films were independently produced, and it is safe to say they rarely reached mainstream Japanese audiences.

On the other hand, the commercial science fiction (SF) films Your Name (2016) and Shin Godzilla (2016) mobilized large audiences while hinting both directly and indirectly at the Fukushima nuclear accident (to the point of being described as a social phenomenon). The former is a story in which a deceased victim of a great meteorite crash disaster unites with a living person through supernatural bonds, forming a relationship that extends across space–time. The latter depicts an ambiguous fear of radioactivity embodied by Godzilla, the most widely known monster, at least in Japan, and the world of politicians and bureaucrats facing an unexpected disaster. In both films, disaster folk tales are given life by fitting stories suppressed in the real world into fictional frames.

This study employs Kimura’s theory of hauntology in post-disaster Japanese literature to analyze the narratives of the first Gojira (1954) and Shin Godzilla (2016),1 films produced in response to the Daigo Fukuryū Maru incident of 1954 and the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster of 2011, respectively. By examining these narratives, this study seeks to uncover how memories of Japan’s two post-World War II nuclear disasters are mediated through the films and to explore Japanese society’s aspirations in the wake of each nuclear catastrophe and how the innumerable dead are reclaimed within cultural memory.

The films share three key thematic elements: (1) collective memory of large-scale death, as seen in World War II and the Great East Japan Earthquake; (2) fears surrounding radiation, linked to Cold War-era hydrogen bomb tests and the Fukushima disaster; and (3) depictions of politicians, scientists, media, and citizens that reflect the sociopolitical conditions of their respective eras. These themes have contributed to both films’ widespread public reception and support. Although Shin Godzilla was conceived as a reimagining of the original Gojira, its dramaturgy and montage techniques diverge significantly from its predecessor. Accordingly, rather than engaging in a precise comparative analysis, this study examines how the films resonate with Japanese audiences—many of whom, as direct or indirect victims of disaster, navigate both material and spiritual connections between the real post-disaster world and the cinematic narratives presented.

Although cinema does not unconditionally reflect the social unconscious, it serves as a conduit for navigating societal taboos, such as the articulation of nuclear fear through individual experiences, particularly in post-disaster Japan. By framing these anxieties through individual experiences, some films allow for an engagement with collective trauma via the “story of others,” as explored by Shoshana Felman (Felman, 1998). Within those distorted reflections of the real world in the movie, audiences re-engage with their voices suppressed by societal norms and historical amnesia and encounter the resilience of their communities, the lingering trauma that haunts society, and the hidden desires embedded in their collective memory.

Media Representations of the Daigo Fukuryū Maru Incident and the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Disaster

Both Gojira and Godzilla incorporate characteristic forms of media representation from their eras within their stories, revealing channels that connect real society to (or sever it from) their fictional world. This section looks back first to real-world media representations of the Daigo Fukuryū Maru/Lucky Dragon No. 5 incident and the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster.

At dawn on March 1, 1954, the Daigo Fukuryū Maru, a wooden deep-sea tuna fishing boat, was exposed to radiation from the US military’s “Bravo” hydrogen bomb test while operating approximately 160 kilometers from Bikini Atoll. The detonation released a vast amount of radioactive fallout into the Earth’s atmosphere, which subsequently descended onto the vessel as it navigated the open ocean.

Two weeks later, on March 14, the Daigo Fukuryū Maru returned to Yaizu Port, where its crew underwent medical examinations at Yaizu City Hospital. The sailors exhibited symptoms consistent with acute radiation sickness, commonly referred to as atomic-bomb disease. Subsequent investigations by the Japanese government confirmed significant radiation exposure among the crew and contamination of the tuna they had brought back from the waters near Bikini Atoll. As a result, approximately 200 tons of tuna were discarded, triggering widespread public anxiety over irradiated tuna and rainout radioactivity.

The situation escalated further when, on September 23, 1954, the ship’s radio operator, Kuboyama Aikichi, succumbed to aplastic anemia induced by radiation exposure, compounded by complications from hepatitis contracted through blood transfusions. His death intensified antinuclear sentiment across Japan, fueling nationwide protests against nuclear testing.

Recognizing the growing crisis, both the Japanese and US governments sought to mitigate tensions, particularly concerning the broader implications for nuclear policy. In an effort to contain the situation diplomatically, the United States provided Japan with $2 million in “ex gratia” (condolence) payments. However, this settlement was contingent upon Japan’s agreement not to pursue formal legal claims against the US government, thereby establishing an early framework for political resolution.

Despite the swift political resolution, the Daigo Fukuryū Maru incident reignited deep-seated memories of the atomic bombings among the postwar Japanese population. The event was significant enough to mobilize thirty million citizens—over one-third of Japan’s population at the time—to sign the Gensuibaku Kinshi Shomei Undō/Signature Campaign against Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs petition. This campaign quickly expanded into a nationwide movement and later gained international momentum, advocating for the prohibition of nuclear weapons. The widespread public outcry was deeply rooted in the collective memory of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, which remained vivid in the national consciousness.

Daigo Fukuryū Maru Radiation Exposure at Bikini (1954) was a national newsreel by NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation). Its content includes everything from general statements about the Bikini incident to medical updates on the twenty-three crew members, up to the death of radio supervisor Kuboyama Aikichi. In a passage reporting on the death of Aikichi, the narrator delivers the following message in a sorrowful voice:

The prayers of an entire nation in vain, Bikini victim and patient, and radio supervisor of the Daigo Fukuryū Maru Kuboyama Aikichi passed away on September 23rd. His completely changed cremated remains were held tight to the chest of his wife Suzu, heading for his hometown of Yaizu from Tokyo Station on the 25th.

It is fair to say that such emotional narration is seldom seen in today’s media expressions. As sociologist Ishida Saeko points out, media expressions “reinforce various stereotypes that already exist in society and convert them into easily understood ‘stories,’ attracting the concern of even more people” (Ishida 2010). As a result, this “seals the possibility of other interpretations of the incident, and powerfully creates a fixed image of the incident and of the ‘involved parties.’” In contrast to media commentary on the overall damage caused by hydrogen bomb experiments at the time of the Daigo Fukuryū Maru incident, emotive narratives turned the death of one individual, Kuboyama Aikichi, into a micro-level story about the disaster that befell one family. In this way, they created an “image of the involved parties” and a stereotyped symbol of the incident. Although such stereotypes and “easily understood ‘stories,’” reinforced by media commentary, empowered the antinuclear movement, they may have caused people to overlook the fact that roughly 1,000 other Japanese boats, which were sailing in adjacent waters at the same time as the Daigo Fukuryū Maru, had been exposed to similar levels of radiation.

Following the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster in 2011, media companies adopted distinctly different stances when reporting on the radioactive contamination and Japan’s nuclear power policies. The convergence of various types of information on Internet social media sites also made it difficult for “easily understood ‘stories’” and fixed images of “involved parties” to form (Itō 2012). Major media companies were heavily criticized for reporting information presented by the government or TEPCO without confirming all of the facts, with some commentators addressing them as “imperial headquarters announcements.”2 In recent years, television reports have used hearsay-related sentence endings, such as “allegedly,” which add an ambiguous quality to journalistic autonomy. However, the accusations frequently posted on social media sites, to the effect that “big media doesn’t report anything,” do not criticize the quantity, quality, or type of information reported, but only report expressions of people’s dissatisfaction with the interpretations and meanings added (or not added) to that information. It indicates that recent media representations reveal the lack of a media-provided “easily understood ‘story’” and audience frustration at the remarkable plurality of “readings” brought about by neutral journalism.

The Narratives of First Gojira and Shin Godzilla

Shin Godzilla (2016), directed by Anno Hideaki, faithfully follows the structure of Gojira (1954), directed by Honda Ishirō (Yoshida 2017). Although both films cycle through the perspectives of different groups and individuals, ranging from government officials to scientists, the media, and citizens, significant differences exist in the narratives these groups provide.

As Nakao pointed out, the first Gojira can be read as a story of war-defeated Japan reinventing itself as a science-based country (Nakao 2016). This is evidenced by the fact that the key characters in the story are primarily scientists and their relatives. The protagonist, Ogata, the young man who works at Nankai Salvage, appears to have little autonomy, and he focuses on assisting Dr. Yamane and Dr. Serizawa. There is also little sense of reality in his love for Dr. Yamane’s only daughter, Emiko; it is no exaggeration to say that Ogata is not endowed with the power to unify the story.

The following settings appear in Gojira: (1) Ōdo Island (and the southern seas); (2) the National Diet; (3) the Tokyo metropolitan area; (4) the home of Dr. Yamane; (5) the home of Dr. Serizawa; and (6) the company Nankai Salvage. Except in the fourth location, the characters who appear in all settings are Ogata, Emiko, and the Daily Morning newspaper reporter Hagiwara. Although the presence of Hagiwara is seemingly subdued, he appears in all four settings, and he creates a direct opportunity for Emiko to learn about Dr. Serizawa’s research on the “Oxygen Destroyer.” Hagiwara has no lines in the final scene, but he moves close behind Dr. Serizawa with an anxious expression on his face, sees for himself the death of Dr. Serizawa and Gojira, and cries while holding the shoulders of the Yamada boy. Hagiwara is a perfect fit to represent the Noh theater role of Waki, or Horatio in Hamlet, and is given a role to intermediate the different character groups in the film and conduct an emotional interpretation to the audience.

Another representation of media in the original Gojira, in contrast to Hagiwara, is the relay-broadcasting team of “GHK,” a clear parody of NHK. In a pivotal scene where Gojira advances toward the city center, leaving destruction in its wake, a GHK announcer reports from a TV tower overlooking the devastation. He declares, “Now, after Gojira has passed through, it has transformed into a sea of flames. Looking out, from Ginza Owari-cho to Shinbashi, Tamachi, Shiba, and toward Shibaura, it is just a sea of fire.” The creature’s path closely follows the US military’s bomber invasion route during the Great Tokyo Air Raid in the final stages of World War II. Audiences at the time would have readily recognized this parallel, reinforced by the explicit mention of district names and the harrowing imagery of buildings consumed by fire. Furthermore, the announcer says, “Everyone watching this on television—this is not a play or a film. This is a real marvel, a marvel mystery case!” developing the metanarrative. Then, startled by the flash of the cameras, Gojira destroys the transmission tower, and the news-relay team is killed in the line of duty.

In the scene where Gojira is driven back by Dr. Serizawa’s self-sacrifice with his Oxygen Destroyer, the GHK news crew loudly declares, “Such inspiration, such joy! He won at last. With these very eyes, we clearly observed Gojira carrying those remains deep into the sea. The young scientist of the century, Dr. Serizawa, has finally won.” Having witnessed Dr. Serizawa’s anguish in the prior and following scenes, however, the audience likely felt a slight emotional distance from the GHK commentary, out of sorrow for Gojira’s death agony and empathy for Dr. Yamane, who mourned over that death.

In this way, the first Gojira cast the media in two roles. The first image represented the media as a provider of macro-level narratives or “easily understood stories,” as personified by the GHK announcer; the second image presented the journalist as an intellectual and emotional mediator and guide to the micro-level narratives of each of the characters, as personified by the reporter Hagiwara.

In Shin Godzilla, by contrast, the media’s presence is limited to the very beginning of the film, as social media posts stream over images of the flooded Tokyo Aqua-Line, scenes from news programs are flipped through several times, and the sound of a news program is heard after the “2nd form” Godzilla leaves for Tokyo Bay. The journalists who attend the official residence press conference do not ask questions; they are depicted as an unspecified multitude, tapping away quietly on laptops during the Prime Minister’s announcement. The journalist who looks at a smartphone and says, “How? … But they just said the landing was unlikely … ” does not offer any sense of a critical mind or independent will. A young reporter sent out to cover the prime minister’s official residence initially mumbles, “Will the provinces get put off here again?” but is ultimately persuaded by a colleague that it is more important to defend the capital city. He easily conforms, saying, “I guess it’s tough to defend the country.”

The independent journalist Hayafune, in Shin Godzilla, seems to correspond to Hagiwara in the first Gojira. Receiving orders from Deputy Secretary Yaguchi Rando of the Cabinet Secretariat, Hayafune conducts a character study of Maki Goro, a professor of molecular and cellular biology who went missing while predicting the appearance of Godzilla. He ascertains that Professor Maki was conducting research on “detoxifying radioactive material.” Professor Maki’s research, which has left behind apparently incomplete data, will eventually become the key to restraining Gojira, recalling Dr. Serizawa’s research, identified through Hagiwara’s intermediary in Gojira. However, the two short scenes in which Hayafune obediently follows Yaguchi’s instructions—“Yes, I know” appears to be Hayafune’s pet phrase—are insufficient to define this character’s image.

Why is the media’s image so inadequate in Shin Godzilla? Allegedly, the director, Anno, intentionally evaded micro-level narratives in Shin Godzilla and rejected the element of “human drama” from the early-stage plot presented by Tōhō, the film production company (Yoshida 2017). A similar trend, as seen in Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995–1996), can be read as Anno’s artistic style. However, although “Tokyo-3,” the setting for Evangelion, is a papier-maché city created to provide a motive for the enemy, the setting of Shin Godzilla is real Tokyo, home to 13 million human beings. Even the public appears in short, inserted cuts, simply as a mob or horde that runs and tries to escape the chaos or makes rubbernecking social media posts repeatedly. In the scene in which Godzilla knocks down apartment buildings after reaching land at Kamata, a young couple is shown rushing to evacuate with their little daughter, but there are no close-ups of their expressions, words, or emotions. The collapse of the apartment complex is depicted in greater detail than the death of either parent or child.

In Shin Godzilla, the scientists depicted with great individuality in Gojira are reduced to an organizational entity called the “Huge Unknown Biological Special Disaster Countermeasures Headquarters (HDH)”; again, the characters’ individuality and their narrative are scarce. Despite a full lineup of introductions, “The outlaw of Kasumigaseki, the lone wolf, the oddball, the geek, the problem child, the creep,” the personalities and backgrounds of the members are not explored further in the film. Instead, the impression left by the HDH scenes is one of dozens of mass-produced office chairs, copy machines, and laptops tidily brought into a conference room. HDH members hastily gather the essential documents that US presidential special envoy Kayoko Anne Patterson tosses aside. In this work, the dignity of scientists is repeatedly denied. If the original Gojira was a fantasy led by technocrats, Shin Godzilla could be viewed as a fantasy led by bureaucrats.

Still, the story of Shin Godzilla relies on science to solve the crisis while diluting the image of scientists, portraying scientific and technological protagonists as a collective brain. Never going to the lab or out to the field, these scientists, who rapidly acquire knowledge while silently facing computers in secret rooms, are no more than components of their computers. The solution they seek is easily provided through a parallelized “group of supercomputers.” One symbolic scene occurs when Yasuda, a bureaucrat in charge of HDH, takes a laptop that shows the supercomputer’s Godzilla DNA analysis results and lifts it overhead as if it were an oracle. Viewing Shin Godzilla in this manner, we might assert that it reflects the distrust in the media, politics, and science that erupted after (or perhaps even before) the Great East Japan Earthquake. The worldview in Shin Godzilla strips human scientists of sacred science, which was the only solution humankind relied on in the end, and assigns its rites to bureaucrats.

The politicians, bureaucrats, and Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) given central roles in the story can be seen as endowed with minimal character and heroism. The image of Yaguchi and the others putting their hands together in prayer to say “itadakimasu” (I humbly receive (this meal)) for their rice-ball provisions may be an appropriate nationalistic image of the Yamato people. Still, the power struggles and bargaining between politicians and bureaucrats are not vivid or tangible, and the characters continue to fail to display emotional expressions; they are no exception to the general stripping away of micro-level narratives.

As the story of Shin Godzilla lacks individual narratives, it can only be discussed through mezzo-level “group or organizational narratives.” Even so, the job titles of politicians, bureaucrats, and self-defense-force leaders placed onscreen, as well as the names of facilities and weapons, are valued only as assets that act as collateral for organizations and not as essential aspects of the story. The appearance of organizations that act via excellent individuals, who are perfectly incorporated as cogs, is supported by persistently recurring timpani rhythms, like an elaborate automaton. This may represent an ideal situation for enormous organizations like the government and TEPCO, which Japanese people dreamed of after the Great East Japan earthquake. As such, they appear to be a photographic negative of real organizations that confronted “unforeseen situations,” revealed structural defects, and fell into dysfunction during national crises. This is familiar among the original Gojira series, as Tsutsui highlights the military’s remarkable efficiency, suggesting that the Gojira series is a form of “military pornography” (Tsutsui 2004: 97). The Gojira series helps to address Japan’s frustration with its restrained military power and its political inability to demand an apology and compensation from the United States for the Daigo Fukuryū Maru incident.

Following the Daigo Fukūryū Maru incident, Gojira resonated deeply with Japanese audiences, much as Shin Godzilla did in the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake. What was it about Shin Godzilla—a film that deliberately eliminates micro-level narratives, making it difficult for viewers to empathize with characters on an emotional level—that appealed to post-disaster Japanese society?

Shin Godzilla offers a compelling fantasy: a decisive, organized response to catastrophe, something that politicians, bureaucrats, scientists, and the media struggled to provide in reality. It projects an idealized vision of these institutions—what they should be or what citizens desire them to be. JSDF, a formidable military power in the region, is depicted as a restrained giant, strictly adhering to civilian control. Its power is only unleashed when confronting Shin Godzilla, reflecting an idealized form of disciplined force. In reality, during the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake, the JSDF’s rescue operations, recovery efforts, and handling of disaster victims were widely covered by the media and received positively by the public. However, this sentiment was a mezzo-level sympathy—one that acknowledged their collective role but did not extend to personal narratives. JSDF personnel’s individual experiences, identities, and voices remained largely absent from public discourse.

In this context, Shin Godzilla’s erasure of personal narratives may have provided a form of psychological refuge. The film presents an alternative to the complexities of reality, offering a vision of idealized institutions that operate with efficiency and moral clarity—organizations that, in their structured power, might ultimately redeem individuals within them.

The Gojira/Godzilla and the Haunting Collective Dead: Was the Repose of Souls Accomplished?

Why does Gojira/Godzilla, depicted as a prehistoric lifeform, engage in acts of destruction that seem neither necessary for its survival nor beneficial for reproduction? Furthermore, why does Godzilla, awakened by the US hydrogen bomb tests, turn its wrath on Japan—the very nation that suffered in the Daigo Fukuryū Maru incident?

Godzilla resists simplistic interpretations rooted in cause-and-effect logic or moral dualism. As suggested in Gojira, where the creature is revered with awe on the fictional island of Ōdo, Godzilla bears similarities to wrathful Kami (deities) in Shintoist mythology. This association, along with the creature’s symbolic ambiguity, has given rise to ontological questions regarding its nature and meaning.

In analyses of the original Gojira, Kawamoto (2007) presents one of the most widely accepted interpretations, arguing that the creature symbolizes a collective embodiment of former Imperial Japanese military officers and soldiers who perished in battle—Eirei, or spirits of the war dead. The Gojira franchise has also engaged with this interpretation, most notably in Gojira, Mothra, and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out Attack (2001), which explicitly establishes Godzilla as “a manifestation of the vengeful spirits of those who lost their lives in the Pacific War.”

With exceptions such as Himeyuri Gakutotai (Lily Princesses Student Corps), the vast majority of the spirits of the war dead are the male officers and soldiers who served the Empire. These spirits have been commemorated as Kami, signifying they have been officially pacified and should no longer be vengeful (see Ishii, this volume). Yet, what continues to haunt Japanese society, manifesting in the monstrous form of Gojira/Godzilla? If trauma, as Freud initially defined it, is something fundamentally unnamable, and if Gojira embodies collective trauma, what remains neglected within—or beyond—the notion of the “spirits of war dead?” Did the dead not include the countless civilians massacred by the Japanese Imperial Army in Asian countries, 210,000 victims of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the more than 90,000 civilians who perished in the Battle of Okinawa, and the over 100,000 lives lost in the Great Tokyo Air Raid? Do they not also haunt postwar Japanese society? The memories of these immense losses were deliberately suppressed as part of Japan’s postwar relationship with the United States—memories that have been systematically erased.3

It is worth noting that Ōdo, the fictional island home of Gojira, is implied to be located within the Ogasawara Islands. At the southern tip of this archipelago lies Iwo Jima, the site of a brutal World War II battle that claimed the lives of approximately 29,000 Japanese and American soldiers. Following the war, the Ogasawara Islands remained under US occupation until 1968. Like Okinawa, they represent a frontier of national self-consciousness for many Japanese people. These islands were not formally incorporated into Japanese territory until the late nineteenth century and have historically carried a somewhat foreign connotation—an abstract image of “Nan’yō/the south sea” (see Sudo 2010). Given this historical backdrop, the Kagura performed on Ōdo Island to appease Gojira may evoke a subtle sense of unease among Japanese viewers. This is because Kagura, much like the concrete torii gates erected across Asia and the Pacific during Japan’s colonial expansion, stirs a collective memory that has been largely repressed since World War II—one tied to Japan’s past aggression in the south. The Marshall Islands, where the US military conducted the Bravo hydrogen bomb test, were previously colonized and fortified by Imperial Japan before being taken over by the United States after Japan’s surrender. The historical connections between Imperial Japan’s expansionism and US nuclear violence are significant. In this context, the question “Why does Gojira attack Tokyo?” reflects a historical amnesia regarding Japan’s colonial past and the victims of the people in the Marshall Islands.

Manabe analyzes painter Tomiyama Taeko’s reference to indigenous objects in the south as portraying the images of the oppressed “other” through Tsurumi Shunsuke’s concept of “antipodes” (see Manabe, this volume). An “antipode” is a geographic term that denotes a point located 180 degrees opposite from any given place on Earth. Tsurumi uses this term to explain how a single place can sometimes have opposing contexts among different communities. Why does Gojira emerge from Ogasawara? Examining this question through the lens of “antipodes” reveals that Gojira’s indigenous nature—although seemingly reinforcing the notion of the “spirits of the war dead”—opens up new interpretive possibilities. In other words, if we imagine the “Nan’yo of non-combatants and women” as the antipode to the “spirits of the war dead,” our perspective shifts. This expanded framework invites us to critically reconsider the patriarchal imagery embedded in the concept of the “spirits of the war dead” and the unconscious projection of the emperor’s authority onto Gojira.4

From this perspective, the impact of the two female citizens’ lines in Gojira—“It’s a dear body (of mine) that has survived the atomic bombing of Nagasaki” and “We’re going to see your father soon”—lies in their ability to counter macro-scale narratives of collective death embodied in the concept of the “spirits of the war dead.” The phrase “It’s a dear body (of mine),” unlike the rigidly enshrined “spirits of the war dead,” asserts a sense of corporeality—an expression of Eros tied to the dying bodies of “noncombatants and women.” Similarly, “We’re going to see your father soon,” in contrast to the politically charged notion of the “spirits of the war dead,” conveys the stark insignificance of individual death. In this sense, both lines serve as voices of Thanatos—the perspective of those left behind to survive—offering an “antipodal” counter-narrative.

When focusing on the image of Gojira as a signifier intermediating two forms of violence, the Japanese colonial rule of the Asia–Pacific and the US atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the subsequent hydrogen bomb tests, and the image of Japanese national identity as understood by the image of the victim rather than the aggressor (Gygi 2016: 7), the gender roles assigned to the characters in Gojira deserve attention.

For the film’s Japanese audience to accept or justify the use of the Oxygen Destroyer—a weapon even more devastating than the hydrogen bomb—against Gojira, Emiko must take on the role of Pandora, with the moral contradictions of this act mediated through her emotional transformation of love and grief. Ultimately, a mourning chorus of otome (maidens), symbolizing the collective femininity that nurtures life and mourns death, compels Serizawa, the creator of the Oxygen Destroyer, to unleash his Mephistophelian technology upon the world. As an elder on Ōdo Island recounts the ancient history of the island that young women were used as human sacrifices to appease Gojira, the story of Gojira successfully secures the innocence of male protagonists and the Japanese audience as nuclear victims by rerouting a guilty conscience into femininity.

When we consider Gojira not only as a manifestation of the “spirits of the war dead” but also as an embodiment of the broader presence of the deceased, including those in their “antipodes,” its horror and sorrow resurface as the voice of collective trauma that continues to haunt Japanese society. Gojira attacks Tokyo, carrying with it the memories of the dead, whose existence has been reduced to oblivion. Its roar confronts the Japanese people, who are embracing the promise of a postwar future, serving as a stark reminder of the countless lives lost—those left behind and yet to be properly mourned.

Does Shin Godzilla also symbolize repressed individual memories, collective trauma, and the presence of the dead? Following the film’s release, a number of scholarly analyses of Shin Godzilla emerged, broadly falling into two main discourses. The first interprets Godzilla as a representation of natural disasters and the uncontrollable power of nuclear energy, whereas the second revisits the notion of Godzilla as a “spirit of the war dead.”

As Shin Godzilla closely follows the framework of Gojira and was produced in response, directly or indirectly, to the Great East Japan Earthquake, it is reasonable to argue that the film embodies both theoretical perspectives. However, the fundamental ontological distinction between Gojira and Shin Godzilla is revealed through the nature of Gojira/Godzilla’s life and death.

In Gojira, the repose of the angry Kami is unambiguous and final. The monster’s corpse, reduced to a white skeleton by the ultimate weapon, visually and materially dismantles its divine status. The film can thus be understood as depicting the reconciliation of vengeful spirits through science, which functions as a form of modern magic, achieved through the sacrifice of the scientist’s life and femininity.

By contrast, in Shin Godzilla, Godzilla does not die or disappear but remains frozen at the heart of the mega-city Tokyo. The discovery of a nuclide within Godzilla’s body—conveniently possessing a “short half-life”—and its suggested potential application may evoke parallels with the Kojiki myth of grain generation from the body of the goddess Ōgetsuhime or the retrieval of the divine sword from the tail of the subdued Yamata-no-Orochi (The Eight-headed, Eight-tailed Serpent). Anno reinforces this connection by naming the JSDF’s operation against Godzilla as Yashiori, directly referencing the myth of Orochi’s defeat.

Whereas Gojira concludes with the monster’s pacification, Shin Godzilla leaves Godzilla immobilized yet poised for reawakening, maintaining a precarious equilibrium. This unresolved state is further destabilized by the looming presence of the United Nations thermonuclear weapons, programmed to launch should Godzilla revive. Castiglioni (2019) argues that a Godzilla story without catharsis or requiem enables the construction of a new national identity, allowing Japan to “metabolize” collective trauma. The film may offer a fantasy of a post-disaster Japanese identity shaped by an impersonal, deified science and an idealized bureaucratic system. However, Shin Godzilla notably refrains from providing a “story of others” through which Japanese society might establish a bond with its collective fear, leaving its anxieties and trauma unresolved.

From a hauntological perspective, what has been obscured or marginalized in post-disaster Japanese society, which embraces Shin Godzilla despite its absence of micro-level narratives? Could it be the 15,897 individuals who perished in the disaster (as of December 10, 2018, Metropolitan Police Department report) or the 3,723 classified as disaster-related deaths (as of March 31, 2019, Reconstruction Agency report)?

Japanese novelist Ikezawa Natsuki critiques this tendency, stating: “Society only tries to discuss current problems and prior problems with general remarks. However, in the background, there are the dead” (Ikezawa 2011). If we consider the possibility that Japan has rushed into “reconstruction” without fully confronting or mourning the immense loss of life caused by the disaster, then as a community, Japanese society has yet to complete the process of honoring its dead.

The development of nuclear-related facilities in Japan has primarily been concentrated in rural areas, where economic activity is weaker, and opportunities for industrial growth are more limited than in urban centers. Approximately thirty percent of the country’s nuclear power stations are located in the Tōhoku region, an area historically afflicted by hunger and poverty. The Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station—where a power failure led to a hydrogen explosion and meltdown—and the Onagawa Nuclear Power Station—which narrowly avoided a severe accident—are both situated in areas that suffered significant loss of life due to the tsunami. If Godzilla, like Gojira, represents the forgotten dead whose presence is reawakened by disaster, then the victims of Tōhoku must also be acknowledged. Bearing the radiation of the devastated Fukushima Daiichi plant—once a source of power for the Tokyo metropolitan area—twenty-first-century Godzilla emerges as an embodiment of the marginalized dead, turning its destructive force upon Tokyo itself.

What is involved in the process of achieving the repose of souls? The work of mourning is first to bring the deceased’s past to life and then to grieve or embody the pain by reliving the loss; it is a labor-intensive task. With the first Gojira, audiences gradually embodied a collective trauma expressed through Gojira by imagining the past and mourning the characters’ deaths through micro-level narratives. Viewers felt sorrow over the dying Gojira because they recognized in Gojira both their own quietening trauma, and themselves, continuing to live while bearing that trauma.

With Shin Godzilla, audiences do not meet the living through micro-level narratives, nor do they meet the dead through the details of any individual death. The reason that the Godzilla of the 2010s stands motionless at Tokyo Station without returning to the sea is already evident; the repose of souls has not yet been accomplished.

In Conclusion: Science Fiction Films in the Period Between Disasters

Compared to literary works that have directly engaged with the traumatic memory of the Great East Japan Earthquake, only a handful of Japanese science fiction films have addressed Fukushima specifically. Aside from Shin Godzilla, the only other SF film I found to do so is Hisohiso Boshi (Whispering Star) (2016), directed by Sono Shion.5

Hisohiso Boshi presents an unconventional vision of a post-disaster world. Its protagonist, an android named Suzuki Yoko, operates a “memory-delivery service” across space, her ship resembling a Shōwa-era row house. The retro aesthetic and interstellar journey evoke Matsumoto Reiji’s Galaxy Express 999 (1977–), but in Hisohiso Boshi, humanity is an extinct species. The surviving few die if exposed to sounds above thirty decibels, forcing them to whisper. Yōko, with her vividly rendered physicality, remains oblivious to mourning for humanity’s demise—because, in her reality, time continues beyond human existence. In this way, the film shares thematic resonance with Japan Sinks (1973), using a timescale beyond human perception to frame catastrophe.6

Sociologist Norihiro Nihei’s concept of Saikan/period between disasters suggests that we live not merely in the aftermath of catastrophe but in an ongoing interval between past and future ones (Nihei 2012). If Hisohiso Boshi imagines a post-human world extending indefinitely beyond disaster, Gojira and Shin Godzilla embody period-between-disaster narratives. When Dr. Yamane states, “I don’t think this Gojira is the last Gojira,” and when Godzilla stands frozen, carrying its asexually reproduced offspring, the monster represents the relentless, cyclical forces of nature.

As I write this, the long-standing fear of a global pandemic has become a reality with the outbreak of COVID-19. Did speculative fiction films like The Thing (1982) and Outbreak (1995) foresee today’s crisis? If they did, it was not the events themselves they predicted, but rather our responses—how we think, act, and desire in the face of catastrophe.

Like a raging kami that can never be permanently pacified, Gojira/Godzilla—charged with the trauma of recurring mass death and marginalized memories of the speechless—remains unconquerable. Those living in the period between disasters know that Gojira/Godzilla will inevitably return, its form evolving with each new cinematic iteration.

The world of Gojira/Godzilla is a complex and ambivalent space that sacrificially absorbs the memories of natural disasters and mass death yet, at times, avoids direct engagement with them or even exploits the possibility of hope in a post-disaster world. In this way, Gojira/Godzilla functions as a diffuse and distorted mirror, reflecting various modes of response to national trauma while simultaneously addressing deep-seated fears and desires.

The return of Gojira/Godzilla is inevitable; those who live in the period between disasters know its reappearance persists as long as they continue to inhabit the unresolved contradiction between two opposing temporal perspectives: the cyclical view of nature, rooted in Japan’s long history of recurring natural disasters, and the linear, apocalyptic, and developmental conception of history, embodied by the nuclear threat and nuclear energy.
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Reality in Motion: Soul-Summoning Rites During World War II and Mourning Practices After the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami

Ishii Miho

Milieu and Environment, Reality and Actuality

This chapter examines interactions between individuals and their surroundings, focusing on religious rites at Yasukuni Shrine during World War II and on the reconstruction and mourning practices in areas affected by the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami. In my discussion, I differentiate between the terms environment and milieu according to their contextual relevance. Although these terms overlap in that they both encompass a mix of elements that include both human and non-human, tangible and intangible, they also retain distinct and sometimes conflicting characteristics.

To better understand this distinction, it is helpful to consider the relationship between reality and actuality, as discussed by Japanese psychiatrist Kimura Bin. Drawing from the philosophies of Bergson and Deleuze, Kimura (1997) suggests that whereas the “objective” lacks virtuality and is thus perceived as either possible or real, the “subjective” is virtual—in the process of becoming actualized—even while retaining its own reality (Kimura 1997: 95–6; see also Bergson 1911; Deleuze 1991: 41–3, 96–7).1 As Kimura elaborates:

Actuality serves as a catalyst, enabling virtuality in its latent state to narrow and individualize itself in the present moment. This process stimulates the emergence of reality within consciousness, a reality to which actuality closely adheres as it becomes manifest.

(Kimura 2005: 10)2

The reality that spontaneously emerges in consciousness with the rise of actuality can be stabilized through association with other objects and actors to become part of public reality. Actuality, however, remains an ambiguous, dynamic, and transitional state that precedes awareness of reality. Drawing on Kimura, I use the term environment to describe the world formed as an objective public reality through the interconnection of various objects, actors, technologies, and discourses despite the basis of its emergence and continuation in specific actualities. Conversely, I use milieu to denote a realm not entirely subsumed by public reality that persists as a transient reality in motion, deeply rooted in a personal and subjective actuality.3

In the discussion below, we will explore how, for individuals in certain circumstances, the concepts of environment and milieu overlap even as they remain heterogeneous and sometimes even in conflict. I analyze this distinction as the difference between environment—constructed as a public and objective reality maintained by various social actors, material objects, and discourses to evoke particular actualities—and the more transient and flexible milieux that emerge as individuals engage with their surrounding through their unique bodies, senses, and emotions.

This chapter investigates these theoretical concerns through two case studies: soul-summoning rites and “reunions” with war dead that took place at Yasukuni Shrine during World War II and the creation of public memorial institutions and voluntary mourning practices following the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami.4

Soul-Summoning Rites at Yasukuni Shrine

Yasukuni Shrine, first established in 1869 as the Tokyo Shōkonsha (招魂社), initially honored 3,588 fallen Meiji-era soldiers who fought for the government during the Boshin War.5 The soul-summoning rites (shōkonshiki 招魂式), newly developed during the Edo–Meiji transition, diverged from traditional Shinto practices in that they were controlled by the military (Hata 2015: 23). In June 1879, under the auspices of the Army Ministry, Yasukuni Shrine was recategorized as an Imperial Shrine of Special Status (bekkaku kanpeisha 別格官幣社). With the military now determining who would be deemed worthy of enshrinement, Yasukuni Shrine began honoring government soldiers killed in battle as deities, with the Emperor—who made official visits—granting imperial sanction. Yasukuni Shrine thus became the primary religious institution mediating the relationship between the Japanese populace and the Empire (Hata 2015: 30, 33).

Until the 1920s, Yasukuni Shrine’s influence as a national religious institution remained relatively limited. However, with the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1938, its importance grew significantly as it enshrined an increasing number of war dead. Soldiers killed in the Asia–Pacific War were first collectively enshrined at a soul-summoning rite conducted in the autumn of 1943, followed by the enshrinement of another 20,000 fallen soldiers in the spring of 1944. These ceremonies were broadcast nationally on the radio, solidifying Yasukuni Shrine’s role as an “ideological device” embodying the national polity (kokutai 国体) (Kawamura 2013: 144, 152).6

The enshrinement of fallen soldiers, military oversight, and official imperial visits positioned Yasukuni Shrine as an institution that shaped and reinforced the Empire of Japan’s public reality. Rather than focusing on its role as an ideological device sanctioning deaths for the nation and mediating loyalty to the Emperor, however, this chapter explores how the shrine constructed this public reality via rites and symbolic materials. The process invoked particular actualities through mystical elements appealing to individual sensory experiences and emotions, which in turn materialized into public reality through connections with various actors, media, and technological advancements.

I will start by investigating the importance of mystic elements in the rites at Yasukuni Shrine. Orikuchi Shinobu, a folklorist and scholar of Japanese literature and Shintoism, attended a soul-summoning rite at Yasukuni Shrine in April 1943, described the newly invented ritual in poetic terms:

From distant fields and mountains, from the spaces where rivers meet the sea, where souls linger like the scattered beads of citrus blossoms … the soul-summoning rite calls forth and welcomes these spirits, now manifestly pure and sacred. Here, they are consecrated anew and solemnly enshrined within the main sanctuary as sacred deities … Having journeyed for nearly three years, they have completed their transformation as divine beings. The current belief holds that such a period is necessary for sanctification as a deity. Thus, these spirits are welcomed and venerated with deep reverence. One feels the profound solemnity of the soul-summoning rite.

(Orikuchi 1976: 397)

Orikuchi overlooked the militarization of religious rites, electing instead to naturalize the soul-summoning rite at Yasukuni Shrine by framing it as akin to traditional animistic nature worship in Japan. He also recounted the following scene from the soul-summoning rite he witnessed that night, where a palanquin (ohaguruma 御羽車) bearing the souls of fallen soldiers was carried by Shinto priests into the inner shrine:

Countless people gathered, their hearts filled with a profound sense of reverence tinged with deep nostalgia. In their midst, in the soft glow of the dim light, the sacred palanquin seemed to bob on waves, borne gracefully aloft by the immaculate hands of the priests and shrine attendants. Moving with solemn dignity, it evoked memories of nighttime processions of enshrined deities at ancient shrines across the land. Gliding through the air, as though floating just above the ground, the sacred palanquin and its procession appeared before the gathered crowd, their hearts brimming with pious nostalgia.

(Orikuchi 1976: 398)

In his description of this elegant and peaceful scene, Orikuchi likens the soul-summoning rite to Shinto processions he was familiar with from his experiences at shrines all over Japan. He also inferred the feelings and sentiments of the bereaved families attending the rite.

[T]hose who remain in this world, witnessing this transition, are surely deeply moved on this glorious evening. While these deities will live on eternally, we ourselves will eventually fade away. This realization brings with it a feeling of joy, yet it also touches on profound reflections about life. I believe this to be a profound emotional experience that reaches deep into the soul of every citizen. From such deep spirituality arises the unfathomable strength of the Japanese people.

(Orikuchi 1976: 399)

Fallen soldiers could attain the status of immortal deities through their enshrinement at Yasukuni Shrine, under the dominion of an Emperor who was himself revered as a living god. It is clear, however, that this concept does not represent a universal truth applicable beyond the specific cultural and temporal context. Yet, this doctrine was presented as the fundamental reality of the Empire, grounded in a particular actuality manifested through religious rites. These rites, designed to echo the continuity of ancient worship, evoked what Orikuchi described as a “profound emotional experience that reaches deep into the soul” of the Japanese populace. This profound emotional response, triggered by the sensory engagement of the rites, allowed individuals to experience the divine presence of the deities.

Additionally, the soul-summoning rite was not only legitimized by adhering to the mode of traditional rites but also invigorated by incorporating the latest in contemporary technology. Orikuchi described his impression of the scene as follows:

At seven o’clock, the garden lanterns began to be lit, gradually illuminating the surroundings. Far overhead, a patrol plane was flying. Several searchlights converged to illuminate it, creating a scene that perfectly matched the mood of the evening.

(Orikuchi 1976: 396)

The folklorist Kawamura Kunimitsu conjectures that this staging of a patrol plane and searchlights was modeled after the staging of the Nazi Party rallies in Nuremberg from 1934 to 1938, which were said to create a “Cathedral of Light” (Kawamura 2013: 139). Kawamura analyzes the staging of this scene as follows: a patrol plane flying high in the sky was likened to the floating souls of the dead, the beams thrown up by the searchlights were seen as illuminating the path they were to follow, and the sacred Garden of Purification for Summoning Souls (shōkon saitei 招魂斎庭) was likened to the destination they were meant to reach.

The soul-summoning rite served as a showcase for the latest military technologies, captivating audiences with the dramatic effects these innovations brought to the ceremony. Additionally, scenes from the rite were broadcast live, transforming it into a public event shared by all citizens. This staging skillfully blended traditional rituals with modern technology and mass media, striking a chord with the public’s senses and emotions that evoked a unique actuality. At the same time, the shrine solidified its position as the central pillar of the Empire’s public reality.

The Staging of the “Reunion” with the Deceased

In addition to the soul-summoning rite discussed above, Yasukuni Shrine plays a poignant role as a place where bereaved families can “reunite” with their deceased loved ones. By enshrining the souls of fallen soldiers as immortal deities, the shrine becomes a perpetual abode for the departed, providing a sacred space where families can continue to connect with and envision their loved ones. This relationship is vividly illustrated by writings from the children of enshrined soldiers, as demonstrated in the following excerpts:

I was filled with excitement, thinking, “Today, I will see my father at Yasukuni Shrine.” […] When it was finally time to pray at the inner shrine, I washed my hands and mouth, then stepped into the sacred precinct. My friends and I tensed up, my heart racing as I prepared to make a vow to my father. When the chief priest urged, “Look in the mirror. Your father is looking out at you. Look in the mirror,” I truly felt his gaze upon me.

(Yabe 1943: 29)

As our representatives offered a sprig from the sacred sakaki tree, we all bowed deeply. I prostrated myself before the soul of my father, now enshrined as a deity, and declared, “Father, here I am. I’ve grown up.” Then, I heard him call to me, “Akio, welcome.” When I looked up into the inner shrine, my eyes fell on a large and brightly shining mirror.

(Yabe 1943: 72)

In the inner shrine, I gazed at the unclouded mirror, which in my mind reflected the souls of all the war dead. Staring into it, I saw the distinct image of my father in his military uniform. “Father … ” It was the first word I uttered. “I’ve grown up … I will study hard to become useful to the Empire. Please protect us.”

(Yabe 1943: 88)

The mirror was aglow, seeming to embody the essence of the Japanese spirit. At last, with my body and soul purified, my communion with my father’s soul began. At that moment, I imagined seeing his smiling face in what seemed like frosted glass. When he had left for the front, he had spiritedly told me, “I’ll leave the rest to you.” Now enshrined in Yasukuni, I heard his voice anew, “Ryuichi, stay healthy and study hard to become a good person, devoted to the Emperor.”

(Yabe 1943: 220)

The above are excerpts from essays by schoolchildren from Fukushima Prefecture who visited Yasukuni Shrine in 1942. Their accounts vividly capture particular moments of excitement, including glimpses of Prime Minister Tōjō Hideki and even the Emperor himself passing by in a car. More poignantly, they convey the deep emotional impact of their sense of being “reunited” with their deceased fathers. They directed their prayers towards the shrine’s mirror, which they believed to encapsulate “the light of royalty filled with the Japanese spirits of the war dead” (Yabe 1943: 44) and to represent the souls of their fathers. Some children recounted seeing their fathers’ faces and hearing their voices in the reflection, rendering the experience profoundly real. For each child, the “reunion” mediated by the mirror created a vivid sensation of their father’s presence watching over them. This experience elevated not just the mirror but the entire shrine to a status of cherished significance. As noted by several children, “I feel that the mirror will always be with me” (Yabe 1943: 110); “Without fully understanding why, I was drawn to and comforted by the main building and archway of this shrine” (Yabe 1943: 59). These reflections illustrate how the shrine and its artifacts became deeply personal and revered objects in the lives of these children.

As demonstrated above, through its ritual practices, Yasukuni Shrine evoked a particular and vivid actuality where fallen soldiers continued their existence as deities, enabling visitors to experience this presence both physically and emotionally. Additionally, these personal sentiments were circulated and validated through various channels, such as the publication of mothers’ roundtable discussions in women’s magazines and collections of schoolchildren’s essays, thereby becoming an integral part of the Empire’s public reality.7

The schoolchildren’s compositions reveal how this process was accompanied by the standardization of their narratives. Although the “reunion” with a deceased father at the Yasukuni Shrine might have been a deeply personal and singular event for each child, the act of recording this experience in a composition transformed it into a public narrative. This narrative not only deified the deceased but also echoed the child’s resolve to fulfill the father’s last wishes, thus perpetuating a standard story through repetition.

However, beneath the surface of this public narrative, there remained a palpable disconnect between the officially sanctioned reality and the more subjective and fluid experiences of individuals interacting with their personal milieux.8 This gap was often articulated through dreams or subtle expressions of internal conflict. For instance, a sixth-grade girl from a national elementary school encapsulated this dichotomy in her composition, where she described a dream that both echoed the official narrative and hinted at deeper, personal reflections.

When I thought I would finally see my father the next day, I was so excited I couldn’t sleep. I remembered my father’s face and what he said when he left for the front, “Chieko, be strong,” and I told myself, “Dad, I’m being strong now. Please don’t worry.” My mind was full of thoughts about him, and eventually, I fell asleep. In my dream, he said, “Chieko, I’m going to the front again. Hurry and call your mother to bring my military uniform.” I was so very happy because I thought it meant we could write letters to each other again. But then I suddenly woke up. It was all a dream. I didn’t know whether to feel happy or sad.

(Yabe 1943: 201)

It was precisely because the girl’s father appeared to her not as a deity but as a familiar living person that she felt “so very happy” in her dream while experiencing mixed feelings upon waking. Nevertheless, in her composition, she continued: “My father truly became a deity and came to see me.” Here, her personal and actual feeling, evoked by the fleeting reunion with her father, was subsumed under the standardized discourse of joy in seeing a deceased father transformed into a deity—a narrative that became part of the public reality promulgated by the Empire.

The Whereabouts of Personal Actuality

Kawamura (2013) explores how stories of ghosts and hallucinations offer insights into how individuals process and mourn the war dead in ways that are not always reconcilable with the official narratives upheld by imperial ideology. His analysis introduces Orikuchi’s poetry, which includes many patriotic tanka (短歌) that lauded the emperor’s war efforts. These poems were composed during a period when Orikuchi identified with the war effort, as we saw in his account of the soul-summoning rite at Yasukuni Shrine. However, Japan’s defeat at the hands of the Allied Powers and the personal tragedy of receiving news of the death of his adopted son Harumi in the Battle of Iwo Jima marked a significant shift in his poetry. After 1945, Orikuchi’s verses reflect a profound emotional transformation, moving from nationalistic fervor to a deep-seated introspection and sorrow, captured poignantly in his later works.

Give me back / the one fallen in battle / I’m going to call / in front of the ocean. When I was feeling furious / down came the rain fiercely /—was it my son’s voice?

(Orikuchi 1975: 132, 197)

In his poems, Orikuchi never claims that his deceased son became a deity at Yasukuni Shrine. Rather, he portrays Harumi as a lingering spirit whose voice he hears calling to him. Orikuchi buried a tanzaku, a strip of paper bearing his poetry, at the site on Iwo Jima where Harumi fell. He also established an annual ritual in Noto, Harumi’s hometown, to honor his memory (Kawamura 2013: 173–4, 185).

Orikuchi’s poetry and mourning practices reflect his deep personal grief and longing for his son. Echoing Kimura’s interpretation of Bergson, we must see the deceased not as an objective reality but as a subjective presence, akin to a figure in a dream or a fleeting memory—something actual but virtual. In expressing these sentiments, Orikuchi deliberately maintains his distance from public discourse, opting for more intimate forms of expression.

We find another example in an essay by Nakamura Tadashi, a scholar of Russian literature, published in Kyoto University’s college newspaper, Kyoto Daigaku Shinbun, in 2016. Nakamura recounts an episode involving his father’s elder brother Noboru, who died in a Siberian prison camp shortly after World War II. Despite the absence of concrete information about Noboru’s fate, his family intuited his death, largely due to a dream experienced by Noboru’s mother.

My father, who was a middle school student at the time, clearly remembers that on the morning of March 8, 1946, his mother described a dream in which Noboru, wearing the same kasuri kimono as when he left for the front, glided into the family’s Buddhist altar. She then muttered, “Could he be dead?”

Years later, Nakamura gained access to read part of the official records on Japanese prisoners in Siberia released by the Russian government, which included a handwritten patient case record concerning his uncle. It noted that his uncle had succumbed to typhoid fever and malnutrition, passing away in the early hours of March 8, 1946.

When I relayed all this over the phone, my father paused for a moment before responding, “At least he received some bedside treatment, however minimal.” He wasn’t surprised by the coincidence between my uncle’s time of death and the time of my grandmother’s dream, merely commenting, “There’s no need to change the date on the gravestone, then.” To him, it seemed self-evident.

(Nakamura 2016)

In the dream recounted in Nakamura’s essay, his deceased uncle returned not to Yasukuni Shrine but rather to his family home, where he appeared to enter the family Buddhist altar. This date from the grandmother’s dream was later inscribed as the death date on the uncle’s gravestone, indicating that her personal, actual sense of foreboding was accepted as “reality” among the family members. Decades later, when it was confirmed that the date and time of Nakamura’s uncle’s death precisely coincided with the date and time of his grandmother’s dream, the personal actuality of her vision merged with public reality—a resolution that was simply regarded as “self-evident” by the bereaved family.

Drawing insight from Bergson (1920), Nakamura characterizes such experiences, exemplified by his grandmother’s dream, as “the concrete.” Here, the term denotes a personal and subjective yet vividly tangible experience that is considered actual but virtual. His grandmother’s dream exemplifies the process elucidated by Kimura, by which “actuality serves as a catalyst, enabling virtuality in its latent state to narrow and individualize itself in the present moment … [stimulating] the emergence of reality within consciousness, a reality to which actuality closely adheres as it becomes manifest” (Kimura 2005:10).

In this sense, the concept of “the concrete” referenced by Nakamura appears to align closely with “attarukoto (あったること),” a term used by Matsutani Miyoko, a writer of children’s literature and editor of folktales, including ghost stories and soldiers’ experiences. This term, which translates as “something that truly occurred,” is explored in her study of contemporary folktales (2003).

While collecting numerous folktales—tales of the afterlife, of being spirited away, of reincarnation—I found myself suddenly bewildered. For the narrators, these stories were events that had actually happened (attarukoto), yet they also resonated with narratives from hundreds of years ago. This convergence made me ask myself whether these tales, which I had categorized as folktales, were things that had really happened?

(Matsutani 2003: 7)

Like the sacred palanquin and the mirror at Yasukuni Shrine, in the episode described by Nakamura, material objects like the family’s Buddhist altar and gravestone played a role in evoking an actuality of “meeting” the deceased and mooring part of that personal actuality to a shared reality. In the case of Yasukuni Shrine, however, the association with various actors and objects had steadily shaped, circulated, and strengthened the identification of the deceased as deities of the Empire, embedding this idea firmly as a public reality. Meanwhile, the subtler, personal sentiments of individuals, such as those expressed in Orikuchi’s poems about his lost son and Nakamura’s grandmother’s dream, maintained their distinctiveness without being fully subsumed by the public reality. Even when these personal experiences were narrated or recorded, they remained ambiguous and fluid, much in the way that folktales and popular histories diverge from officially recognized history.

At the same time, the unique actualities that emerge from individuals’ encounters with their personal milieux possess the potential and vitality, as “the concrete,” to foster a specific reality that may be shared with intimate others yet remain distinct from the public reality shaping a vaster and more enduring environment. This potential often reveals itself in liminal intervals that take place when one public reality has collapsed while another has yet to be established. In the next section, I will explore this issue by focusing on the particular milieux shaped by individuals in the aftermath of the 2011 East Japan Earthquake and tsunami.

Lost Communities and “Reconstruction”

The catastrophic earthquake and tsunami on March 11, 2011, off the Pacific coast of Japan’s northern Tohoku region, coupled with the disaster at TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station, inflicted severe damage across a wide swath of eastern Japan. In the wake of this devastation, various practices of mourning and remembrance persist, even as aggressive reconstruction efforts progress. This section and the next inquire into the tensions and interplay between the formidable forces driving the creation of a new environment and, perforce, a new public reality in the name of reconstruction, as opposed to the personal yet concrete practices of those engaged in these efforts but nevertheless striving to forge milieux rooted in their subjective actualities.

In this section, I explore public reconstruction and memorial efforts in coastal Iwate Prefecture, one of the areas most affected by the disaster. In the aftermath of the devastation, several communities erected stone monuments and statues of Kannon—a bodhisattva revered in East Asian Buddhism for mercy and compassion—to collectively mourn the victims and commemorate the destruction. Notably, a tree in the city of Rikuzentakata, known as “the miracle pine tree” (kiseki no ipponmatsu 奇跡の一本松), became known as a symbol of resilience and hope. Rikuzentakata’s municipal website describes this pine tree as follows:

On March 11, 2011, a giant tsunami swept through Rikuzentakata. The loss of life, including those missing, reached almost 2,000 people. The coastal area and downtown were obliterated. Takata Matsubara, the grove of approximately 70,000 pine trees that had protected the city from tsunamis in the past was almost completely wiped out. The one tree that remained was the Miracle Pine, which stood 27.5 meters tall and had a 90 cm diameter trunk, which had been planted approximately 170 years ago.

(Rikuzentakata City n.d.)

In May 2012, it became apparent that this “miraculous” lone pine tree, a potent symbol of resilience and recovery, had been irreparably damaged by seawater and blight. Recognizing the tree’s significance, the local government raised lion yen in donations to invest in a meticulous rescue project. This involved replacing the deteriorated parts of the tree with replicas, reinforcing the overall structure with carbon fiber-reinforced plastics (CFRP), and substituting the original root system with a concrete base to ensure stability. This extensive restoration, ensuring the tree’s continued presence at Takatamatsubara, was completed in July 2013, symbolizing the resilience and renewal of the community affected by the 2011 tsunami. Alongside the Miracle Pine Rescue Project, the Takata Matsubara Tsunami Reconstruction Memorial Park Development Project was also launched in 2012, a joint enterprise of the national, prefectural, and municipal governments. According to a pamphlet issued by the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport, and Tourism (MLIT), the basic philosophy behind the park is as follows:

Here, where the Miracle Pine Tree stands, we are committed to passing on to future generations the lessons of the disaster and the ongoing efforts of reconstruction, which are intertwined with the revival of Takatamatsubara. We do this with deep respect and wishes for the repose of the deceased.

(MLIT 2019)

The completed Takata Matsubara Tsunami Reconstruction Memorial Park, officially opened in 2021, features three principal facilities alongside the preserved Miracle Pine, which is now protected from the ocean by robust seawalls. These include the National Memorial and Prayer Facility (kokuei tsuitō kinen shisetsu 国営追悼・祈念施設); Takatamatsubara Roadside Station (Michi no Eki “Takatamatsubara”), a convenient rest stop for visitors; and the Iwate Tsunami Memorial Museum (Higashi Nihon Daishinsai Tsunami denshōkan 東日本大震災津波伝承館). According to planning documents, this museum is dedicated to transmitting the realities and lessons of the 2011 disaster to a global audience and future generations, showcasing the community’s resilience and gratitude, serving as a gateway to the Sanriku coastal area, and preserving as well as displaying structural remnants from the tsunami (Construction Division, City Planning Section 2018).

Unquestionably, this initiative is a flagship reconstruction project that was envisioned as a large-scale public endeavor. Its objectives included creating an environment that renders the reconstruction effort visible through substantial public investment while also promoting the progress made in rebuilding the affected areas and fostering further development by attracting additional investment and tourism. Significantly, the project transcends mere physical reconstruction; it also engages emotionally, leveraging symbols, like the Miracle Pine Tree, that have come to represent hope for the area’s recovery. Environmental sociologist Tomozawa Yuki highlights the unique role of the pine tree, noting its status as an “icon of national recovery from the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami” (Tomozawa 2018: 34, my italics).

Moreover, the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games were dubbed the “Reconstruction Olympics” early in the state’s campaign to host the event. Significantly, the site of Miracle Pine Tree was chosen in June 2019 as one of the relay points for the Olympic torchbearers. In response to this selection, the Mainichi Shinbun, one of Japan’s leading newspapers, quoted a local resident of Rikuzentakata as saying that the torchbearer’s visit “will bring hope to Rikuzentakata, where we have vowed to work tirelessly to achieve recovery” (Mainichi Shinbun 2019).

As with the sacred mirror installed in the sanctum of Yasukuni Shrine, monumental objects and sites like the Miracle Pine Tree and Memorial Park serve as anchoring points that tether individual sentiments and relationships with the lost and deceased to a more widely shared reality. By associating these monumental objects with various actors, technologies, and mass media, concepts like recovery, hope, memory, and mourning are not only manifested within a specific environment but also circulated as part of the public consciousness. In this sense, these elements can be seen as conduits through which individual actualities are subsumed by a broader public reality.

While acknowledging the importance of these monumental objects in the reconstruction process and their potential to uplift the affected communities, I would now like to shift the focus of this discussion toward an aspect frequently neglected by such large-scale, future-oriented initiatives. Specifically, I will explore practices rooted in the personal, ephemeral, yet still concrete realities of individuals. The next section will examine these deeply personal practices.

Creation of Milieux in Which to Commune with the Deceased

In March 2020, I visited Rikuzentakata. Although the Memorial Park remained under construction at that time, the museum had already opened its doors, and the roadside station was bustling with visitors. Together with other tourists, I walked along a long promenade atop a massive seawall, making my way toward the Miracle Pine Tree that stood sentinel at the end of the path. Although the coastal area remained devoid of residences, a new urban landscape had emerged inland, where the terrain had been raised using soil excavated from a nearby hill. Despite the proliferation of new homes and businesses, I noted that there were still a considerable number of vacant lots dotting the site. For Rikuzentakata’s inhabitants, this new topography bore little resemblance to the familiar landscapes of their past. Ms. Sugano, an elderly local woman who served as our guide in her role as kataribe,9 remarked to us that, “These days, even we ourselves cannot tell what once stood where.”

Prior to the construction of the Memorial Park and the new residential area—both symbols of remembrance and recovery in the eyes of visitors—how did the inhabitants of Rikuzentakata grapple with recreating their relationship to the land and mourning their lost loved ones?

Seo Natsumi, an artist and writer, has documented the less official practices of Rikuzentakata’s residents, who, in a poignant act of reclamation, began planting flowers on the barren ground where their homes were swept away by the tsunami. This collective effort gradually blossomed into an expansive field of flowers. The blooms that filled this space served a dual purpose: they were offerings to the disaster victims and catalysts for healing among the living.

Through the daily rituals of planting and nurturing these flowers together, a nascent sense of empathy and cooperation took root among the survivors. The flower field evolved into more than a memorial; it became a sanctuary where both residents and visitors could pause, reflect, and engage in dialogue. This organic, community-driven space fostered connections and facilitated shared mourning, standing in stark contrast to the more formalized memorial structures that would later emerge.

The field of flowers at the foot of the mountain was also a place of belonging for me. When [one of the local women] said she wanted to create a space where everyone could come together, I felt that “everyone” meant not only the scattered former villagers and the deceased who had lived here but also those who remembered this place from afar and travelers passing through.

(Seo 2019: 227)

For the residents of Rikuzentakata, the act of planting and caring for flowers on the sites of their former homes transcended the conventional mourning and remembrance offered by government-built public institutions. This deeply personal endeavor became a creative process, enabling them to share, at least in part, the tangible experience of communing with the deceased through their daily rituals. Moreover, it represented an attempt to breathe life back into the tsunami-ravaged wasteland, transforming it back into a familiar place—a milieu that encompassed not only the living but also the deceased, lost possessions, and cherished memories.

[A local man] revealed that he first cried when he planted flowers at the site of his former home. “I needed to do something. Please don’t tell me there’s nothing to be done. This place is irreplaceable and incredibly precious to me.” I imagine that the flower field will continue to expand, eventually covering the entire land. The vibrant flowers springing from the ground serve as a perennial tribute, a reason to visit this place, and a form of resistance to leaving the land. This place is essential [for the local people]; it feels like a part of them.

(Seo 2019: 100)

Nevertheless, the flower field that had become the heart of their milieu was destined to be buried beneath large-scale land-contouring operations. Seo documented the moving words of a woman lamenting the imminent destruction of this cherished space. Her sentiments captured not only the loss of a familiar place but also a profound appreciation for the land itself as an intimate companion in their journey of grief and renewal:

I’ve been coming here to pray for a long time, but soon, I will no longer be able to. Let me touch the ground before it’s lost. Let me thank this land. Thank you for being such a great support to us since before the tsunami. And in our unbearable grief over what we’ve lost, you have revealed to us the beauty of countless flowers. Thank you.

(Seo 2019: 186)

The extensive public reconstruction project, which involved enormous costs and a variety of technologies, has been touted as an inevitable step in the construction of a new environment. Moreover, mass media narratives have served to guide, mobilize, and occasionally suppress particular sentiment regarding the disaster and subsequent reconstruction efforts, all in the service of solidifying and reinforcing the public reality of “recovery.” Reflecting on how these sweeping construction works were obliterating the intimate spaces created by local residents, Seo writes:

There is something immense, something that might be hope, swelling rapidly enough to push aside those living there. It belongs to no one; its true nature is unknown. Whether it should be called hope is uncertain. Yet, as long as some believe it to be hope, who are we to question whether it truly is?

(Seo 2019: 180)

Much like the flower field, a prominent rock known as “Gorō-matsu” (五郎松), which had long served as a cherished gathering spot for Rikuzentakata’s residents, was also slated for burial beneath the extensive land-remodeling project. In a gesture of farewell, residents orchestrated a ceremony reminiscent of a traditional Bon Festival. They encircled the rock with paper lanterns and performed the customary Bon Odori dance around it, creating a luminous tribute to this natural landmark and the memories it held.

The locals gather in a circle for the Bon dance. As the music begins, they all start dancing in silence. Their gestures and expressions carry a mysterious allure, making me realize they are dancing not only here but also with those who are no longer with us. It feels as though the land itself bridges time, connecting this place to another.

(Seo 2019: 241)

Through these practices—creating a flower field and performing a farewell dance for a beloved local landscape feature—the people of Rikuzentakata crafted unique milieux rooted in their daily lives, thoughts, sentiments, and reminiscences; milieux that encompassed not only the living but also the absent, the lost, and the dead. Such milieux are inevitably transient, emerging from individual personal actualities and thus shareable only to a limited extent. They could never be fully subsumed into public reality and were often marginalized by the overwhelming forces shaping a new public environment.

Paradoxically, it is perhaps due to this marginalization that the precious experiences that take place within these milieux become, for individuals, concrete in the Bergsonian sense of directly lived, immediately grasped actualities. Although often overlooked by official discourses, these concrete experiences persist in memory, finding various expressions in artistic forms such as songs, poems, and folktales. For the people of Rikuzentakata, these expressions embody attarukoto—things that truly happened and matter deeply.

Towards the Phenomenography of Attarukoto

In this chapter, I have examined the practices of mourning to investigate the relationships between individuals and their surroundings, employing the concepts of environment and milieu. To elucidate the distinctions and intersections between these two concepts, I have introduced an argument on the relationship between reality and actuality.

As discussed in the first section, drawing on Bergson via Bin Kimura, the object or the objective denotes that which lacks virtuality and is considered either possible or real. Conversely, the subjective is virtual, existing in the process of actualization while possessing its own reality (Kimura 1997: 95–6). Kimura further posited that when virtuality individualizes itself, actuality serves as a catalyst, stimulating the emergence of a reality within consciousness to which actuality closely adheres as it becomes manifest (2005:10).

The reality that emerges in consciousness concurrent with the rise of actuality can be stabilized by forging connections with other objects and actors, and so becoming part of a public reality. Meanwhile, actuality remains an ambiguous and transitional state preceding one’s awareness of reality.

Building on these theoretical foundations, I have employed the term “environment” to describe the world fabricated as an objective public reality through the association of various objects and actors. In contrast, I have used “milieu” to denote a realm not entirely subsumed by public reality but persisting as a transient, narrowly shared reality in motion, one grounded in personal and subjective actualities.

Among the cases examined in this chapter, the religious rites at Yasukuni Shrine vividly illustrate how individuals’ senses and emotions were not only directed and mobilized by rites infused with mystic elements but also circulated, reproduced, and collectively imagined as part of a public reality through association with various objects and actors. In this process, individuals’ unique experiences and emotions—such as those felt in dreams and hallucinations that diverged from the Empire’s sanctioned public reality—were often suppressed, concealed, and marginalized.

Nevertheless, these personal feelings and experiences have endured in various forms, including ballads, poems, and folktales (see Matsutani 2003; Kawamura 2013; Nakamura 2016). These expressions can be understood as subjective, existing in an actual but virtual state yet still possessing their own reality. They represent the concrete or attarukoto—signifying a unique milieu that encompasses not only the living but also the deceased and the intangible.

In the second case, concerning the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami, we observed a similar process. Individuals’ sentiments and emotions were directed, mobilized, and circulated through association with various actors and objects—including mass media, technologies, and public enterprises—to construct a public reality of reconstruction framed as “hope.”

Within this context, some individuals still strived to create their own methods of mourning and remembrance for the lost, even as they were caught up in the government-driven reconstruction effort. Unlike institutionalized mourning and commemoration practices, most of these inhabitants’ efforts were voluntary and ephemeral. The creation of a flower field, for instance, enabled them to commune with the deceased despite knowing these spaces were destined for demolition.

This case exemplifies the creation of a unique milieu, one deeply rooted in the realm of the subjective. Although such a milieu can only be shared to a limited extent, it still holds the potential to meaningfully connect individuals with their surroundings. These personal, transient spaces offer a counterpoint to the broader public narrative, allowing for more intimate and personalized forms of grieving and remembrance.

Throughout this chapter, I have sought to examine the process by which public reality is assembled and reinforced while simultaneously exploring modes of portraying individuals’ experiences of the concrete—experiences that cannot be entirely subsumed into public reality. This approach represents an attempt to shift focus from the objective environment to more ambiguous, transient, and subjective milieux. It pursues a reality in motion that partially overlaps with, yet remains distinct from, public reality. In this sense, this chapter takes a step towards creating a phenomenography of milieux encompassing the intangible, the departed, and events that, although personal and often suppressed, remain undeniably concrete as attarukoto.
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The Forest of Mandala: Minakata Kumagusu’s Environmental Movement

Karasawa Taisuke

Introduction

The term anima refers to the cycle or flow of life and death that manifests in every living thing. Anima can be described as impersonal or primordial zoé, the fundamental force that creates this cycle and flow.1 Also, as Ishii and Fujihara mention in the Introduction to this volume, anima is a force so powerful that it not only sustains individual life, but can sometimes become a “death force.”

This chapter discusses Minakata Kumagusu (1867–1941), the scholar who directly received the fundamental power of zoé and put it into practice. He heard voices that were not utterances emerging from anima, and these voices permeated his actions, including his movement opposing the shrine merger policy introduced by the Meiji government. In other words, his opposition to the shrine merger policy was driven by zoé, which preceded any simple distinction between good and evil or humans and nature. This may be a bold hypothesis, but it could also lead to a re-evaluation of Minakata’s actions and the opening up of new avenues for future ecological thought. The current chapter discusses these topics in detail after briefly describing Minakata and how his thoughts have been received in modern Japan.

Yanagita Kunio (1875–1963), who laid the foundations for Japanese folklore studies and is known for his The Legends of Tōno, described Minakata as “the ultimate possibility of the Japanese,” indicating that he was the most intelligent figure in Japanese history. Minakata’s overseas experience (in the United States, Cuba, and England)—of approximately fourteen years—was quite unusual for a Japanese person of his generation. He was also fluent in several foreign languages. Using this ability, he published many articles in academic journals, including Nature. Given these accomplishments, Yanagita’s comment is not an exaggeration.

Globally, however, very few people have heard of Minakata Kumagusu.2 For example, Carmen Blacker (1924–2009), a Japanologist, called him “a neglected Japanese genius” (Blacker 1983: 139). Even in Japan, he has been stereotyped as an eccentric scholar.3 Compared with other contemporary Japanese scholars such as Yanagita or the Buddhist scholar Suzuki Daisetz Teitarō (1870–1966), Minakata’s thoughts and movements still have much room for consideration.

Minakata was a flexible intellectual giant, and he remained an academic outsider or independent scholar who never belonged to a university or research institute. Minakata searched for the roots of the overly divided concepts of academic disciplines, inquiring about their essential parts and original forms. As will be shown in the next section, Minakata’s range of interests was diverse. This chapter highlights the intelligence underlying all of his studies, referred to here as mandala-wisdom. This study also considers his motivation for launching an environmental movement and the movement itself. This will help readers understand the true value of Minakata’s thoughts and movements.

Mandala-Wisdom

It is difficult to present Minakata as a scholar or practitioner in a particular field,4 because his career spanned a wide and diverse range of interests. Posterity has called him a biologist, an anthropologist, and a folklorist. He was also knowledgeable about Shingon, Japanese esoteric Buddhism.

In the field of biology, Minakata was keenly interested in Myxomycetes or slime molds and studied them deeply; they are described as organisms existing between the animal and plant states. He discovered many new varieties of Myxomycetes, thereby significantly increasing the number of known Japanese Myxomycetes. The curious fact is that he published very few papers on this topic, only five short papers, which remains a mystery to many scholars.

Minakata studied folklore from around the world and published many papers in academic journals, including Notes and Queries, a long-running journal publishing works since 1849. The most distinctive feature of Minakata’s folkloric method is that he thoroughly compared Western and Eastern folktales in search of a common structure. He regularly submitted folklore and anthropology papers to Nature, which is currently recognized as an authoritative scientific journal. During his time, unlike today, Nature accepted submissions from researchers in the humanities. Surprisingly, Minakata published fifty-one articles in Nature during his lifetime. While studying in London, he became obsessed with sexology. In addition to reading many books on sexology, he also wrote many excerpts (see Matsui 2016: 315). He studied topics such as homosexuality and hermaphroditism, and the papers he published after returning to Japan often included themes related to sexuality across various disciplines.

Minakata also studied the dreams that people experienced while sleeping. He believed that dreams were phenomena that existed between the real world (i.e., this world) and the fundamental world (i.e., the other world). He recorded and studied his own dreams for most of his life (see Karasawa 2014: 13). His interest in deep psychology also led him to study telepathy and synchronicity.

Thus, Minakata performed research in diverse fields, but it is important to note that his approach to academic disciplines was not to subdivide them but to acknowledge that all knowledge was closely intertwined. For Minakata, academic disciplines are permeable and not demarcated by thick barriers. Beyond the academic disciplines, he believed that all things in this world are transparent, with flexible connections. Of course, he never turned his back completely on academic disciplines. Here, what I want to emphasize is that although recognizing their individual territories, he did not forcibly violate them. In other words, for him, the barriers that separated specific academic disciplines were like the shimenawa (注連縄) in a Japanese shrine. Although this thin, fragile rope creates a barrier, those who stand near it can fully feel the atmosphere of the shrine. The shimenawa remains open while protecting the territory.

Although Minakata’s fields of interest seem to lack consistency, a certain wisdom, beyond mere intelligence, penetrates all things. This wisdom comprehensively captures a sense of place, in which conflicting things can exist in parallel. This aspect, differing from the so-called scientific knowledge, is what I refer to in this chapter as mandala-wisdom. This includes vast energy resources, which are used to overcome various challenging situations.

It is difficult to define the mandala as it has a wide variety of forms and uses, but Tibetan scholar Giuseppe Tucci (1894–1984), for example, described it as “the scheme which represents, in complex and symbolical fashion,” and also, the “drama of disintegration and reintegration” (Tucci [1949] 2013: 22). In other words, the mandala reunifies divided things. Moreover, as long as it is a drama, it is always imbued with dynamism. As a visual image, it expresses the idea of immediately knowing or grasping all things through intuition. Therefore, the mandala-wisdom I mention here is a comprehensive wisdom that permits permeability between disciplines, which nonetheless continue to exist individually. To acquire this dynamic wisdom, we must be willing to question our usual frameworks and simultaneously deeply explore our inner worlds. Minakata examined in detail the forest and organisms that surrounded him and, at the same time, thought about the inner connection between them and himself. He then expressed his worldview in diagram form, which later came to be known the “Minakata-mandala.” This will be discussed in detail below.

Movement Opposing the Shrine Merger Policy

As previously mentioned, he is not particularly well known. In Japan, when people have heard of him, it is generally within the context of the movement opposing the shrine merger policy. Minakata bravely opposed the shrine merger policy introduced by the Meiji government, making every possible effort to protect the ecosystem of village shrine groves (chinjyu-no-mori 鎮守の森). Through this movement, Minakata came to be known as a pioneer in the Japanese environmental movement. In the context of this movement, he is also known as the person who used the word ecology,5 which was an extremely new word in Japan at the time. As Minakata stated:

As everybody knows, unlike forests cultivated for industry, shrine forests, which have not been cut down by humans for thousands of years, have extremely complex relationship between each of the plants. Nowadays, a professional study to research each relationship, known as ecology, has emerged in the West. (Letter from Minakata to Kawamura Takeji, November 19, 1911)

(Minakata 1971: 526)

After introducing it in the description above, Minakata frequently used the term “ecology.” He wrote many letters and articles about the state in which this complex natural Japanese environment should exist. I believe that he saw great potential in ecology to realize his mandala-wisdom. Underlying this, as discussed later, was Minakata’s very personal and, in a sense, unique emotional connection with forests. Minakata knew about milestones in the history of conservation, such as the case of Epping Forest and the campaign against the construction of the Hetch Hetchy Dam in Yosemite Valley (see Takeuchi 2012: 278–83). In other words, he had an understanding of what a movement for a good of society should look like. However, the most important feature of his movement was his resentment concerning the severance of his intimate relationship with the camphor tree, which was his personal totem.

After the Russo-Japanese War (1904–05), the Meiji government was encumbered by an enormous amount of debt and it promoted military expansion to further unify the Japanese citizenry. The shrine merger policy was one of the various state policies implemented after the Russo-Japanese War. Based on its main objective, the government left intact one shrine in each village, while merging or eliminating many other shrines throughout the country. Consequently, many of the groves that originally housed shrines were cut down and sold to traders. This policy supported the cycle of labour power and monetary benefits; it may also have promoted Japanese economic development and military expansion. However, it created a huge feeling of loss among the members of the public, who had to watch the country-wide destruction of village shrine groves that they had protected since ancient times. By eliminating small shrines in rural areas, the government hoped to develop a system of state based on Shintoism (kokka Shinto 国家神道), which would make the Ise-jingū (伊勢神宮) the most important shrine in the country, with the goal of unifying public opinion to support a future total war (see Takeuchi 2012: 228). The Japanese people were distraught because these were familiar shrines, in which they had always trusted. This policy destroyed their spiritual foundations. Minakata resented the government for using such violent measures. Sharing his anger, some shrine pupils and people who had lived on the land for generations desperately tried to protect the shrines by petitioning their governors and other people in authority to cancel the shrine merger policy. They asked Minakata to review their petitions and submit them to the governor on their behalf (see Takeuchi 2012: 254–6).

The government’s approach was to take away people’s sense of comfort in familiar things, trying forcibly to unify public opinion through a larger ideology to which they had no connection. This shrine merger policy was implemented between 1906 and 1914; astonishingly, 70,000 of the approximately 200,000 small shrines in Japan were destroyed (see Institute for Japanese Culture and Classics 1994: 134). Throughout this period, Minakata continued to oppose this unreasonable government policy. Although there were other opponents, including Ueshiba Morihei (1883–1969), who later became a world-famous aikido (合気道) practitioner, their resistance was less influential than Minakata’s. Of course, young Ueshiba was still unknown in Japan at the time, and the same was true for Minakata. Minakata’s movement garnered enormous sympathy and touched many people. Several individuals who lived near shrines and shrine pupils asked Minakata for guidance and help with their petitions. His compelling ideas moved local farmers and fishermen, who worked together to protest the shrine merger policy.

Why was Minakata able to capture the hearts of so many people? The only explanation is that he was moved by a fundamental impulse that exceeded the dimensions of mere right and wrong. Minakata was a man who could think beyond the binary opposition of animal–plant, man–woman, and man–animal. It was this quality that led him to explore so-called queer things such as hermaphroditism and Myxomycetes. This impulse is an example of anima, the fundamental movement of living beings, which arises from the depths of individual existence. This impulse is also an example of a fundamental movement in a living being, anima, which arises from the deepest place of pain. It was thus very different from the type of good deed that resulted from a well-developed strategy and a socially accepted idea. For Minakata Kumagusu (南方熊楠), who had a camphor tree (kusu 楠) in his name, cutting down the groves of village shrines was similar to cutting his own mind and body into pieces. Clearly, the camphor tree was his totem. As he wrote:

Every time I see the camphor tree, I feel a peculiar emotion beyond words. (“Nanki Tokuyū no Jinmei: Kusu no Ji wo Tsukeru Fūshū ni tsuite, [Personal Names Unique to the Nanki Region: On the Custom of Using the Character Kusu (楠)].” November 1920)

(Minakata 1973a: 439)

I am a gift-child of the old camphor tree in the Fujishiro-ōji (藤白王子) shrine. (Letter to Mizuhara Gyōei, March 10, 1939)

(Minakata 1973b: 411)

These words show that Minakata and the camphor tree existed in a “symmetrical dimension,”6 where Minakata was the camphor tree and the camphor tree was Minakata. His words seem to emerge from very private experiences. However, when we dive deeply into such personal experiences or our own existence, we may find a universal place in a dimension that transcends the distinction between the self and others. This place resembles the collective unconscious, as described by Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961). Tsurumi Kazuko (1918–2006, sociologist), a leading scholar of Minakata’s thoughts, has also pointed out the similarity between Minakata’s and Jung’s thinking (see Tsurumi 2001: 63).

Minakata described how humans reach such a place, as follows:

The only way to see the most ultimate place of fact, object-matter, and subject-mind is to indwell there. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, August 8, 1903)

(Minakata 1990: 393)

To go beyond the human reality of objects, subjects, and their interactions, and to enter the depths, we must indwell there with all our heart and soul. He called this indwelling jikinyū (直入) using Buddhist terminology. He probably believed that a collective or universal place existed beyond them. Further, in Buddhism, it is often said that personal meditation or introspection with intense concentration can lead to one’s experiencing a sense of universality. According to Kawai Hayao (1928–2007), a leading Japanese Jungian psychologist well-versed in Buddhism:

When you deepen your “I” experience, it is initially personal; however, it gradually becomes more universal and becomes a common stage for human beings. Based on these experiences, Jung insisted that human unconsciousness can be divided into two layers: the personal unconscious and the collective or universal unconscious.

(Kawai 1991: 67)

A characteristic of the collective unconscious dimension is its universality, which is common among humans. The depth of this dimension is immeasurable; those who descend further will observe absolute symmetry across species. In other words, they will understand the permeability that exists between individuals. This is the core of Jung-Kawai’s thought, and apparently Minakata was looking into this collective unconscious.

Impulse and Will

Reportedly, Minakata’s main reason for launching a movement to oppose the shrine merger policy was because the government completely removed the Itoda-no hiyoshi-jinjya shrine (糸田の日吉神社) in his own neighbourhood in April 1907. In the precincts of the shrine were many plants, including Machilus thunbergii (members of the Lauraceae [kusu 楠] group), as well as the Japanese inugusu (イヌグス), tamagusu (タマグス), and yamagusu (ヤマグス). On the fallen trees, he had even discovered a rare new species of Myxomycetes called Arcyria glauca in June 1906. He was delighted with this discovery and must have became increasingly familiar with the camphor tree. Therefore, for Minakata, the destruction of this shrine and the precinct grounds have felt like an attack on his own existence. Although he must have been thrilled to discover a new variety of Myxomycetes, what mattered the most was making this discovery in the place where camphor trees (kusu), including some fallen trees, grew.

As can be seen from the above, initially, Minakata did not launch his opposition to the shrine merger policy for society or members of the public. Before it became a “social movement with mass support,” it was a fight for his own existence. This is because, for Minakata, the camphor tree was a personal totem vested with special feeling.

I believe that he acted from an impulse of “absolute goodness,” rather than being motivated by a clear distinction between good and evil or “secular goodness.”7 Of course, there are no “absolutes” in this world. However, here, I prefer to use the term “absolute good” in order to compare it with the term “secular.” It is, so to speak, “something” that lies behind good and evil. The standard of good versus evil is relative; it changes with time and social situations. Here, this meaning is captured by the term “secular goodness.” “Absolute goodness,” as I describe here, is more fundamental and related to its own existence. We know that acts of “secular goodness” are temporary and often unsustainable and ad hoc. By contrast, “absolute goodness” is caused by an impulse from a universal place, which comprehensively includes the distinction between good and evil. This is based on the premise that all humans share a universal place or collective unconscious (for those who agree with Jung). Minakata referred to this impulse from the universal place as “will”:

Each action may sometimes be wrong, but all of them come from will. (Diary, March 20, 1903)

(Minakata 1987: 334)

In the West, there is also a theory that will is the basis for the generation and disappearance of all things. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, April 2, 1902)

(Minakata 2005: 166)

Minakata used the word “will” several times.8 Will is usually translated as ishi (意志) in Japanese. Despite writing diaries and letters in Japanese, Minakata used “will” without ishi because he wanted to signify the word. In doing so, he may have been trying to suggest a type of blind will that was not personal but based on a survival instinct or a larger collective will (see Kimura 2005: 94). Kimura Bin (1931–2021, psychiatrist) described this situation as follows:

Non-human creatures, including animals, plants, and single-celled organisms, live under the overwhelming advantage of zoé, collective, or group lives.

(Kimura 2005: 9)

In other words, what is most primal in life is the power of zoé, rather than bios, the so-called individual life. However, humans, especially in the present age, see an advantage in shutting out, forgetting, and transforming the power of zoé. We only see the individual life, bios. Of course, it is wrong to overemphasize zoé; this can have tragic consequences. However, it is also true that we cannot talk about bios without knowing zoé. The thinking allowed to humans is to be able to consider both.

Although contemporary researchers often describe Minakata’s movement opposing the shrine merger policy as a planned and political social movement, I do not believe that this was the case. Minakata made no strategic political or systematic moves as such. Had he been a tactical man, he would never have been subjected to the ordeal of being incarcerated for seventeen days for violence during a bureaucrat’s pro shrine merger policy speech. Yanagita was a folklorist and politician who exchanged many letters with Minakata; according to Yanagita, he was a great man who had beautiful ambitions but chose very naïve measures to achieve them. In a letter to Minakata, Yanagita wrote: “All the methods you have for the movement are very useless” (November 23, 1911) (Yanagita 1976: 221–2). Minakata’s movement was impulsive and intuitive; it was never a strategic political plan.9 Yanagita, who was familiar with rational people such as bureaucrats, clearly observed this seemingly haphazard trait.

Typically, strategic political movements are executed over time, in alignment with social circumstances. By contrast, Minakata’s movement was radical and driven by a deep impulse, or “will.” Generally, people launch social movements after coordinating their own impulses with issues of concern in a particular society or era. They convert personal impulses into ones that can be understood by the masses. During such a conversion, however, a lively impulse is often subsumed into “secular goodness” because standards of good and evil in contemporary society chip away important aspects of the original “absolute goodness.” Although a movement by impulse from “absolute goodness” is radical, it will find its way into many people’s hearts with intense force because it conjures up anima and is shared by all human beings.10

Minakata’s motivation came from a place of “absolute goodness” or existence itself. His actions were clear and focused on his own survival. Although he collided with the group promoting the shrine merger policy, this never diminished his ability to act.

The Dimension that Transcends the Distinction Between Human and Non-Human Beings

Although Minakata had a special connection to the camphor tree, he also empathized deeply with other beings. He was a rare person, capable of operating in a dimension that did not distinguish between humans and non-humans. For Minakata, standing in this place was a matter of course; to the people around him, it seemed eccentric. From his writings, we can understand the dimension he inhabited:

Many beasts do not have words (like we humans think), but (I can) understand other creatures. The scientists nowadays only say that humans cannot understand these things. It is strange. (Diary, March 24, 1904; the words in parentheses were added by Karasawa, the same applies hereinafter)

(Minakata 1987: 418)

Of course, Minakata did not claim to fully understand the voices of animals and plants. However, these words show that he heard something like the voices (but not the utterances) of non-human beings. At the very least, he was sceptical of the premise that only human beings could consciously think and understand each other through speech. When he saw the camphor tree, as mentioned earlier, he felt a peculiar emotion beyond words. For Minakata, who had these experiences, “the voice that are not voices” was unquestionable. This transcendental relationship between humans and non-humans resembles the relationship between Dr. K and Matsutake, as Satsuka notes in this volume (see Chapter 10). Likewise, Minakata’s position was similar to that of a medium who expressed the han of the voiceless dead, mudang, with whom Manabe dealt (see Chapter 1).

In fact, he often heard something like voices from non-humans. He elaborates on this phenomenon more explicitly:

Although they (my friends who had died young) did not speak languages, they showed me many things with so-called ishindenshin 以心伝心 (telepathy). I often found interesting things when I went to the place they showed me. (Letter to Iwata Jun’ichi, August 20, 1931)

(Minakata 1973b: 25)

While reading Minakata’s diaries and letters, we are able to discover that he had frequently experienced mysterious synchronistic phenomena. Uniquely, Minakata named such synchronicity yariate (やりあて), which transcended mere chance.11

He never believed that human beings held a dominant position in the world. Rather, he believed that human and non-human beings were in symmetry in this world and were connected to each other in a deeper dimension. Had he embraced an asymmetrical conceptual framework, with human beings occupying an upper level and non-human beings having a lower status, he would never have heard the voices, because this hierarchical idea would have constructed a solid wall that could not be surmounted. The dimension that transcends the difference between human and non-human beings has no distinctions or conflicts; no being is superior or inferior. At the same time, there is only the now-here (see Suzuki [1962] 1997: 72).12

Humans usually need to bring something different (i.e., the past and future) to the present to imbue the present with a certain consciousness. However, many animals and plants are not alive in the way that humans are; they probably will not have nostalgic memories of the past or hopes for a bright future. Instead, animals and plants almost always occupy the now-here and their lives shine with their full efforts in this frame. This condition (having only the now-here in the human mind) is close to the truth in Buddhism. Minakata also had similar views:

We bask in Mahāvairocana, and we have only the present. There are no past and future. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, August 8, 1903)

(Minakata 1990: 335)

In this sentence, Minakata is saying that our usual sense of time disappears when we realize that we are illuminated by the fundamental principle or world of Mahāvairocana. Mahāvairocana is seen as a universal Buddha in Shingon esoteric Buddhism. Because distinctions and conflicts do not exist in the fundamental world or universal place, the past, present, and future cannot exist there either. Consequently, there is only the now-here as all of time melts away.

Given his power of mental concentration, Minakata was able to dive deeply into this spiritual world or symmetrical dimension. He called this special form of intense concentration nōriki 脳力 (see Karasawa 2015: 10). Many people around him remarked his unusual concentration and special immersion abilities with awe. For example, Yanagita described Minakata as a person who could assimilate the languages of the book he was reading (see Yanagita [1950] 1991: 385). By doing so, he was able to dive into the symmetrical dimension and reach a space very close to being “mad”:

It is generally thought that time and space cannot be moved once they are defined; however, this is true only in natural science, and not so much for the mad (like me). … We must know that time does not fundamentally have an end and a beginning, and that it also does not distinguish between the past, present, and future. Therefore, we must nurse ourselves patiently and let a matter take its own course. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, March 25, 1902)

(Minakata 2010: 264)

Here, Minakata stresses that the argument that the world fundamentally has no distinctions between the past, present, and future or between two- and three-dimensional space is true. Even if people who lived in the now-here were considered mad, he was nevertheless sceptical of the so-called scientific definition of time and space.

Forest of Mandala

While opposing the shrine merger policy, Minakata wrote the following:

I think that the unique Japanese natural scenery is mandala. … (In such rich nature,) people can somehow feel the truth, even while they cannot express it in words or fully understand it. For half day or a day, people can free themselves of all wicked thoughts. During that time, they can achieve a stage where they no longer think of good and thus evil. This has a major impact, which teaching in school cannot have. (Letter to Yabuki Yoshio, January 31, 1925)

(Minakata 1971: 559)

Here, Minakata states that the natural environment, consisting of the animals and plants that inhabit a complex Japanese terrain, is called the mandala. He also stresses that the distinctions between good and evil are transcended there. This discourse is deeply connected to the discussion of “absolute goodness” and “secular goodness” mentioned above. His thoughts come from his time on Mount Nachisan in the Kumano area, south of Wakayama Prefecture, where he spent nearly three years of his life. Minakata returned to Japan after studying in London for approximately eight years. He then went to Mount Nachisan to research Japanese animals and plants. Later in life, he remembered that living there was “so very lonely” (Letter to Yabuki Yoshio, January 31, 1925) (Minakata 1971: 31). However, he also said that he “was able to fully grasp and understand everything” (Letter to Toki Hōryū, June 30, 1903) (Minakata 1990: 274). In other words, Minakata realized the importance of grasping the world’s essence fully, using different parts of the brain—or both the mind and body. When he lived on Mount Nachisan, he found it impossible to think of himself and the nature around him as separate. He experienced a deep realization that he existed as a part of nature.

As Minakata explained, “In my days on Mount Nachisan, I felt like other people, animals and me also existed in one painting” (“Sensō ni Tsukawareta Dōbutsu [Animals Used in War], December 1916) (Minakata 1973a: 129). This expression appears unusual at first glance. However, this feeling was both real and true for him. The image of “one painting” signified the beautiful natural environment on Mount Nachisan. When surrounded by nature, he stood in a dimension that transcended the self and others.

Figure 4.1 (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903) (Minakata 1990: 380) appears to be an attempt to grasp and understand this dimension. It can also be construed as an expression of mandala-wisdom. This figure was drawn in a letter to his friend Toki Hōryū (1854–1923, Japanese Shingon Buddhist monk), two years after Minakata went to Mount Nachisan. Japanese scholars commonly call this figure the Minakata-mandala.13 Minakata drew Figure 4.1, and wrote the following:

The world is constructed by penetrating individual or universal things from the omni-direction. The number of relational lines is infinite. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903)

(Minakata 1990: 308)


[image: Hand-drawn sketch with Japanese text and abstract lines. The lines intersect and overlap, creating a complex pattern. The text is written vertically and horizontally, surrounding the central drawing, adding context or explanation to the sketch.]
Figure 4.1 Minakata-mandala (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903.) Minakata Kumagusu Archives (Tanabe City) Collection.


Although we think that individuals are distinct and often oppose each other, the world is not structured in such a simple way. Each entity is an individual, but we also penetrate each other universally. The Minakata-mandala14 appears to be a swirling form of energy and represents nature itself, which he experienced on Mount Nachisan, the forest of mandala. If people address this issue seriously, they can discover a relationship in which everything reflects and overlaps infinitely. In other words, the emerging idea of ecology can be seen in this figure.

He also collected many samples of Myxomycetes on Mount Nachisan and observed them under a microscope, seeing the universe even in that microscopic world. A comparison of Figures 4.1 and 4.2 even leads us to believe that he may have plotted the Minakata-mandala with reference to the Myxomycetes’ net.

He even remarked:

For example, with a single microscope (I can observe things like Myxomycetes and) look into the large universe beyond the endless universe and the larger universe that envelops them. It is fun for me and this fun never runs out. (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903)

(Minakata 1990: 300)

He wrote these words on Mount Nachisan the day he drew the Minakata-mandala. Minakata was actively engaged in collecting and observing Myxomycetes samples. Although he did not comment on it, perhaps this image of vivid yellow meshwork was etched in his memory. Honda Eiko also mentions Myxomycetes as a creature that has captured Minakata’s imagination and has influenced his view of nature (see Honda 2023: 1125). I agree with her opinion. Indeed, I have examined Myxomycetes several times under the microscope, and the shimmering meshwork created by this organism, which is neither animal, plant, nor fungus, evokes various images in me. For example, it is like Indra’s net, a net that adorns the palace of the god Indra or Shakra.


[image: A micrograph shows a branching vascular structure resembling a tree-like pattern within a translucent tissue background.]
Figure 4.2 Myxomycetes: Plasmodium of Physarum polycephalum. Photographed by Karasawa Taisuke.


Although the Minakata-mandala features a mixture of straight and curved lines, Minakata focused on the points where straight lines met curves. Why did these lines meet and interact? He believed that the mysterious power of en (縁) (in Sanskrit, pratyaya) was functioning there.

According to Minakata, en refers to the following phenomenon: while one causal relationship continues, another causal relationship enters it. Owing to this force, the causality involved goes off track, so to speak, and enters another orbit (Letter to Toki Hōryū, August 8, 1903) (see Minakata 1990: 334). This may result in the creation of something else by accident. As a matter of fact, what Minakata primarily wanted to understand was the structure of en. He intuitively felt that en entailed a new way of overcoming the natural sciences of that period.

It is no exaggeration to state that the natural environment is composed of en. Although nature is not a simple causal series, it is composed of complex communities and intermingled plants and animals (including humans). They live together in proximity, and it is impossible for any individual to stand alone. However, this important fact tends to be overlooked.

As Minakata explained, “What we have to do is understand en as being the upper stage of these various causal sequences” (Letter to Toki Hōryū, August 8, 1903) (Minakata 1990: 335). Surprisingly, he wrote this letter more than 120 years ago, during a time when many people placed great trust in rationalism. We cannot understand en using conventional rationality, which distinguishes between and classifies all things. To understand en as a life force, generated from a place that enfolds distinction and conflict, we must sharpen our sensitivities. Minakata also believed that the major clues to understanding this life force could be found in Buddhism.

Conclusion

Minakata believed that all animals, plants, and humans existed in nature with each other’s support. In other words, everyone exists as a subject without mere superiority or inferiority, and we are intertwined with and permeate each other, like a web or Myxomycetes’ net. He acted in alignment with an impulse or will derived from the fundamental world, anima. When Minakata experienced this impulse, he tried to bring it directly into his own society. Although it was quite radical, he was able to inspire many people through his behavior and clear, powerful speeches.

Using both the mind and body, Minakata saw that the relationship between living beings in nature existed in an exquisite balance. This thought was likely influenced by the three years that he spent living on Mount Nachisan. Since ancient times, Mount Nachisan has been considered an entrance to the other world (anoyo あの世) and the closest place to the fundamental world in Japan. In other words, it is the place one encounters just before the self disappears. He often did fieldwork in the Kinan (紀南) region, where Mount Nachisan is located, and although he examined rare plants and animals individually and specifically, he also thought that the destruction of these complex relationships was very damaging to the human–mind ecosystem.

We cannot see the true merit of his movement opposing the shrine merger policy unless we consider the dimension beyond distinctions such as those that separate human and non-human beings. The ecology that Minakata envisioned is the right field of study for researching this place, where things that normally engage in conflict (e.g., humans and animals) are held simultaneously. This concept of ecology is deeper than the conventional meaning of the term ecology in its casual use. This points to a future academic discipline based on mandala-wisdom. Part of Minakata’s uniqueness was that he was able to act in the real world while existing in a symmetrical dimension in which he could hear the camphor tree’s non-human voice. He did this from a position beyond the sense of separating the natural environment from oneself and feeling sorry for it, or “secular goodness.” In other words, his animism was not just about finding spirit in the material form, or a human being unilaterally breathing soul into objects; he stood in a place where humans could perceive the power of zoé or anima as a larger flow. The position he took predated the separation of the material and spiritual. Immersing the human body and mind in the flow of zoé before it is separated into something is the important and fundamental way of animism.

When we stand in Minakata’s position, we can see the future of the academic discipline, because studying the place that generates a huge en force goes well beyond the causal theory. En is the dynamic potential of the life force, which penetrates all relationships, just as all beings in the world depend on each other to maintain their lives with en. To dynamically capture the entire world, without creating inflexible or static boundaries, it is essential for us to have mandala-wisdom, which exists beyond traditional logos, alongside the virtue of respecting each other while intermingling.
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Animism and the Power of Discarded Things: The Emergence of Mottainai Ghosts and Apaches in Modern Japan

Fujihara Tatsushi

Introduction: A Counterattack of Decomposers

In his 1959 science fiction novel Nihon Apatchi-zoku [The Japanese Apaches], Komatsu Sakyō depicts a group colloquially referred to as the “Apaches” who sustain themselves by consuming the iron and steel discarded by a modern Japanese society characterized by excessive mass consumption. These materials, once deemed obsolete and valueless in everyday life, become essential to the survival of those marginalized by economic upheavals. In the narrative, people who lose their jobs are not merely rendered unemployed; they are criminalized and exiled to a sprawling heap of scrap iron in the heart of Osaka. Here, these “discarded” people subsist by consuming iron and clandestinely selling their excrement as valuable steel ingots. Over time, they mobilize to wage a war of independence against the Japanese government, utilizing the very materials that society had dismissed as worthless. The name “Apaches” serves a dual purpose, referencing both the Indigenous peoples of New Mexico and Arizona in the United States and the scavengers in Osaka—primarily Zainichi Koreans—who salvaged and sold iron and steel to wholesalers after World War II.

Twenty-three years after the novel’s publication, a symbolic counterattack emerged in the form of an animated public service announcement featuring the mottainai obake (“don’t-waste ghosts”)—slightly eerie and grotesque ghosts that seemed to castigate Japan’s culture of mass production, consumption, and waste. Much like the Apaches, the mottainai obake represent not the discarded items themselves, but rather the collective guilt of a society that carelessly disposes of them. Both figures are emblematic of the suppressed energy of discarded materials within a wasteful society. However, the Apaches and the mottainai obake embody distinct concepts: while the latter personify discarded objects, the former symbolize the objectification of discarded people. Once dehumanized by society, these individuals were reimagined as beings capable of consuming iron and steel, thereby purportedly gaining superhuman strength. This transformation endows the Apaches, as I will suggest below, with a robust and vital form of animism that surpasses the symbolic impact of the mottainai obake.

An essential reference for understanding the complexities of waste in postwar Japan is Eiko Maruko Siniawer’s Waste: Consuming Postwar Japan (2018). This comprehensive study explores a variety of waste-related phenomena across postwar history, from the Tokyo Metropolitan Government’s “Garbage War” starting in 1971, to grassroots movements like the Tsukaisute jidai o kangaeru kai (The Association for Thinking about the Throwaway Age), founded in Kyoto in 1973, through to the flea market boom of the 1980s and the danshari (Japanese minimalism) trend of the 2010s. Furthermore, Siniawer’s book scrutinizes the mottainai phenomenon, tracing the evolution of the mottainai spirit throughout postwar Japanese history—from its depiction in television public service announcements as mottainai obake to the mottainai boom of the 2000s—while also critiquing its more superficial manifestations, which often serve merely to promote the market for environmentally friendly products.

In contrast to Siniawer’s focus, this chapter situates the mottainai obake within the broader cultural and historical context of tsukumogami—the traditional ghosts of used tools in Japan—and examines three fictional works about the Apaches in Osaka, a topic that Siniawer did not explore. Through this expanded analysis, I aim to present a comprehensive view of postwar Japanese waste through the lens of animism. I argue that the issue of waste is deeply intertwined with the emergence of material culture in postwar Japan and the reconfiguration of relationships between humans, nature, and artificial objects amidst Japan’s rapid modernization.

To understand the unique role of the Apaches in the history of postwar Japanese waste, this chapter conceptualizes them as “decomposers” of modern Japanese society. Decomposition, an ecological term, refers to the breakdown of materials through natural chemical processes (Fujihara 2019). Bacteria, small insects, and other such agents constantly decompose natural waste materials that remain after “producers” and “consumers” have utilized them. Although economic and societal frameworks tend to foreground the roles of producers and consumers, the vital function of decomposers in human societies—like the Apaches in Osaka, who break down and repurpose waste—merits equal recognition. These decomposers disrupt the traditional waste cycle by creatively transforming discarded materials, thereby challenging established societal norms regarding value and utility.1

Although such decomposers have historically faced discrimination worldwide, they are indispensable to sustaining ecosystems. Decomposers recycle detritus and waste, thereby perpetuating ecological balance. Similarly, in Japan, individuals of lower social status have traditionally regarded waste as a valuable resource, using it to fertilize soil and produce recycled paper, for example. Komatsu’s science fiction novel suggests that the animism associated with decomposition can act as a form of resistance against a society inclined to overproduce and overconsume.

Philosophy of Decomposition

As touched on earlier, the term “decomposition” in ecology refers to the gradual breakdown of dead biological tissue, whether on land or in the sea. This includes various materials such as corpses, ashes, scales, hair, soil, skin, leaves, and flowers. Decomposition occurs through both physical and biological processes. Specifically, biological decomposition involves myriad organisms in the sea, soil, and within bodies that consume dead biological tissue, converting it into water, carbon dioxide, and inorganic nutrient salts—key components for plant photosynthesis.

A substantial portion of the microorganisms in an animal’s body resides in the colon, skin, and oral cavity. Microorganisms in the large intestine process food ingested by the host, breaking it down further and producing by-products that are reintroduced to the host’s system. Furthermore, these microorganisms participate in the decomposition of the host post mortem, perpetuating the cycle of decomposition.

The significance of decomposition extends beyond the mere breakdown of organic matter. During decomposition, the interconnected actions of decomposers strip away the material attributes of this organic matter, such as its physical form and chemical structure, allowing the remnants to contribute significantly to the genesis of new life forms.

Ecology employs the term “decomposers” as a generic designation for organisms responsible for decomposition, such as earthworms, springtails, fungi, and microbes. This framework also recognizes “producers”—organisms capable of photosynthesis, such as plants—and “consumers,” which include organisms that feed on plants and animals. Decomposers are considered alongside these categories as essential components of the ecosystem.

However, this ecological categorization is not without controversy. Humans are typically classified as “consumers” because they ingest other organisms, both living and dead. Yet, their role extends beyond mere consumption; humans also act as “decomposers” in so far as they regularly consume dead organic matter. Moreover, when engaging in agriculture, humans effectively assume the role of “producers,” facilitating the production of organic material through plant cultivation.

In my monograph on the philosophy of decomposition (Fujihara 2019), I argue that production, consumption, and decomposition should not be seen as exclusive functions of individual living beings but as roles that various organisms can fulfill. I propose that decomposition represents a dynamic movement through the food chain, taking place within the human colon, the soil, and the sea. This process does not represent a harmonious community of life; instead, each organism primarily acts in its own survival interest. Yet, it is precisely the diversity of activity and interaction in these zones that vitalizes the decomposition process, as the varied behaviors of these organisms facilitate ecological balance.

The indispensability of decomposition bridges the natural and human worlds. Acts of eating and excretion, fundamental aspects of decomposition, not only connect these two realms but also align humans with other decomposers. Historically, human excrement, which becomes food for other animals, emerged as a valuable commodity. In Japan, from the Edo period up until just before the country’s postwar economic miracle, human excrement was monetarily valued as a fertilizer. Notably, the excrement of the samurai class, who consumed higher-quality food, was priced higher than that of other classes.

Modern society generates waste that natural decomposition processes cannot fully address, including metal, paper, iron, cloth, leather, spinning materials, wood, sawdust, rubber, glass, and pottery wastes. Historically, such waste was collected, sorted, and sold for reuse. During the Edo period, the resurgence of the publishing culture spawned the low-status job of collecting wastepaper, which was then sold to craftsmen in Asakusa, Tokyo, who recycled it into toilet paper. Interestingly, the term for this kind of garbage collecting, kuzu o kuu (“eating scraps”), metaphorically described how collectors used long sticks to pick up waste, placing it in baskets on their backs. This colloquialism persisted into the postwar era. Inspired by this terminology and the actions of the wastepaper collectors, Komatsu Sakyō crafted the narrative of the “scrap-eating” Apaches.

These garbage collectors, integral to the decomposition process, not only collected discarded materials but also transformed them into valuable resources. Moreover, although these individuals and their communities were often marginalized by the state, historical records reveal that they managed to reclaim their dignity by taking responsibility for recycling waste despite facing misunderstanding and opposition from local governments.

The role of decomposers in human society extends beyond merely collecting trash; it also involves repairing broken objects. On March 21, 1926, the German newspaper Frankfurter Zeitung published an insightful essay by the philosopher Alfred Sohn-Rethel entitled “Das Ideal des Kaputten. Über neapolitanische Technik [The Ideal of the Broken-Down: On the Neapolitan Approach to Things Technical].” In the essay, Sohn-Rethel highlights the Neapolitans’ adeptness in repairing and repurposing items others might deem irreparable, reflecting a broader philosophical stance on the value and potential of discarded objects.

In Naples, technical devices are, as a rule, broken; it is only under exceptional circumstances and due to some astonishing accident that something will be found to be intact. As time goes by, one begins to have the impression that everything is already broken before it leaves the factory.

(Sohn-Rethel 2018)

Sohn-Rethel observed that Neapolitans had a particular affinity for items that were already damaged or broken. For instance, they would often use pieces of wood found on street corners to repair their vehicles while on the move.

in a display of matchless mastery, [the Neapolitan] succeeds in restarting his broken-down car by, in some impossible manner, attaching a small piece of wood which just happened to be lying in the street—only, that is, until it soon, and this much is certain, once again breaks down. He detests the very notion of lasting repairs and would rather do without a car altogether. […] He would respond with an astonished gaze if anyone were to tell him that this is, indeed, no way to make use of a motor or, for that matter, any other technical device. A view which he would go so far as to energetically contradict: for him the essence of technology lies in making what is broken work.

This perspective—that broken items are normal and pristine items are abnormal—encapsulates the essence of the decomposer mindset. As Sohn-Rethel notes, “That which is intact, […] which so to speak simply works, arouses in [the Neapolitan] misgivings and doubt, because the very fact that it simply works means that one can never know how and to what end it will work.” Decomposers, metaphorically speaking, appreciate objects that can be easily reassembled once broken. Conversely, items that are difficult to break do not align with the decomposer’s approach to the world.

Mottainai: For Whom?

The concept of decomposition, which, as we have seen, spans both the natural and human worlds, diverges distinctly from the Japanese spirit of mottainai—an ethos that has been celebrated by the international community. For instance, during a visit to Japan in February 2005, Nobel Prize laureate Wangari Muta Maathai of Kenya was informed by the chief editor of the Mainichi Newspaper Company that mottainai typically means “How wasteful!” and is often used as an admonition against excess waste. This insight inspired Maathai to promote the idea of mottainai widely, both in Japan and internationally, introducing the term to different cultures. Etymologically, mottai refers to “the essence of a thing,” while the suffix -nai translates as “not to be.”

Maathai’s promotion of the term mottainai appealed to national pride among the Japanese and prompted numerous local companies to develop mottainai-themed products.2 The Mainichi Newspaper Company capitalized on this trend by trademarking the term and collaborating with the ITOCHU Corporation to launch an online store called mottainai, which sells a variety of environmentally friendly products like eco-bags, chopsticks, lunch boxes, and furoshiki—traditional Japanese cloth used for wrapping and carrying various items.3

The “Mottainai Movement” (Mottainai undō) has found notable supporters, including Japan’s chapter of the Junior Chamber International (JCI) and former Prime Minister Junichirō Koizumi. The JCI, a global organization with a local chapter that operates under right-wing, nationalistic principles, engages young Japanese professionals who tend to be involved in local initiatives. Koizumi, known for his controversial visits while in office to Yasukuni Shrine—a site commemorating Japan’s former military leaders—has contributed to the term’s more politicized interpretations. Since Maathai’s popularization of mottainai, the term has been adopted as a kind of watchword by right-wing groups in Japan.

Nevertheless, the political connotations of mottainai differ significantly from what are considered to be Japan’s traditional views on wastefulness, which are deeply rooted in both folklore and psychological attitudes. This movement also strays significantly from the broader understanding of decomposition in nature and society. The next section will briefly revisit these traditional perspectives to position them within their historical context.

The “mottainai obake” commercial, which first aired on Japanese television in 1982, twenty-three years before Maathai’s visit, illustrates these traditional values. Produced by Dentsū Osaka and distributed by the Japan Advertising Council (AC),4 this public service announcement was part of a broader effort to address social issues such as the dangers of drugs and the importance of volunteerism.

The commercial, designed to discourage wasting food, quickly became popular. It was produced in two versions: a thirty-second version, which was the most frequently broadcast, and an extended sixty-second version. Both are set in a temple on a hilltop in a bygone era, where a Buddhist monk, or bonze, shares a meal with four children—a girl and three boys—and a cat. As the meal progresses, each child, in turn, rejects and discards part of their meal—beans, carrots, white radishes, and fish. One discarded vegetable even hits the cat. The monk watches with disappointment. Later that night, the offended ghosts of the discarded foods, grotesquely transformed, encircle the children and sternly reprimand them with cries of “mottainai!” The frightened children apologize profusely. The following morning, the monk explains that these spirits were mottainai obake, teaching them never to leave uneaten food on their plates ever again. The commercial concludes with a female narrator noting that the children never wasted food again, while a male narrator advises the audience to finish their meals to avoid being haunted by similar spirits. In the backdrop, the monk watches the children playing in the temple, and the message “Value food. AC” appears as a subtitle (Nihon Kōkoku Kyōgikai 1982).5

The extended sixty-second version of the commercial is still available on YouTube, where it continues to evoke strong emotions. Viewer comments reflect this impact: “The commercial brought back so many memories, it made me cry,” and “Every year, 320 tons of food aid are sent to places like Africa, while Japan discards 302 tons of leftover food. It’s time to bring back the spirit of the mottainai obake.” Others express a desire to share its message with the younger generation: “I want to show it to children today.” Some comments convey a critical tone: “Japan gave us mottainai culture, but now it seems to be one of the biggest food wasters on the planet. What a waste.”

Since the 1960s, most Japanese have enjoyed living in a culture of mass consumption characterized by fast-food outlets and franchise “family restaurants.” However, following the oil shock of 1973 and the subsequent end of Japan’s era of rapid economic growth, there emerged a growing skepticism towards mass production, consumption, and the resultant economy of excess waste. In this context, the TV commercial resonated not only with children—many of whom found it terrifying, including myself at the age of six—but also with their parents.

As noted by folklorist and anthropologist Komatsu Kazuhiko, the mottainai obake commercial drew inspiration from traditional Japanese tales about the spirits of abandoned objects, known as tsukumogami or “tool specters” (Komatsu 1998: 197). According to the Tsukumogami ki [Record of the Tool Specters], an otogizōshi or “companion tale” dating from Japan’s Muromachi period (1336–1573), these are household tools that, after prolonged use, acquire spirits and become sentient (Reider 2009). The “yokai boom” since the late 1980s (Foster 2008), which rejuvenated cultural interest in these and other supernatural aspects of traditional folklore, has ensured that tsukumogami continue to remain a vibrant part of contemporary Japanese art. This renewed fascination is evident in the continued popularity of such animated entities as Biwa-bokuboku (a self-playing Japanese lute), Kasa-obake (a one-eyed, one-legged umbrella spirit), and Boroboroton (a mischievous living futon). This cultural apprehension towards neglecting objects clearly distinguishes the mottainai ghosts of the commercial from the broader Mottainai movements spearheaded by the Japanese government, and the Mainichi Newspaper Company.

However, it is essential to recognize the subtle yet significant differences between the mottainai ghosts depicted in television commercials and the tsukumogami of folklore. Tsukumogami emaki, a genre of illustrated handscroll dating from the Muromachi period (1336–1573), depict tsukumogami as spirits that emerge after household tools are abandoned during the year-end house cleaning. These spirits curse their former owners by transforming into monsters. Generally, after being subdued by a monk, the tsukumogami reflect on their actions and retreat to the mountains to practice asceticism. Unlike the animistic undertones that modern interpretations of tsukumogami might suggest, these tales place primary emphasis on the importance of Shingon Buddhism, particularly the doctrine of attaining Buddhahood in one’s current form (sokushin jōbutsu). The central theme of the Tsukumogami emaki is not the fear of these ghosts but rather the methods of pacifying them.

Moreover, the tsukumogami of the Muromachi period enjoyed a degree of freedom from ordinary moral constraints that the mottainai obake do not. Tsukumogami convey a message that the animism of objects is purer because it carries fewer moral imperatives for their followers. They exist beyond conventional notions of good and evil, possessing an animating force that stems not from communal ties but from the simple fact of their abandonment.

Nevertheless, it is impossible to overlook the fact that tsukumogami and mottainai ghosts both emerge from the same tradition that ascribes spiritual essence to inanimate objects in Japan. Animism, in its broadest sense, is the belief that living entities, including trees, flowers, and animals, possess souls. However, in Japan, this belief extends beyond the living, encompassing inanimate objects and leading to the practice of mono kuyō, or memorial services for objects that have fulfilled their purpose. From antiquity to the present day, Japanese people have exhibited a profound sense of reverence and spiritual regard for discarded items such as needles, scissors, dolls, seals, books, nameplates, altars, and Buddhist scriptures. Particularly well-known are the memorial services for needles, where, on February 8 or December 8 each year, individuals in certain regions insert needles into tofu or konnyaku (a gelatinous food made from the root of the konjac plant), which they then bury or set adrift on a river (Matsuda 2017).

Even after the modernization of Japanese society, a wide array of items, including glasses, photographs, personal computers, and Aibo (pet robots designed by Sony), have been incorporated into these devotional practices. These memorial services not only generate revenue for temples and shrines but also absolve people’s feelings of mottainai in an era dominated by mass consumption. At Kōfukuji Temple in Isumi City, Chiba Prefecture, memorial services for Aibo specifically began in 2015. During these services, a monk will symbolically extract the “soul” from the bodies of robots that are no longer functional before they are dismantled by a repair company. The frequency of these Aibo services has seen a significant increase, from seventeen in 2015 to 114 in 2018. As the temple’s chief priest has noted:

Whether something is a living being or an inanimate object depends on the person’s state of mind. Depending on one’s feelings, a robot can become a pet with a life of its own or just an object if that’s how it is perceived. There is no actual discontinuity between the living and the non-living; they are connected. The appearance of a disconnect is merely due to shallow human observational skills. Robot funerals serve to make us aware of the interconnectedness of all things in the cosmos.

(Ukai 2018)

The notion that non-living entities, such as robots, possess souls is intriguing as it indicates a persistent form of animism regarding discarded items in Japan. This perspective not only suggests that memorial ceremonies assist in fostering acceptance of a mass-waste society, but it also allows individuals to mitigate feelings of guilt associated with discarding old tools. The term “mottainai,” embodying a sense of regret over waste, further facilitates this emotional reconciliation.

Parallel phenomena are observed in India. According to the Rigveda, Vishwakarma, a deity endowed with omnidirectional arms and eyes, is the creator of all things. In later eras, Vishwakarma evolved into a patron of artisans and tools. As Indian towns transitioned into modern and industrial urban centers, the worship of Vishwakarma extended into factories, with the related ceremonies gaining prominence (George and Narayan 2018). The adaptation of such beliefs in both Japan and India underscores a common theme: ancient practices related to animism can effectively mitigate contemporary anxieties about technological and lifestyle changes. This is evident in practices ranging from the worship of Vishwakarma in Indian factories to mottainai obake and memorial services for Aibos in Japan, highlighting a shared cultural mechanism that helps people navigate the challenges of modernization.

Finally, we also need to recognize that mottainai obake and mono kuyō, although rooted in the Japanese tsukumogami tradition, stand apart from the realm of decomposition. These phenomena originate from human regret over discarding objects and embody the animism of non-human entities. However, they do not suggest that humans themselves are integrated into the cycle of living and non-living things. Although ghosts and humans coexist in the same world, there is no sense of mutual interpenetration, as in the case of the Apaches, as we shall see in the next section.

The Animism of the Apaches’ Scrap Iron

This section explores a distinct form of animism in Japanese history by examining a unique episode involving discarded materials: the story of the Apaches. On August 14, 1945, the day of the Japanese government’s decision to accept the Potsdam Declaration,6 the US Army conducted a massive air raid on Osaka City with approximately 150 B-29 heavy bombers. This attack targeted the city’s largest arsenal, situated between Osaka Castle and the Nekoma River, which spanned an area of about 1.2 square kilometers.

In the aftermath of the carpet bombing, the site where the arsenal once stood was left with vast quantities of buried scrap iron and steel. From spring to autumn of 1958, individuals scavenging these materials in the expansive fields were dubbed “the Apaches” by newspaper reporters. This nickname arose because these scavengers were routinely expelled by the police, mirroring the displacement of the Native American Apache tribe by US settlers. Despite the scraps being deemed national property, the Japanese police arrested the Apaches for their activities, effectively extinguishing their presence. Notably, approximately eighty percent of the Apaches were Zainichi Koreans—permanent ethnic Korean residents of Japan—with the remainder being Japanese. These individuals decomposed and transported the hefty scrap iron, sorted it, and sold it to wholesalers. Occasionally, they uncovered specialty steels of high value, which could yield significant earnings, giving the enterprise an element of unpredictability and luck that might be likened to prospecting. Today, the area has been transformed into part of Osaka Castle Park.

In the postwar period, the narrative of the Apaches captivated the attention of three prominent Japanese novelists whose literary explorations preserved this story for posterity. Three notable novels depict the Apaches: Nihon sanmon opera [Japan’s Threepenny Opera] by Kaiko Takeshi (1959), Nihon Apatchi-zoku [The Japanese Apaches] by Komatsu Sakyō (1964), and Yoru o kakete [Betting the Night] by Yang Sok-il (1994).

The significance of these novels in Japanese literature and cultural studies is evidenced by their reception and frequent citation by among literary scholars and critics. For instance, Tatsumi Takayuki (1995) and Park Yuha (2006) have offered contrasting analyses of these works. Tatsumi, a prominent science fiction critic, examines them in relation to depictions of underground worlds in Japanese literature and representations of human–iron fusion in Japanese art history. In contrast, Park, a literary scholar specializing in Japanese culture, offers a critical perspective on Kaiko’s Nihon sanmon opera. She argues that the novel exaggerated the Apaches’ purportedly low level of civilization and food culture, particularly criticizing Kaiko’s excessive focus on their consumption of unconventional foods such as cattle intestines. Conversely, Park commended Yang’s novel for its portrayal of the Apaches’ intellectual character.

Building upon these scholarly interpretations, this chapter proposes a novel approach to understanding the Apache narrative. It challenges the perspectives presented in these novels by employing the conceptual framework of the animism of discarded things. The analysis aims to elucidate a complex entanglement that transcends simple dichotomies of good and evil. This entanglement involves two key elements: the individuals ruthlessly abandoned by the Japanese government in a desolate field following the carpet bombing of Osaka and the discarded iron and steel that populated this landscape.

Kaiko’s novel, in particular, offers a rich source for this analysis. It portrays the vacant field’s landscape through a distinctive blend of social-scientific observation and poetic expression. This dual approach provides a nuanced foundation for exploring the interplay between human displacement and material detritus in postwar Japan.

Everywhere one looked, there was nothing but iron, concrete, and brick. Chimneys stood fractured, cranes hung their heads dejectedly, and the red brick factory, its countless dark eyes open to the sunlight and rain, absorbed the gaze of passersby. Gradually, weeds sprouted, the Earth swallowed the iron, and the canal, having rotted, turned a murky green.

(Kaiko 1971: 35)

This vivid description encapsulates a form of animism within the discarded industrial materials. The author imbues inanimate objects—iron, concrete, bricks, and the factory itself—with lifelike qualities. The deliberate use of “eyes” (me) rather than “windows” (mado) is significant. This personification of the factory, attributing to it the capacity to observe its surroundings, intensifies the animistic quality of the scene. The dark “eyes” of the factory not only absorb the gaze of passersby but also seem to possess a silent, watchful presence amidst the postwar desolation, conveying a sense of the magical and animistic atmosphere of the desolate field.

Kaiko’s animistic perspective extends beyond the industrial landscape to encompass food as well. This is exemplified in a scene where Fukusuke, the novel’s protagonist, partakes in consuming cattle organs with his companions after gaining recognition from the Apache leader:

The men noisily and chaotically gathered around a washbowl and a hibachi, eagerly starting to devour the innards. Near the hibachi, Gon was completely engrossed, skillfully using long chopsticks to roast and marinate the meat. Still, none of the men waited for the meat to cook properly; they either tore into the raw viscera or eagerly coated it with fiery red chili before consuming it. None observed the patient ritual of roasting, saucing, and using chopsticks. And yet, eyes narrowed and lips pursed, they all appeared to relish the experience deeply. Driven by curiosity, Fukusuke tried a piece of underdone heart sprinkled with chili, only to have his tongue go numb and his vision cloud over with a red mist.

(Kaiko 1971: 92)

Internal organs are cheaper than meat because they are meat-processing by-products. They are, in essence, discarded food. In Japanese, these foods are called “horumon,” a term that has been suggestively linked to hōrumon in the Osaka dialect, meaning “things to be discarded.” Park criticized Kaiko’s description of this meal as excessively unhygienic and premodern. However, I argue that Kaiko successfully portrayed a rich Korean food culture deeply rooted in bodily experience. In this passage, he also attempted to capture the primal nature of eating. Most of the people around the cooking stove are disabled—for example, one has lost an arm, another is blind, and a third is lame. They have all been marginalized in a society where Japanese dominate Koreans. Even if Kaiko’s depiction of the Apaches’ landscape is somewhat exaggerated, the discarded scrap iron, cast-off foods, and marginalized individuals are imbued with animistic power. They simultaneously curse and decompose modern society, functioning much like ecological decomposers.

In Komatsu’s science fiction novel, Nihon Apatchi-zoku, the narrative unfolds in a future Osaka where individuals unemployed for three months face permanent exile to the city’s center. This punishment was incorporated into the new Constitution as a trade-off for abolishing the death penalty.

Komatsu Sakyō’s depiction of the landscape is more austere than Kaiko’s: “Beyond the hill, another hill could be seen, and on the sides of that hill, countless more hills, red, brown, and gray, stretched out in a series of hot, parched ridges” (Komatsu 1994: 32). The setting, where exiled individuals not only collect discarded iron but also consume it and develop iron bodies, is particularly intriguing. The protagonist, Kida Fukuichi, experiences a peculiar craving for his handcuffs while being transported to exile: “Seeing the cold, steel ring, it suddenly struck me that it looked appetizing” (Komatsu 1998: 15). Komatsu describes various methods of preparing scrap metal: “There are so many ways to cook scraps, such as sautéing them in the acid or simmering them, but the basic recipe is to lightly sear them” (Komatsu 1998: 100).7 The novel introduces the concept of iron-consuming bacteria, which Komatsu doesn’t elaborate on but are known as “iron-oxidizing bacteria.” These microorganisms derive energy for growth by oxidizing ferrous ions and divalent manganese ions. This science fiction narrative suggests that if bacteria can metabolize iron, perhaps humans could evolve to do the same. By reimagining humans as “decomposers” akin to iron-oxidizing bacteria, Komatsu adds an ecological dimension to his story.

In his novel, Komatsu thus succeeds in transforming inert matter into a lifelike ingredient, seemingly infusing spirit into inorganic substances. He provides a detailed and vivid explanation of the “material cycle” of iron and steel, akin to nitrogen and carbon cycles. First, the Apaches’ excrement, being iron of high purity, is traded with the outside world at premium prices. Second, they inter their dead in concrete graves throughout this period. Later, a rotational committee for treating the deceased dismantles these graves and disposes of the remains. “The remaining organic matter decomposed quickly, turning the corpse into scrap that mixed with other scraps. While this meant they would eventually consume the dead again, eating the bodies in their original form was strictly forbidden” (Komatsu 1998: 111).

The cycle of dead materials mirrors the life cycle of organic matter. Just as decomposing organisms become nutrients for microbes, the Apaches’ iron-based bodies enter a similar cycle of transformation and consumption. This concept parallels the folkloric belief in tsukumogami—objects gaining sentience. The Apaches, exiled from society due to unemployment and starvation and left with none to mourn them, transcend mere animated objects. They become a new form of life, capable of reproduction both biologically and through their iron-consuming diet. Komatsu imbues iron and steel with a spiritual essence, rooting this fantastical concept in biological principles. Through this portrayal, he critiques the inadequacies of Japan’s material cycle and social structures. The vivid imagery and profound implications of this iron-based ecosystem contribute to the lasting impact of Komatsu’s science fiction.

Yang’s Yoru o kakete differs markedly from the other two Apache novels. Drawing from his personal experience as a former member of the Apaches, Yang provides detailed descriptions deeply rooted in historical facts, particularly focusing on the ethnic discrimination prevalent in Japanese society. In Yang’s narrative, the Apaches symbolize the treatment of Zainichi Koreans.

After the police dismantled the Apache community, the Japanese government treated its members as “discarded things,” reflecting the severe discrimination against Koreans embedded in Japan’s immigration system. The novel’s protagonist, wrongfully imprisoned, endures brutal treatment from Japanese officers and fellow inmates in Nagasaki Prefecture’s Ōmura Camp.8 This historical backdrop forms the novel’s core. Yang vividly portrays the Imperial Japanese Army’s Osaka Arsenal, surpassing the other novels in its depiction. Notably, he imbues the site with a more profound sense of magic and spirituality.

The building had collapsed into a heap of rubble, and from the Earth, which had split open to reveal a bottomless darkness, came the sound of an eerie, unknowable black scream. The wild weeds growing unchecked around the scorched steel beams swayed in the wind while a towering chimney stretched toward the sky, maintaining an eternal silence in the face of fear and despair. The grotesque remains of the materials, destroyed and scattered in an instant, rejected all human reason, emotion, and passion. Everything human had been reduced to nothing, and a desolate silence echoed as if all life on Earth had vanished.

(Yang 1997: 61–2)

The inorganic arsenal site, as depicted through Yang’s eyes, resonates with the voices of the dead. This ethereal quality is reinforced by multiple scenes in Yoru o kakete, where characters uncover the bleached bones of air raid victims. However, Yang goes beyond the mere discovery of remains; he captures the spiritual essence of the Earth and the substances themselves. It is curious that Yang Sok-il, the only author with first-hand Apache experience, chose to portray such an animistic spectacle. Perhaps this approach stems from his unique perspective as both an insider and a chronicler of the Apache community.

The presence of the dead takes on a haunting quality in the novel’s opening poem, reportedly written in 1958, excerpted below:

A massive swarm of ants clusters around the roots of a shivering, withered tree

Clinging to the cold, lifeless husk of iron,

An old man indulges in the perverse pleasure of necrophilia

In the decaying flesh of his body, with little time left to live,

A lone rat has made its home.

A fictitious metropolis crumbles,

Its dynamic lines sketched across the void,

As the old man and old woman clap their hands in delight.

The determination of a hunchback who crawled up from the Earth’s cracks

Grinds steel to dust.

The memories of the great famine in South Korea return,

As the punishment for existence,

Must we offer our children in sacrifice?

(Yang 1997: 5–6)

Yang Sok-il dispassionately yet purposefully describes the skeletons of the dead and rusted steel frames, remnants of two great catastrophes: World War II and Japan’s colonial rule of the Korean Peninsula. He intentionally blurs the line between inorganic matter and organic matter decomposed through natural processes. In his novel, originally titled Sekishi [The Tennō’s Baby], a Zainichi Korean novelist, forced to assimilate yet explicitly excluded from postwar Japanese society’s legal framework, dismantles the “fictitious metropolis” constructed by Japanese society. The power used to reduce it to a steel frame resonates throughout the narrative.

Although the three novelists’ portrayals of the Apaches possess distinct characteristics and methodologies, they all share a profound connection to oral functions, such as “eating,” “pursing their lips,” and “opening their mouths.” In these novels, hunger serves as a crucial foundation for the manifestation of animism. This is because hunger, one of the world’s most tragic anthropogenic disasters, facilitates an earnest encounter with both the materiality and spirituality of food. The act of “eating,” or decomposing, things discarded on Earth—the comprehensive phenomena of decomposition—invites the destructive and creative tsukumogami into civilized society. It is important to note that this form of animism differs significantly from the Mottainai Movement and its associated spirits.

The Aesthetics of Decomposition: Animism in Art and Craft

The animism observed in objects from previous discussions is also evident in the aesthetic realm of Japanese crafts and arts.

A prime example is Japan’s long-standing tradition of repairing ceramics and glassware, known as kintsugi (“golden joinery”) or kintsukuroi (“golden repair”). Historically, when pottery was imported from China by sea, it often cracked during transport due to the ship’s movements. To salvage these pieces, artisans would mend broken vessels using Japanese lacquer (urushi). The cracks and seams were then accentuated with gold or silver paint, transforming them into new patterns and effectively reviving the vessel.

In Japanese aesthetics, these emergent patterns are referred to as keshiki (“landscapes”). This process goes beyond mere repair; it imbues broken objects with new value and life, mirroring the ecological dynamic of decomposition. The concept of keshiki appears intimately linked to the animism of objects. It suggests that beauty resides in the scars themselves rather than in the restored wholeness of the vessel. These scars are not viewed as blemishes, but as testament to the cycle of life and regeneration.

For comparative context, let’s examine some international examples. Kurt Schwitters, a German Dadaist active in the first half of the twentieth century, engaged similarly with discarded materials and the aesthetics of imperfection. Schwitters collected street refuse, manipulated it, and transformed it into art. His artistic philosophy was encapsulated in the term “Merz.” Schwitters articulated the concept thus:

Merz, and only Merz, is capable of one day, in a future that is still incalculable, reshaping the whole world into a mighty work of art … For the time being, Merz is creating preliminary studies for the collective shaping of the world, for the general style.

(Dietrich 1993: 6–7)

For Schwitters, the act of recycling garbage into art was intimately connected to the ecological process of decomposition. He perceived in these scarred fragments a world-shaping potential distinct from conventional paradigms. Through the recombination of these fragments, Schwitters aspired to envision a new world, one previously unimagined.

Pablo Picasso also explored this concept in his work Tête de taureau (“Bull’s Head,” 1942). He repurposed a bicycle saddle and handlebars discarded in a landfill, combining them to create a new image. Picasso’s approach of reassembling discarded bicycle parts to create an entirely different form mirrors the function of decomposers in nature.

In the contemporary era, a Japanese artist known as Yodogawa Technique (the artistic name of Shibata Hideaki) collects myriad hard-to-decompose waste materials from riverbanks and beaches, transforming them into sculptures resembling animals such as chickens and black sea bream (chinu). Yodogawa Technique’s artistic expression—which he frames as “Gomunication,” a portmanteau of gomi (garbage in Japanese) and communication—elevates what is typically discarded as refuse into an aesthetic realm, also echoing the role of ecological decomposers in nature.

Another contemporary Japanese artist, Ōkojima Maki, also explores themes of decomposition and emergent animism in her work. Her paintings depict a world where the boundaries between life and death blur. Ōkojima meticulously portrays how animals, plants, soil, and humans are inseparably interconnected through vessels, roots, and other conduits. In doing so, she expresses the process of creating life from corpses and waste, suggesting that life persists beyond death.9

This relationship between artistic expression and the world of decomposition transcends time and culture. It may be connected to what anthropologists call the Hainuwele-type myth, a category of creation myths found in various cultures.10 These myths typically involve the sacrifice or death of a divine being, whose body parts then transform into essential elements of the world, particularly food crops. A Japanese example can be found in an episode in the oldest extant mythohistorical chronicle, the Kojiki (the “Record of Ancient Matters”), in which the corpse of Ōgetsuhime, slain by Susanoo no Mikoto, generates new life: silkworms from her head, rice from her eyes, millet from her ears, barley from her genitals, and soybeans from her buttocks. This realm of decay, encompassing death and rebirth, spans from mythology to art, illustrating humanity’s enduring fascination with these cycles.

Conclusion: Disturbance of Animism by Artificial Things

Although the artists and authors discussed above make no explicit reference to animism, they share in common the discovery of a vital essence in objects discarded by modern society. What distinguishes the mottainai phenomena in postwar Japan from the narratives of scrap iron pickers and the artworks examined is the presence of animism that has been profoundly disturbed through prolonged modernization. This disturbance manifests as a grotesque imprint on discarded objects, deeply intertwined with a history of sacrifice—war, famine, colonial rule, and recession-induced unemployment.

Unlike mottainai phenomena, which often carry a moralistic tone of resource conservation, this disturbed animism reflects a complex relationship between society and its discards. The artists and authors who engage with this concept act as society’s decomposers, approaching abandoned materials with an attitude that blends hope and reverence. Their approach resembles a wager or a prayer that the decomposed matter might contribute to a world distinct from our current, often oppressive society.

This chapter argues that these diverse approaches, although not traditionally categorized as such, can indeed be understood as a form of modern animism. This animism differs from traditional concepts, being shaped by the harsh realities of modern life and the complexities of our relationship with the material world.

The phenomena of decomposition, as we have explored, not only sustain life on Earth but also play a key role in social reproduction. Moreover, they are deeply connected to the aesthetic realm, often regarded paradoxically as both ugly and profound. Komatsu’s depiction of the Apaches, with their hybrid nature of human and iron, vividly illustrates the disturbance of modern animism while simultaneously producing fresh and compelling artistic expression.

Such decomposition phenomena are frequently overlooked in an economic world dominated by production and consumption. However, neither production nor consumption can exist without decomposition, which is intimately related to the animism of discarded things. By contemplating the process of decomposition, we are invited to envision a different kind of world—one that acknowledges the value and vitality of what society discards.
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The Reimagined Capitalist Nation-State and Popular Ethics: Humanizing and Dehumanizing Demarcations in the Minamata Mercury-Pollution Patients’ Movement

Matsumura Keiichiro

Minamata disease in the Siranui Sea is considered one of the origins of environmental pollution in Japanese history. A prominent Japanese novel, Ishimure Michiko’s Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow, focuses on the lives and hardships of the victims of the Minamata mercury pollution and the patients’ movement to demand an apology and compensation from the Chisso Corporation, which caused the pollution.

This chapter describes two different aspects of modernization in Japan: popular ethics and the logic of the capitalist nation-state. These two aspects were extracted mainly from the works of Ishimure, the diary of Kawamoto Teruo, and the memoirs of Ogata Masato, all of whom joined the patients’ movement against Minamata disease. The patients’ movement could be seen not as a conflict between existing popular values and the logic of the modern capitalist state but as a process in which the differences between the ethics of the people and the legislative logic of the state were gradually defined and clarified for both parties through confrontation and negotiation. These differences, however, were later curiously intersected and neutralized in the literature on the Minamata patients’ movement. The legal battles and direct negotiations have shed light on the inseparable logic of the state and capitalist enterprise. But at the same time, the nation-state, with the Emperor as its symbol, has also emerged as a possible savior for those who joined the movement. In this chapter, I argue that neo-animism, often claimed for its potential as an alternative popular ethic to modernization, is not necessarily resistant to the logic of the state.

The Chisso Corporation plant in Minamata City, Kumamoto Prefecture used to produce various synthetic chemicals, including ammonium sulfate at first, and later acetaldehyde, acetic acid, and vinyl chloride from carbide and acetylene (Okamoto and Matsuzaki 1990). These chemicals were used to produce nitrogen fertilizer to modernize Japanese agriculture, raw materials for industrial products, and gunpowder for the military industry. After the annexation of Korea in 1910, the Konan Plant, the largest chemical plant in Asia, was built jointly by the military and the colonial administration, using the technology developed at the Minamata Plant. The Chisso Corporation’s plants played an important role in supporting the Japanese Empire’s modernization projects to expand its colonies and industries.

The process that produced acetaldehyde and vinyl chloride used mercury sulfates in an acetylene addition reaction, which emitted methylmercury as a by-product. The industrial wastewater was discharged untreated into Minamata Bay (Okamoto and Matsuzaki 1990). As the methylmercury contained in this wastewater was bioconcentrated through the fish and shellfish food chain, some residents of Kumamoto and Kagoshima prefectures along the Shiranui Sea ingested toxic methylmercury without knowing that their food was contaminated. This was the first large-scale case of organic mercury poisoning in human history in which environmental pollution contaminated the food chain.

Cases of strange illness began to be reported in the early 1950s (Okamoto 2015). Around 1953, many suspicious deaths, including those of cats and crows, occurred in the fishing villages around Minamata Bay. Some residents died while exhibiting unique neurological symptoms. The condition was then called “cat dancing disease.” Fish appeared on the surface of the sea and many cats died of madness; this was first reported in a local newspaper, Kumamoto Nichinichi Shinbun, on August 1, 1954. In 1955, the first recognized fetal patient was born in Minamata, although the child was not certified until six years later because it was believed at that time that the mother’s mercury during pregnancy would not affect the fetus through the placenta.

Dr. Hosokawa Hajime, director of the Minamata Plant Hospital of the New Japan Nitrogen Fertilizer Co., Ltd., which was renamed the Chisso Corporation in 1965, noticed a high incidence of new diseases and reported five cases to the Minamata Health Center on May 1, 1956, stating that he was witnessing “an outbreak of a new disease that did not exist before” (Okamoto 2015: 6). However, the causative agent was not easy to identify. In July 1959, the Minamata Disease Study Group of Kumamoto University announced that the causative agent was organic mercury (Okamoto 2015: 9). In October 1959, Dr. Hosokawa confirmed through an in-hospital cat experiment that a cat fed with acetaldehyde acetic acid factory effluent developed Minamata disease. He reported this to the plant managers, who forbade publication of his findings. It was not until September 26, 1968, that the disease-causing substance was officially identified.

The history of Minamata disease, caused by mercury pollution, has also been one of conflict and negotiation between local residents, the state, and the company over the recognition of the causative substances and the recognition and compensation of victims. However, the relationships between the parties are not always described as clearly antagonistic.

The Imagined Nation-State in Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow

The first part of Ishimure’s novel, Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow, combines two styles. The first is the language of official documents, including doctors’ reports, medical findings, parliamentary minutes, and petitions to the city council. The second is the language spoken by the Minamata patients in their regional dialect. The stark contrast between the two styles reveals a wide gulf between the two worlds. At first, the two parties are not particularly confrontational, as there is a possibility of integrating the vertical relationship between medicine and politics to alleviate people’s suffering.

This is how Ishimure describes a group of Diet members who visited Minamata on November 2, 1959 on an inspection tour. Several thousand members of the fishermen’s union crowded around the sixteen Diet members. They had filled up the square in front of the Minamata Municipal Hospital, and began to remove their towel headbands, the distinctive sign of fishermen in public demonstrations, and to drop their flags with a bang. Nakaoka Satsuki, a small, middle-aged housewife, read out prepared words with many pauses and gaps.

We have always regarded you as fathers and mothers of the nation … It is a great honor for us to welcome you among us today … Our children are dying of Minamata disease … Our husbands are suffering from the same terrible illness and so are no longer able to sail out to catch fish. Those who can still handle their nets face poverty and hardship because no one will buy their catches. Restrained by conscience, we cannot make a living by stealing. We have tried to bear our suffering by convincing ourselves that it is our fate and can’t be changed, but we have now reached the limit of our endurance. We can no longer trust anyone … We take your visit to Minamata to be a token of your good will and compassion toward us. You are our only hope. Please help us!

(Ishimure 2003: 89)

Some of the elderly fishermen wiped away tears with their towel headbands and nodded deeply. The sixteen members of the Diet Investigation Committee listened to her words with their heads bowed. They thanked the group for their peaceful and dignified behavior and said they would do their best to meet their demands. The attitude of the people who gathered to deliver their petition to the Diet members was impressive. This was the first direct encounter between the fishermen and the state. It seems obvious that, at least at that moment, the imaginary state appeared to the local people of Minamata as a savior, not an adversary.

Hoping for an Impossible Salvation

Ishimure also describes the vertical relationship between the nation-state and the patients of Minamata disease that the local people persistently imagined. In September 1968, the Minister of Health and Welfare, Sonoda, came to Minamata for an observation visit.

The members of the Mutual Help Society, many of whom were from Amakusa like the minister, waited for him in front of the City Office. As soon as they saw him they burst into tears. Nakaoka Satsuki, the woman who nearly ten years before had entreated the “fathers and mothers of the nation” (i.e., the Diet members who visited Minamata) to help the sick, desperately poor fishermen, stepped forward. However, all she could manage was to sob out a fervent supplication: “In the name of the Minamata disease patients and their families, we beg you to help us”. Too overwhelmed to say anything, the patients nodded in silence … The patients’ sobbing voices grew louder, until their pleas reverberated everywhere: “Please help us!” They seemed to be praying to a god for a miracle.

(Ishimure 2003: 350)

This impressive scene forms the climax of the first part of Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow. This is followed by a description of a patient, Sakagami Yuki, who was also waiting for the Minister’s visit at the sanatorium.

Yuki was overpowered at once by three doctors, who pinned down her shoulders and ankles and gave her a sedative injection. She didn’t seem to realize what was happening to her. Suddenly she yelled: “Long live the Emperor!” A dead silence fell over the room.

(Ishimure 2003: 351)

The scene strikingly shows that the Minamata patients seem to imagine that the Emperor, as the symbol of the nation-state, will be their supreme savior. Just after Minister Sonoda left Minamata, twelve years after the official discovery of Minamata disease, the Ministry of Health and Welfare finally concluded that the disease was caused by methylmercury compounds produced at the Chisso Corporation’s Minamata plant; it was the moment when the government for the first time authorized the discovery of the cause of the disease.

The day after the government’s announcement, President Egashira and his party, “gentlemen wearing elegant black suits,” visit Minamata to apologize to the victims of the disease. Their visit to the patients’ home is the final scene in the first part of the novel. The mother of a fetal Minamata disease patient bowed her head, received the apology, bowed deeply, and sent the party away, bursting into tears for the first time without saying a word. Another woman had lost her parents to Minamata disease and devoted herself to caring for her brother, who also had chronic Minamata disease. She asked the presidents to join hands on the Buddhist altar of her parents. After the gentlemen moved on to the next house without a word, she expressed her feelings in the following passage:

I don’t feel relieved at all … I’m so upset I could die, to think that I wanted to say everything, to rid my mind of all I’d been turning over in my mind for fifteen years, to empty my heart of all the sadness and pain weighting down there like a load of stones … But I couldn’t find the words to express what was on my mind …

(Ishimure 2003: 364)

When the patients’ families met with the president of the Chisso Corporation, most of them were speechless. At first the patients’ families didn’t know how to confront the offending company, what words to say, or what to ask for.

Salvation for the Repose of Souls: Constructing Popular Ethics

In June 1969, 112 people from twenty-nine households (later increased to 138) with certified Minamata disease patients filed a civil suit at the Kumamoto District Court, demanding compensation from the Chisso Corporation. The relationship between the fishermen, the state, and the capitalist corporation had entered a new stage.

In the second section of Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow, “The Village of the Gods,” Ishimure depicts the direct confrontation between the patients and their families who rejected the reconciliation and the Chisso Corporation, at a shareholders’ meeting held in Osaka in November 1970. The group that travelled to Osaka from Minamata was dressed in the white clothes worn on pilgrimages to Mt. Kōya, a sacred place in Buddhism; their clothes were tied with tasuki (sashes) that said “Minamata Disease Pilgrimage Group.” The group practiced the goeika (pilgrim’s song) on their pilgrimage to Mt. Kōya. Although most of the people who attended the capitalist ceremony of the general meeting were shareholders, the “pilgrims” chose a different way of confronting the Chisso Corporation. In a leaflet distributed to the citizens of Osaka, members of the group explained their intention:

Our group of twenty-nine households of Minamata disease sufferers will finally, eighteen years after the official outbreak of the incident, make a pilgrimage to Osaka at the foot of Mt. Kōya. We are villagers living in a remote area, far from the capitals of Kyoto and Osaka. The village looks like the bottom of a deep well, abandoned in a corner of the southern tip of Japan. However, both the living and the dead of the village have been wandering souls for about twenty years. We are still unsaved. As for the course of event, you may recall that in May of this year, at a site in Tokyo prepared by the state, the Minamata Compensation and the Settlement Commission entrusted by the Ministry of Health and Welfare literally disposed of and buried Minamata disease with the “dead: Up to 4 million yen … ” It is not only because of the unusually low compensation that we, the plaintiffs, have refused to accept the compensation proposed by the Minamata Disease Compensation and Settlement Commission established by the government and the Chisso Corporation, and decided to file an unprecedented and frightening lawsuit that our parents’ generation never knew. Our only reason for refusing is that the spirits of the dead, who are still being tortured to death, cannot rest … We will carry mortuary tablets on our chests. We will continue to chant goeika for the repose of the dead in our mouths. We must now, with our eyes and with the souls of the dead, see the president and all the executives of the Chisso Corporation who do not appear in court and say that they are innocent. If we do not do this, we cannot let the dead rest and we have no choice but to wander forever and ever as living souls … All the citizens of Osaka, please come to the hall and sing together with us.

(Ishimure 2011: 411–12)

Their reason for attending the shareholders’ meeting was not to demand compensation or accountability, but to achieve the “repose of souls.” The costumes and behavior of the group clearly contrasted with the logic of the capitalist company and symbolized a deep relationship with the dimension of anima and tamashizume. Nevertheless, the people’s appearance still represents a Buddhism pilgrimage to Mt. Kōya, and it is too simplistic to regard this as popular “animism.”

Their differentiated behavior, even in the shareholders’ meeting, created a strange atmosphere. The powerful voice of one of the participants, a man from Nagoya, echoed throughout the hall. “Ladies and gentlemen, let us observe a moment of silence for patients who have died” (Ishimure 2011: 436). At the end of the silent prayer, the leader of the pilgrims stood up, held the bell, and released the first voice. “We worship the spirit of a Minamata disease patient who was poisoned by the Chisso Corporation.” Then the goeika was recited. Many of the students who attended as supporters sobbed. Ishimure describes this as “a bizarre, totally unexpected scene” (Ishimure 2011: 437).

As the blackout curtain rose and the stage was lit, Chisso Corporation executives lined up in front of desks covered with white cloth. The confrontation between the men in black suits and the people in white clothes created a clear boundary between the assailant and the victim in a performative way. The voice of Egashira, the president of Chisso, was drowned out on stage by the jeers of the pilgrims surrounding him (Ishimure 2011: 443–5).

The master of pilgrims lowered his voice to speak to the president. “What a shame! Why are you alive?” Hamamoto Fumiyo, who lost her parents to Minamata disease, presented the president with two mortuary tablets, pressed them to his chest, and said, “These are my parents. My parents. How do you think they died? I want my dead parents back. Do you understand the feeling of the child who wants to have a parent?” Egashira replied, “I know. I understand very well. I feel responsible.” Kawamoto Teruo, who was not a certified patient at that time, sobbed and said to a young man next to him, “Is there any way to make him understand? Why doesn’t he know?”

The president said “I know,” but his words were quickly denied: “Why doesn’t he know?” The impenetrable gulf between these two ways of “understanding” emerged as clear evidence of the incomprehensibility that separates the logic of capitalist enterprise from the popular ethics in the dimension of the repose of souls.

Negotiating the Assumption of Responsibility

The ensuing “voluntary negotiation” did not resolve this lack of understanding, but rather widened the gap. Although the Chisso Corporation insisted on third-party mediation, the eighteen families who were officially recognized victims of Minamata disease, including Kawamoto Teruo, began to negotiate directly with the Chisso Corporation, demanding ¥30 million ($83,000) in compensation for each household.

Part III, “Fish in the Heavens,” of Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow focuses on the “voluntary negotiation” with the company, which included sit-ins at the head office building beginning in December 1971, a year after the shareholders’ meeting. By that time, Mr. Shimada had replaced Mr. Egashira as president of the Chisso Corporation. The climax of the sit-in protest was a confrontation between Kawamoto and Shimada in a reception room at the head office on December 8, 1971. Kawamoto declared that they would make a “blood request letter” by cutting off their fingers, and he asked President Shimada to cut off his finger as well.

Kawamoto: Cut off your finger! Hang on, boss. You’re the boss. We didn’t come to Tokyo just for fun. I came all the way to Tokyo with the support of poor people from all over Japan. Do you understand the suffering of those who were deceived into believing that sealing a document was a good thing? Do you know what fetal patients do? Drink mercury. Get it from over there. Get it from Minamata.

(Ishimure 2011: 579)

Kawamoto and the others cut their fingers with a razor blade and wrote “request letter” with their blood in the manner of a traditional Japanese oath. A Chisso Corporation official who was observed the situation groaned (Ishimure describes him as having an “intellectual appearance”). “Oh, I can’t stand this place anymore. I want to leave such a foreign and strange place, so please let me out. I’m sick” (Ishimure 2011: 580).

The way in which Kawamoto and his colleagues asked Chisso Corporation officials to make their promises was incomprehensible, totally different from the way that modern constitutional states and corporations in a capitalist economy contract and take responsibility. The huge gap that appeared coincided with the “bizarre,” a group of patient families dressed in white who attended the shareholders’ meeting. As the Minamata disease protest movement progressed, the people’s ethics were visualized as very different from the modern legal logic; this became a form of leverage and power, used to advance the negotiations with the Chisso Corporation and to lead the movement itself.

The direct negotiations, which lasted more than ten hours, ended abruptly when a company doctor insisted that the president and executives be taken to the hospital for treatment. Kawamoto sobbed and mumbled in a low voice. Kawamoto spoke these words just before Shimada was carried out on a stretcher.

Boss, you don’t know … Am I a demon? … Do you know what I said? My father was at home alone. I went by myself and gave him three meals. There was no rice to buy at home. I pawned my suit and everything. Do you know how to live like that? There were many times when there was no rice to eat tomorrow. I didn’t have any bedclothes. I was freezing cold and cried myself to sleep without a mattress. Can you imagine such a life?

(Ishimure 2011: 586–7)

In a room of a building in the center of Tokyo’s Marunouchi district, two lifeworlds that had never before come into contact unexpectedly emerged. This was not just a difference in economic class, but a gulf in the ethics and logic of lives that had never crossed. The families of the patients and the executives of the Chisso Corporation recognized this gap in direct, face-to-face confrontations.

Human Faces that Kawamoto Met in Tokyo

How did the participants experience this process of confrontation and negotiation? Leaving Ishimure’s work, I’d like to clarify the meaning of the Minamata Patient’s Movement, based on the notes left by the people involved. How did Kawamoto himself feel about his experience during the “voluntary negotiations” with the Chisso Corporation?

Is this the way to fight? I ask myself that every day. This afternoon we collected donations in Shinjuku. I saw many faces: an apathetic face, a happy face, an anxious face, a busy face, a pompous face, a face looking back, a face of loneliness. Despite all these faces, nearly ¥90,000 ($300) was collected. When I saw the waves of the crowd, I got scared. I felt uneasy. The heaven of pedestrians is also the heaven of hell.

(Kubota et al. 2006: 478)

These words are taken from a passage in Kawamoto’s diary, written on December 17, 1972, just one year after the first sit-in in front of the Chisso Corporation headquarters. He continued his campaign for direct negotiations with Chisso while collecting donations on the streets of Tokyo. The diary describes his busy days with supporters and activists visiting a tent in front of the headquarters.

Kawamoto and his colleagues rushed up the steps of the Chisso Corporation headquarters and repeatedly demanded direct negotiations. A month after the sit-in began, iron bars were placed at the entrance to the Chisso Corporation headquarters on the fourth floor. Police frequently demanded that the tent be removed. Chisso employees and police officers kept the protesters out. During the sit-in, Kawamoto met several “faces” there.

As we climbed the stairs (of the headquarters building), they said, “Here they come!” and picketed for obstruction. The wall was built around the “bastards” of Chisso. No matter what appeals they hear, they are like Noh masks or fossils. Do they have hearts, feelings, love, and hate?

(Kubota et al. 2006: 408)

Kawamoto often appeared on television, was interviewed by reporters and students, wrote manuscripts, and negotiated with the director general of the Environment Agency, the governor of Kumamoto Prefecture, the Central Council for Environmental Pollution Control, and the Environmental Dispute Coordination Commission. What Kawamoto consistently sought was the conditions for “being human.”

At the entrance (of the Chisso headquarters), about 20 young people were drinking toso, or New Year’s ceremonial sake, with Mr. Honda Keikichi (a group leader) and others. I want to keep people in touch and promote warm human relations. The company is allowed to kill, and few people blame them for their lack of integrity. If people are not allowed to kill, and honesty is required, even though whatever we shout may be in vain, I will continue to demand a human face from Chisso, and I will continue to appeal and shout until I die.

(Kubota et al. 2006: 403–4)

Kawamoto asked, “How can we believe in the value and importance of human life in the form of a majority decision?” Sato Takeharu, a patient and former Chisso employee, who continued to participate in the Chisso sit-in, used to say, “It is a sit-in and a demand for voluntary negotiations so that the victim can talk face to face with the assailant and settle the matter on an equal footing” (Kubota et al. 2006: 93). Kawamoto thought that Sato “was a good senior in the struggle and the only mentor and partner.”

People face each other and express their true feelings, not based on positions or titles. The conditions for “being human” that Kawamoto and the others demanded were not only from the Chisso Corporation and the local government, but also from the people who supported the movement. Kawamoto often asked why people lost their faces in the crowd.

At the House of Councillors, I attended a meeting of the Executive Committee (of the General Council of Japanese Trade Unions) at the House of Councillors, and made a speech … It was hard to express. I wanted to throw words such as ridiculousness, excessiveness, absurdity, and lamentation just to be in the world of words, insult, betrayal, mistrust, at the interior of the House, the building, and the reception. After that, I handed a letter of request to the Marunouchi Fire Department about the iron grates of Chisso. A section chief who looked like a typical bureaucrat made a painful excuse. Once people get titles and work in a fence-like building, why do they become such bureaucratic pompous people?

(Kubota et al. 2006: 417)

In the afternoon, a young student from Noda’s Science College arrived. He presented a tremendous idealism (of social movement theory). It was difficult to respond. It was difficult because he asked me what we all knew. The actions and ideas of young people are simple. I too have never been so forced to think about humanity. I can’t put things in order with my clumsy mind. Where and why do people live?

(Kubota et al. 2006: 448)

Kawamoto calmly observed the faces of the students and the media who had gathered to find hope in the movement. Countless support and donations from ordinary people made it possible for the movement to continue. Although feeling gratitude and a sense of mission, Kawamoto also listened to the inner voices of people in Tokyo.

I painfully understand that the people who live in this big city, Tokyo, want sympathy and emotional support. Do they see our sit-in action as brave? … Now it is like our destiny. The past year has been a year of mistrust and a hymn to humanity.

(Kubota et al. 2006: 480)

When people say words they don’t mean, simply because of their own positions or titles, the “human face” is erased from their memory and experience. Kawamoto noticed a large gap, not only between himself and the employees of the Chisso Corporation, but also between himself and the people of Tokyo. Through this experience, Kawamoto’s awareness of the “human face” became clearer. However, the patient movement led by Kawamoto and others focused more on achieving a “solution” in terms of national and legal reparations, after the Kumamoto District Court ruled in 1973 that the Chisso Corporation was fully responsible for the pollution and the disease.

Thinking about Life Beyond Borders

While participating in the patient movement, Ogata Masato faced the same question, “What is a human being?” But he parted ways with Kawamoto and others to pursue his own path.

When I ask, “Who is the Chisso?” no one says, “I am the Chisso,” and when I visit a government office, no one says, “I am the state.” Even though there are prefectural governors, ministers and other organizations, what lies at the core is invisible. I thought that the problem of Minamata disease would be considered over by focusing on patient certification and compensation, but I never heard a real apology from the Chisso.

(Ogata 2020a: 44)

These words come from a book by Ogata, who joined the movement to seek certification and compensation for Minamata disease and later withdrew from the lawsuit. Ogata lost his father, a fisherman, to Minamata disease when he was six years old. Suffering from dizziness and numbness, he joined the Minamata patients’ movement to avenge his father. Ogata repeatedly visited the prefectural government office, the Environment Agency, and the court. These visits finally raised doubt. Their only sense of “responsibility” was institutionalized as a procedure and converted into money. The most important form of “human responsibility” was nowhere to be found.

Ogata expressed his feelings as follows: “I began to feel that I was spinning my wheels against an invisible system” (Ogata 2020a: 46). The Chisso president and officials changed frequently, and the judges changed with each new lawsuit. There was no one to answer questions or take responsibility. Ogata realized that if he had worked for the Chisso Corporation, which made more money by selling more products, he would have done the same thing as the “assailants.” He found himself buying a car, driving, having appliances at home, and using a plastic boat at work. Everyone lived surrounded by things made from materials produced in chemical factories like Chisso. He was living in a society that sought modernization and prosperity. At this point, Ogata asked himself: “Isn’t the Chisso the other me?”

He wanted to reject the whole huge “system society.” The fear of a world in which not only laws and systems but also the values of the time that are structurally incorporated. Ogata felt that if he went on like this, he would be incorporated into the empty realm of “responsibility” created by the system. The case of Minamata disease raises a universal question: why has the same thing happened again? To address this question, Ogata thought about “the memory of life,” which seemed to provide a clue. Fishermen in the Shiranui Sea continued to eat fish, despite the uproar over “unusual” and “infectious” diseases. He had a grudge against Chisso, but never against fish or the sea. Even when children suffered from Minamata disease, no one stopped giving birth. He would carry a poisoned child on his back, hold it, and raise it like as any other child. Although many Minamata patients were killed, the victims and the fishermen did not kill any of the perpetrators. Ogata asked if he had any memories of looking at the source of his life.

We catch a lot of fish every day to survive. We are fed by fish and by the sea. We eat a few times a year by squeezing chickens, or once a year, by catching a mountain rabbit. We kill living things and live by eating them. I think we know the sinfulness of killing in the life of being kept alive. That, above all, is what distinguishes us from the assailants.

(Ogata 2020a: 68)

Ogata also notes here the difference between the way of life of the people of Minamata, who depend on the sea, and the modern way of life of Chisso and others. Fishermen used to live with the ebb and flow of the sea. It was said that people were born at high tide and died at low tide. There was a world where the sea and people could communicate and exchange words.

I feel the will of the tide, the will of the sea, saying, “I want to go back to the sea,” when I see the sea water rising at high tide and receding as it is washed away at low tide. “It was not the domain of man, but of the sea,” I feel something like a will. This is amazing.

(Ogata 2020a: 181)

This perspective of Ogata embodies an animistic worldview that opposes modern secular values and has been found to hold alternative possibilities. For Ogata, the real problem was not certification or compensation. Lives are connected to various other lives. The mercury pollution destroyed the world in which people could feel close to each other and severed the links between numerous lives. His words show that the “struggle” of the Minamata fishermen and victims was fundamentally a plea for everyone to live together in this world, connecting precious lives.

A Solo Sit-In at the Gate of the Chisso Corporation’s Minamata Plant

Ogata left the Minamata disease movement and began “deviating” immediately after stepping down as president of the Certified Patients Association in September 1985. In December, he went alone to the Kumamoto Prefectural Government Office to withdraw his application for patient certification. He handed “a withdrawal letter” to the staff, and three or four of them responded. He said, “I was disgusted with you, and I realized that I had no choice but to certify myself.” As he talked for an hour or two, they began to open up. When he asked, “Do you guys think I have Minamata disease?” One of them replied, “I think so.” They all laughed.

That was a pleasant time. It was like, “I’m over you now.” It must have been a relief for them that I withdrew, but it was not like “I have won.” Rather, their faces showed a look as if they were facing a limit they had never shown before … I was no longer a member of the group of Minamata disease patients, but had returned to being an individual, “Ogata Masato.” It seemed as if they were searching for their own individual faces, without being able to use their official faces with me.

(Ogata 2020b: 145–6)

His findings have paralleled Kawamoto’s experience in Tokyo. A year later, Ogata had an old type of wooden boat made and set sail from his home in Meshima, about ten kilometers from the Chisso plant (Ogata 2020b: 157–73). Riding a moderate easterly wind, he arrived in Minamata. He placed a shichirin (an earthen charcoal brazier), a straw mat, and shōchū (distilled spirit) on the prepared cart and went to the main gate of the Chisso Corporation.

He said to the guard, “Hello. I am Ogata from Meshima. I am sitting outside the gate because of Minamata disease.” Hurriedly, the head of department appeared and asked him to come in. Ogata replied, “Don’t worry about anything.” He wrote on boards in black and red paint, “To the Chisso employees, to the victims, and to the People.” He put a picture of his dead father in front. He returned several times and many people came. Children coming home from elementary school stopped and read his message more seriously than anyone else. He was shocked, and immediately wrote the message “To the Children” on a white cloth. Sometimes, employees of Chisso Corporation greeted him. But when they came out with their colleagues, they turned cold. Ogata watched them. Ogata kept going to the Chisso Corporation. He didn’t block traffic or shout through a loudspeaker. In front of the gate, he grilled fish, drank shōchū, and said, “Why don’t we drink together?” Sometimes he was asked, “What’s the point?” But Ogata had no idea what else to do. He just showed up at Chisso from morning to night.

When he told the Chisso officer in May of the following year, “It’s over,” he said with a look of relief, “To be honest, we were very troubled.” Ogata broke the structure of company versus patient. He decided to meet them as a person. Employees who were used to dealing with the situation as cogs in the company were dragged onto a stage where they had to interact as individuals and they were confused by it. In the face of the Chisso Corporation, the patient movement emphasized the clear differences between the logic of their own ethics and that of the company. Ogata’s “movement” deliberately sought personal connections that crossed the defined boundary. However, his attempt was not necessarily accepted by the patients’ movement, as the divide became more pronounced in the process of seeking a resolution to the lawsuit. It remained unclear how the patients could truly be saved.

The Emperor Appeared as the Final Savior

On October 27, 2013, the Emperor and Empress visited Minamata for the first time to attend a “National Conference to Create Rich Seas.” It was their first and last chance to visit Minamata as Emperor and Empress. Some Minamata disease patients met them at the Minamata Disease Museum. After a lecture by Ogata Masami, chairman of the “Storytellers’ Group,” Emperor Akihito delivered an unusually long “Words” while looking at Ogata.

Thank you so much. I can only imagine how you felt. I realized once again that we want to create a society where people can live in truth. I deeply feel that you all have been going through so many difficulties and thoughts for a long time. I hope that in the future Japan will become a country where you can do what is right. I hope that everyone can move in this direction.

(Takayama 2018: 12)

Three months earlier, Ishimure Michiko had met the Empress (Takayama 2018: 35–8). A memorial service was held in Tokyo for Tsurumi Kazuko, a member of the Shiranui Sea research group on Minamata disease. Ishimure sent a letter to the Empress before the meeting. In the letter, she wrote only one haiku, which she had composed in the midst of the patients’ movement: “I thought it was a heaven to pray for, but heaven is sick.” It sounded so inappropriate that a court lady asked her if “heaven” meant His Majesty. Ishimure had no such intention. Judging from the scene at the memorial service, Ishimure thought that the Empress would read the letter. On that occasion, the Empress told Ishimure, “I will soon go to Minamata.” After returning to Kumamoto, Ishimure wrote another letter to the Empress pleading, asking her to meet the patients with fetal Minamata disease.

Ishimure went to see off the Emperor and Empress as they left Kumamoto (Takayama 2018: 57–8). Knowing that they had secretly met fetal patients during their stay in Minamata, she left the rehabilitation hospital where she was hospitalized and headed for Kumamoto airport. Ishimure, who was in a wheelchair, was guarded by several police officers at the entrance to the lobby by the airport building. She stood in a place where the Emperor and Empress could easily see her. When the car carrying the Emperor and the Empress arrived, Ishimure told her aide, “I want to stand up.” Empress Michiko was noticed by Ishimure and whispered something in the Emperor’s ear. The Emperor turned and bowed his head to Ishimure. Later a young chamberlain came and said, “There is a message for you from the Empress. Please move to a place where there is no one.” She whispered in Ishimure’s ear, “Thank you for coming to see us off. And please take care of yourself from now on.” Just before Ogata’s lecture, when the Emperor and Empress secretly met with two fetal patients, she said, “Please tell Ishimure-san to take good care of herself.” She never thought that Ishimure would come to see them off, and when the Empress saw Ishimure at the airport, she looked very surprised.

At the ceremony of Utakai Hajime (the New Year’s Poetry Reading) ceremony in January 2014, the Emperor offered the tanka: “The sea of Minamata spread in front of the cenotaph is blue and quiet.” In addition, he composed the two tankas between his visit to Minamata and the end of the year. “To the sea that caused the illness of numerous people, I released the fish.” “I wonder how the pain and suffering of the people who were sick without knowing the cause of their illness became nothing but a burden.” It was apparently unusual to have three tankas on the same place. A week after the ceremony of Utakai Hajime, a stone monument inscribed with three tankas was erected in Minamata, the Eco Park where the Emperor and Empress released fish. The unknown drama of their visit to Minamata was revealed by a non-fiction writer, Takayama, who interviewed the people involved. Although forbidden to make political statements or freely express their feelings, we can see how they “fought” to circumvent the restrictions of those around them. Their actions can be seen as hope for Minamata disease patients.

Historically, there was a considerable connection between the imperial family and Minamata. Ishimure’s autobiographical novel Tsubaki no Umi no Ki included an episode in which Emperor Shōwa visited the Minamata Plant, which was the driving force of modern industry, to encourage the people in 1931 (Ishimure 2013: 107). In Minamata, the following order was issued: “During the visit of His Majesty the Emperor, all vagrants, miscreants and lunatics in the town must be quarantined on Koiji Island, as it is highly disrespectful.” In 1949, after the end of World War II, Emperor Shōwa visited the Minamata Plant again. The Emperor’s two visits clearly show the important role the Minamata plant played in national projects.

Kawamoto, who conducted direct negotiations with the Chisso, wrote a petition to the Emperor and Empress in 1990, shortly after the enthronement of Emperor Akihito (Takayama 2018: 118–22). Kawamoto, who always carried the Compendium of the Six Laws with him and read it thoroughly until it was worn out, found provisions on petitions to the Emperor in the Petition Law. The petition requested that this matter be “recommend to the government as a humanitarian or human rights issue” and that “the Crown Prince, Prince Akishino, or Prince Hitachi visit Minamata to represent the Emperor.” In the end, the petition was not implemented, due to opposition from those around him. In September 1999, six months after Kawamoto’s death, Prince Akishino and his wife visited Minamata. Kawamoto’s son, Aiichiro, introduced the words that his father used to mumble while drinking:

“I hope there are heroes in Minamata like Mitokōmon or Gekkōkamen (Japanese heroes in TV dramas). I wonder if they’ll run over and pass the problem.” In that sense, as the most respected figure in Japan, he had a strong desire to seek the Emperor. As Ishimure-san often says, the Emperor is a great symbol for the patients and their families. We always thought that the problem would be solved just by his visit.

(Takayama 2018: 129–30)

A sense of mistrust and despair grew among the people because the Chisso Corporation and the government had done nothing to save the victims and refused to listen to their bitter cries. Aiichiro captures the feelings of the ordinary people, who looked to the Emperor for a glimmer of hope.

The new Empress Masako’s grandfather, Mr. Egashira Yutaka, was president of the Chisso Corporation in 1964, when a paper was published claiming that methylmercury caused Minamata disease. For the next ten years, Chisso continued to state that the cause of Minamata disease had not been determined. With no concrete action taken and no regulations imposed by the national government, the impact of Minamata disease grew significantly.

As mentioned above, at the Chisso shareholders’ meeting in Osaka in 1970, patients and their families who owned shares surrounded President Egashira and expressed their sorrow to him. At that time, Egashira reacted negatively, saying, “I still don’t know if the cause is attributable to our company … ” Takayama’s description of the relationship between the imperial family and patients involved in the Minamata disease movement vividly shows that the Emperor, the symbol of the nation-state as well as an entity that rules Anima, appeared to be the last possible savior who could alleviate the suffering of the people and their unrequited souls.

Conclusion

This chapter has traced the words spun by the Minamata patients’ movement, and described the process by which a boundary was drawn between humanization and dehumanization. When Hamamoto, a family member of the patient, cried out in anger at the shareholders’ meeting and Kawamoto urged the president of the Chisso to “Cut off your finger,” two different entities emerged: the first humanized as a victim who accepts hardship, and the second embedded in an organization of the capitalist nation-state. These two entities were repeatedly substantiated as performative interactions in a series of Minamata patients’ movement protests and lawsuits against the government and the Chisso.

By interpreting the words and actions of those involved in the Minamata patients’ movement, including Ishimure Michiko and Ogata Masato, both introduced in this chapter, Yoneyama (2018) finds that “post-modern animism,” the narrative of the unseen soul and spirituality, has emerged to counter modernity’s destruction of nature through the mass production of chemicals. However, this chapter has focused on another aspect: the fact that the nation-state has been ironically imagined by the patients as a savior to save the souls of the victims in order to achieve repose. In particular, it became clear that the Emperor, who presides over Anima through rituals, is a symbol of the modern nation-state, but at the same time is expected to play a significant role in appeasing the souls of the victims.

For the people of Minamata, the nation-state under the emperor system often seemed separate from the capitalist enterprises that had supported the national military industry and modernized the Empire of Japan. This twisted situation that arises cannot be reduced to clear dichotomies such as modernity versus animism, or the secular system of the state versus the sacred practices of the people. Moreover, as Ogata points out, the people of Minamata not only live in an animistic world, but are also surrounded by modern products. Anyone could have sided with Chisso, causing environmental pollution and severe human suffering. The logic of the capitalist state and the ethics of the people are intertwined and intersecting, and can easily permeate each other.

The “post-modern animism” of the Minamata patients’ movement cannot necessarily be seen as a question of human–nature relations or as a critical perspective on modernity, as Yoneyama (2018) has argued. The patients’ movement attempt to seek repose for the souls of the victims was mainly incorporated into the modern legal process of lawsuits and emotionally consoled by the Emperor’s dramatic visit to Minamata. Although modern industrialization was promoted as a national project, even in popular ethics the state is still seen as the savior through the Emperor system, which incorporates modern bureaucracy and tamashizme. Under these circumstances, there is a limit to finding alternative possibilities in neo-animism alone.

What emerged in the patient movement was the question of how to resist the dehumanizing system represented by capitalist institution, state bureaucracy, and urban lifestyle. It was about being “human,” or keeping “human face.” The “compensation” offered by the company or the government was far from Ishimure and Ogata’s idea of saving souls and taking responsibility as a person; as Kawamoto realized, it took away the “face” of a human being. However, it is not necessarily impossible to regain a human face by meeting face to face even with those who work in the administrative apparatus of the state or in capitalist corporations, as Ogata attempted.

As I have argued, the differences between the popular ethics and the logic of the capitalist state were gradually defined through confrontation and negotiation. Instead of emphasizing the solid and fixed boundaries between modernity and animism, the bureaucratic state and the popular value, we should rather explore the possibility of overcoming these boundaries in order to restore a human face.
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After the Great Flood—Minuma Tambo and the Returning Dragon: The Recurring Appearance of the Dragon Deity

Inose Kohei

Introduction

Mountains and plateaus comprise approximately seventy percent of the Japanese archipelago. During heavy rainfall, the numerous steep slopes allow a flow of water that exceeds what the forests can absorb, which then flows into the rivers. If the water level in the rivers rises quickly due to heavy rain, damage (e.g., flooding) is likely to follow. Floods occur in Japan from summer to autumn, and the local people have the knowledge needed to survive them.

In recent decades, Japan has used science and technology—more specifically, dams built upstream of rivers—too mitigate flood damage. Built in various places after World War II, dams have played a multipurpose role in preventing destruction, assisting with irrigation, and providing electricity.

There is considerable debate over whether dams are truly helpful because of their versatility. Research findings suggest that the Ministry of Construction in Japan has promoted the construction of large dams by overestimating the amount of water likely to emerge during flood disasters (Okuma 1981). This chapter examines a case of flood control in the Tokyo metropolitan area, where restrictions were placed on the development of agricultural zones rather than building dams. Due to expansion during the Edo period, the contemporary landscape of the region, referred to as Minuma Tambo (the Minuma paddy fields), gradually shifted from marshes to ponds to paddy fields. Due to its location within thirty kilometers of central Tokyo, the area has been subject to the pressures of urbanization amid the capital’s development following postwar economic growth. Eventually, a massive typhoon struck, causing a large amount of water to accumulate in the low-lying areas. Consequently, the prefectural governor acknowledged that this area was mitigating flood damage to Tokyo and its surrounding regions. The governor enacted an ordinance regulating the development of the area. However, during the 1980s, when Japan’s economy thrived because of the yen’s appreciation following the Plaza Accord, there were increasing calls from both within and outside the local government to develop this special land. In response, a citizen movement emerged to preserve the area, leading to a growing consensus that it was a valuable green space near the capital, which remains the case to date. This area, known as Minuma “Tambo” (rice paddies), underwent crop diversification following rice production adjustments in the 1970s, and at present, only a few water-filled rice paddies remain.

The area in which development has been curtailed to enable flood-control functions accumulates various types of waste from metropolitan areas. Before the development restrictions were imposed, garbage landfill sites and incinerators were developed. In the 1970s, the national policy for adjusting rice production led to a shift from rice paddies to dry fields. Consequently, only a few paddy fields remain, although the area is still called the Minuma “rice fields.” Some land restricted for development was abandoned by landowners, which led to illegal dumping. Simultaneously, the late 1990s saw the emergence of administrative measures to make better use of abandoned farmland. At that time, a range of different individuals—to quote the terminology of Chapter 9, “modern-day Apaches”—began to farm the publicly owned land. For twenty years, since 2001, I have been working as a volunteer farmer on a welfare farm built on public land.

Japanese folklore includes many tales in which dragons and serpents symbolize the flooding of rivers, lakes, or marshes (Hatanaka 2017). Around the Minuma rice paddies, tales of dragon gods as protectors began to be told around the early 1600s. At the beginning of the Edo period (1629), a dike was built to dam the water flowing into Minuma and provide a water source for the downstream fields, turning Minuma into a large artificial lake. Consequently, the farmlands that had been cultivated upstream were submerged. People referred to this phenomenon as “Mizuikari” or “water rage,” attributing it to the power of the dragon god, who was angered by the development of Minuma. Following this development, villages along the shores of Minuma frequently experienced flooding during typhoons and heavy rainfall. People believed that these floods were caused by the dragon god (Takasaki 2009). However, the downstream villages secured stable water sources, leading to further development. The dragon god was seen not only as a bringer of floods but also as a provider of annual harvests.

As the political and social roles of the Minuma area continued to change, the story of Minuma’s dragon god has been repeatedly retold. In the early eighteenth century, when Minuma was about to be reclaimed by cutting a dike and drawing water from the Tone River to develop a new rice field, a new legend about the dragon god emerged. A beautiful woman, an incarnation of the dragon god, appears before the overseer and pleads with him to stop developing the land. She says that if he stops the reclamation work for ninety-nine days, she will find him another home. The overseer does not heed her pleas and continues with the work. Subsequently, an unexpected disaster strikes, and the work cannot be completed. Eventually, the overseer becomes ill. The woman appears at his bedside and says that if he grants her request, she would heal him. From that time onward, the woman begins to appear before the overseer every night, and his health gradually improves. One night, a retainer glances at the overseer as he is asleep and sees a snake-like woman licking his body. The retainer faints. The next day, when the overseer hears about the visitation, he moves the station to another temple. The days go by without incident, and the reclamation work proceeds smoothly. One day, a funeral is held at the temple. As the funeral procession passes through the gate, a storm blows in, lifting the coffin and carrying it away. After the construction is completed and the overseer leaves the station, nothing unusual occurs. People believed that the dragon god of Minuma had cursed the overseer for his actions (Niratsuka 1973).

For people living around Minuma, the large-scale development of the natural environment not only changed the landscape in which they lived but also brought about calamitous floods along with the benefits of new arable land. Even after the land was reclaimed, it was filled with typhoon water that did not easily recede. The ambiguity of Minuma’s “anima,” which is not completely governed by humans, has rendered a realistic quality to the dragon god. Present-day farmers living in the area around Minuma Tambo have a legend that the dragon god cried when a bridge was built across the village canal after the reclamation work.

As the momentum to develop Minuma Tambo increased in the 1980s, those who opposed the development and advocated for environmental conservation often used the dragon god as a symbol of their environmental preservation movement. Here, the dragon god symbolizes the protection of Minuma’s secondary nature, created when it was reclaimed from urban development. According to Tsing:

Humanists, not used to thinking about disturbances, mentally connect them to damage. Yet disturbances, as understood by ecologists, are not always bad—and not always human either. Human disturbances are not unique in their ability to create ecological relationships. Furthermore, when they start, disturbances are always in the middle of things: [We do not experience] a harmonious state before a disturbance. Disturbances follow each other. Thus, all landscapes are disturbed; disturbances are ordinary. However, this does not limit the idea. Raising the question of a disturbance does not suppress discussion but rather opens it up, allowing us to explore landscape dynamics. Whether a disturbance is bearable or unbearable is determined by what follows: the reformation of assemblages.

(Tsing 2015: 160)

Typhoons, government regulations on development, garbage landfills, abandoned fields, and vegetable and plant fields are all natural and human disturbances in Minuma (Tsing 2015). Furthermore, the transformation of Minuma Tambo, which was originally swampland, into reservoirs during the early Edo period and subsequently into new rice paddies during the mid-Edo period was also a series of disturbances. As Satsuka writes in Chapter 11, which discusses Japan’s satoyama, Minuma Tammo’s secondary nature is not harmonious. Rather, Minuma is a place where various human and nonhuman beings occasionally encounter and engage in political clashes. Various stories surrounding the dragon god are among the entities born within this context.

A Large Typhoon and the Minuma Tambo Conservation Policy

On October 6, 2019, Typhoon No. 19 formed over a body of water east of the Mariana Islands and made landfall on Japan’s main island six days later, wreaking incredible havoc. The day before it made landfall, the Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA) issued a clear warning that the typhoon could bring record-breaking downpours, rivaling those of the Kanogawa (Kano River) Typhoon in 1958.

I was moved by the reemergence of the term “Kanogawa Typhoon” for the first time in almost 60 years. Although many people are unfamiliar with the term, it has crossed my mind many times. Minuma Tambo was flooded during the Kanogawa Typhoon (Typhoon Ida). Consequently, development in this area has been restricted, and it is now being preserved as a large-scale green zone. I have always referred to the Kanogawa Typhoon when discussing its preservation. In 2019, the same vigorous winds ripped through the Tokyo metropolitan area once again.


[image: A photograph of a flooded road with a partially submerged vehicle. Trees and vegetation are visible on the left side of the image. In the background, there are fields and more trees. A fence and a signpost are visible near the flooded area.]
Figure 7.1 Minuma Tambo on October 13, 2019. Photograph by Inose Kohei.


The day before the typhoon made landfall, I thought about the Minuma conservation policies and how they came to be, as they felt that the wind and rain had grown stronger. I gazed at a picture of the Kawaguchi metropolitan region after the Kanogawa Typhoon, which was the “September 1958 state of flooding of the Nakagawa River basin.” This reminded them of the amount of water that had gathered in Minuma Tambo and the city of Kawaguchi (Science and Technology Agency Resources Bureau 1961). The gradual strengthening of the wind and incessant rain caused me to worry. Masking tape, which commentators on the news and the Internet said would be necessary to reinforce windows, disappeared from store shelves. Rather than focusing on the water levels after the Kanogawa Typhoon, the wind and rain made me the researcher appreciate two things: (1) the sequence of events through which the rain and wind progressively worsened and rivers overflowed, flooding the city, and (2) the fear that people experienced during this sequence of events. This was the moment when my consciousness connected, if only partially, to those who had seen the dragon in Minuma for the first time.

The Kanogawa Typhoon refers to Typhoon No. 22, which made landfall on the Miura Peninsula on September 27, 1958. During its formation on September 21, the central pressure over the open sea near Guam was 990 hPa. It continued to the north and increased in intensity. On September 24, the central pressure reached a record low of 877 hPa. Although it became steadily weaker thereafter, the rains were record-setting, and a stationary autumnal rain front was also hanging over the main island. According to the national data, 1,269 people died or went missing, of whom 853 were from the Izu Peninsula. In the Kanogawa River basin, sediment from the upriver caused flash floods and avalanches of dirt and rocks that tumbled into villages. In November, the JMA named Typhoon No. 22 the Kanogawa Typhoon. This was the first case of a typhoon in Japan being assigned an official name.

The Kanogawa Typhoon released torrential rain in Saitama Prefecture from September 25 to September 27. According to the regional meteorological station, the entire basin of the Arakawa River, which flows through Saitama, experienced heavy rainfall of 300 mm over two days, causing severe flooding. The Shiba River flows north to south through the Minuma Tambo, joining the Arakawa River at the border between Tokyo and Saitama. At one point, the Shiba River became higher than the Arakawa River, and the drainage spouts had to be closed because the Shiba River water was backflowing through them. For a short period, rainwater from the Shiba River basin flowed into the Shiba River via drainage channels built during the urbanization process. The drainage channels were then closed, and having lost its conduit, the water backed up into Kawaguchi and Minuma Tambo. Thirty thousand homes in Kawaguchi (ninety percent of homes in the region) were completely flooded, and the water did not recede from Minuma Tambo for several days.1

After the typhoon passed, it was believed that Minuma Tambo, brimming with water, had mitigated flood damage elsewhere. However, those who lived in the vicinity and experienced the Minuma Tambo flood began to consider leaving the area.

The Minuma Field Farmland Conversion Policy (commonly known as the Three Minuma Principles) governs conservation efforts in the Minuma Tambo paddy fields. It was established by Governor Hiroshi Kurihara, who governed Saitama Prefecture during the Kanogawa Typhoon. After the disaster, Kurihara instructed the river division of the prefectural government’s civil engineering department to reject further construction and development projects in the area. He instructed the agricultural division to ensure that no farmland was converted into residential housing (Murakami 1990: 62–3). Kurihara said that, “If residential zoning were to be developed, the sites downstream [of the Shiba River] would not be able to escape flood-disaster damage and loss.” He also warned that “residential housing development decreases the river’s ability to flow and could lead to a disaster worse than before.”2 Following his guidance, the prefecture enacted the Three Minuma Principles during a prefectural government council meeting in March, 1965, seven years after the typhoon, with restrictions imposed by the Farmland Law. Although most council members wanted to develop Minuma Tambo to accommodate the growing population, Kurihara controlled the expansion and drafted the plan himself.3 He adhered to the Three Minuma Principles despite the increasing pressure to support Saitama’s urban growth and development.

“Harmony and Equilibrium”: Saitama and Governor Hiroshi Kurihara During the Period of Rapid Growth

After Typhoon No. 19, I began to read Kurihara’s writings and pondered his experience of the Kanogawa Typhoon (Kurihara 1978, 1979). I studied an oil painting that he made of Minuma Tambo; further research revealed that his house at that time was less than 200 meters from the outer edge of Minuma Tambo. He must have felt the threat of the Kanogawa Typhoon at home as well as in his professional life.

On December 17, 1962, the Asahi Shimbun published the following statement from Kurihara:

• Political parties competing face-to-face and putting a big shot in the prefectural advisor seat aim to centralize local politics.

• Saitama does not require high-rise buildings or other major tourist destinations. The Great Saitama Prefecture must figure out how, in its plain speaking and simple heartedness, it will consume and digest the arms and legs of the Tokyo mammoth.

Kurihara had two thoughts on this issue. The first was to preserve the flavor of Saitama as an agricultural village, spread across the outskirts of Tokyo. The second was the development of Saitama as part of the Tokyo metropolitan region. The former was a deeply held desire expressed soon after his appointment, as the comments in the preceding paragraph illustrate. In many subsequent elections, the second aspiration would become stronger than the first one. During his second term in 1956, the year the Metropolitan Area Development Law was enacted, Kurihara introduced the Saitama Prefecture Comprehensive Promotion Plan, the three main pillars of which were promoting industry, advancing education, and improving social welfare. The plan created the Saitama–Tokyo industrial zone to attract industry, implying the need for large industrial and apartment complexes. These were planned within the social context of the conversion from primary to secondary industries during a period of rapid growth accompanied by a shift in population concentration from rural to metropolitan areas (Saitama Prefecture 1979). At the start of his first term as a prefectural governor, Kurihara expected to see the same expansion among tertiary industries he had seen among primary and secondary industries. He gradually shifted his attention from issues related to farming to those involving farming villages (fixing the disparity between rural and metropolitan regions). Efforts to enhance social welfare were interpreted broadly; they included upgrades to disaster prevention facilities, for example, by maintaining and improving roads and river channels (Saitama Prefecture History Compilation Office 1988).

Kurihara, who introduced the slogan “harmony and equilibrium,” faced a situation involving the rapid growth and expansion of Tokyo and its surrounding areas. He wavered over whether to speed up development or slow it down. Ultimately, he could not accelerate the process. He later said,

When I became governor, I wanted to start with disaster countermeasures based on the experiences of the Great Kanto Earthquake, the Manchurian Incident, and the great flood of 1947, which I myself had faced in my youth. Looking at these experiences, I am of the strong opinion that, even though the pace is slow, I believe that our society, a society of peace and order that does not victimize anyone, must prosper.

(Saitama Prefecture History Compilation Office 1988)4

When asked about his proudest achievement, Kurihara, who held the post of governor for sixteen years, said, “Reducing [damage from] natural disasters in Saitama Prefecture” (Ishiwata 1979). During his governorship, several dams were completed upstream of the Tone and Arakawa Rivers, and development regulations akin to the Three Minuma Principles were imposed to compel the use of Minuma as an anti-flood basin.

Conserving Minuma Tambo for flood control safeguarded more than 1,260 ha of agricultural green space near the metropolitan region, transcending the original aims of the policy. During Kurihara’s tenure as governor, many plans to develop Minuma Tambo were made. For example, a prefectural government-sponsored think tank proposed a plan to build a new town in Minuma Tambo by constructing a flood-control pond to make the paddy fields function as flood-control reservoirs.

The proposal that merged the security of the area’s anti-flood properties with urban expansion was shelved. Kurihara said, “Let’s leave things as they are.”5 As he was not inclined to develop it, Minuma Tambo remains underdeveloped to date, with no large-scale development projects. In March 2004, the Japanese government mentioned Minuma Tambo in the “Grand Design of Urban Environmental Infrastructure in the Tokyo Metropolitan Area” as part of a network of water and greenery that deserved to be preserved. Minuma Tambo and Yasuyuki were defined as zones with multifaceted agricultural functions situated around urban development.

Location of Kurihara’s Family Home

Kurihara was born in 1900 in Haramichi-mura, Kita-Saitama-gun (later Otone-cho, now Kazo-shi), along the Tone River in northeastern Saitama Prefecture. After dropping out of university, he joined the Saitama Prefecture office and, after working in various departments, was promoted to chief of the accounting division in 1943 during World War II and became a senior clerk in the local government. He subsequently served as the personnel manager, secretary manager, and general affairs manager. In 1948, he was appointed as the labor manager, governor’s secretary, accounting manager, and deputy governor. When Yuichi Ozawa, the governor and former general affairs manager when Kurihara was in the general affairs department, became a member of the Diet, Kurihara ran for the governor’s election as his successor and was elected.

In tracing Kurihara’s history, I realized that the area where he was born was the site of the 1947 Typhoon Kathleen, which struck Japan’s capital after World War II. After visiting the region and conducting further investigations, I identified the location of his house. Near this location is the levee of the Tone River, which is less than two kilometers from the breached point. According to local records, Kurihara’s parents, along with the nearby residents, evacuated to the mizuka (flood mound) and lived there for about a month (Otone-machi Board of Education 1988).

On the night of September 15, 1947, heavy rains from Typhoon Kathleen caused the banks of the Tone River to break in Higashi, a town next to Haramichi. Water, combined with the overflow from Arakawa, reached the cities of Adachi, Katsushika, and Edogawa. There were 348,827 victims in Saitama Prefecture; approximately 44,855 and 34,647 homes were inundated above and below floor level, respectively. In terms of the agricultural damage, 36,255 ha of wetland rice paddies were affected. The total destruction cost was JPY 10 billion, making it the worst disaster since 1910 (Saitama Prefecture 1979). The population of Kurihara’s hometown of Haramichi was 2,803. Overall, 150 families lost their homes to Typhoon Kathleen.

Memories from the war help us understand how the Tone River was breached by Typhoon Kathleen. As time passed after the flood, a monument was erected at the location where the levee was breached, inscribed with the following words: “Despite the floods in 1935 and 1941 revealing that the previous repair work could not protect the Tone River, flood control work was carried out amidst the wartime clamor.” In 1950, a report on the damage caused by Typhoon Kathleen was published by Saitama Prefecture. Yuichi Ozawa, who was the general affairs manager at the time and responsible for disaster response, wrote the following preface:

The mountainous forests, the water sources, lost their water retention capacity due to reckless logging. Furthermore, the embankments that prevent erosion were not properly maintained. These unfavorable conditions caused a sudden increase in water flow in the flatland rivers, raising water levels. The pressure increased, leading to repeated leaks and floods. On the night of the 15th, the levees of both the Tone and Arakawa Rivers broke. Numerous tributaries and water channels overflowed. A great flood occurred throughout the eastern part of the prefecture. The fertile fields created by the farmers’ efforts turned into mud in an instant, and a rare great flood occurred.

(Saitama Prefecture 1950)

In Japan, rivers have historically been preserved to prevent flood damage. People have built villages, tilled fields, and lived their lives while repairing and sustaining the fluvial environment as needed. The war robbed the Japanese people of the strength to carry out such an upkeep; amid the destruction of battle, trees in the mountain’s upstream region were deforested in excess. People were highly vulnerable when Typhoon Kathleen struck. The monument at the site where the levees broke proclaims, “As long as we live in this land, we cannot afford to neglect flood control.”6

Kurihara served as a member of the temporary disaster response headquarters set up in the prefecture office, exchanging information, storing records, and conducting activities to manage the damaged houses. The residents of Haramachi informed me that during his tenure at the prefecture office, Kurihara spared no effort in supporting the reconstruction.

Kurihara witnessed nature’s fury during both Kanogawa Typhoon and Typhoon Kathleen. However, this fury was exacerbated by the war-induced excessive logging, which affected the water-retention capacity of the mountains. This aspect is also highlighted in Kurihara’s earlier quoted statement, “Reflecting on these experiences (the Great Kanto Earthquake, the Manchurian Incident, and the 1947 flood), I strongly believe that a peaceful and orderly society must thrive at a slow pace without sacrificing anyone.” This context is necessary to understand his words.

In his later years, Kurihara visited his hometown and wrote the following:

When I was a boy, there was a great typhoon that destroyed almost all the trees around our house. There were splendid cedar trees. The scenery was beautiful. However, after that typhoon, the house and buildings were heartbreakingly bare. That tragic scene is etched in my memory. When I returned to my hometown after a long time, the scenery had changed remarkably. The trees around the dwellings had grown richly, forming a thick green cover over the house. I was enchanted by the sight, but upon entering the premises for a detailed inspection, I found that the gates, main house, and other structures were all on the verge of collapse. However, the natural trees that had beautifully recovered from the destruction stood tall. This reflection makes me lament the fragility of human-made structures and revere the greatness of nature’s power.

(Kurihara 1979: 18–19)

Kurihara did not see a dragon god in the typhoon that ravaged the forest of his estate, but felt the anima in the trees that recovered from the storm’s fury.

The Conflict Between Development and Conversion

Narrative About the Dragon: Adjustment of Rice Production and Conversion to Field Farming

Japan’s staple food, rice, was overproduced, and policies designed to reduce acreage (thus limiting the amount of rice production) began in earnest in 1971. Throughout Minuma Tambo, field maintenance was conducted with the main purpose of converting paddy fields into farmland. More than one-third of the land underwent conservation procedures. Farmers who had switched to dry-field farming considered it a great advantage to be close to their markets and began to grow flowering plants and vegetables through greenhouse horticulture.

Farmers found a way to shift from rice farming to field farming in response to the national policy of adjusting the rice production. This shift was occasionally accompanied by the transfer of land across generations. However, these farmers faced several challenges. A local farmer who served as a leader in land maintenance efforts completed the replotting associated with the rice production adjustment. To commemorate this, he expressed his joy at overcoming many hardships and reaching the completion of their endeavor, while also reflecting on how the village landscape had changed significantly over the years. At the same time, he conveyed his sense of bewilderment about where the “Lord of Minuma” could live now amidst these great changes. He captured these thoughts in his own poem and sent it to all village members (Yanagisawa 1983: 53).

The poem talks about a dragon deity known as the “Lord of Minuma” in ancient times, before the land was filled with rice paddies. The dragon cries over the loss of its home due to the development of the area during the Edo period. In the poem, the dragon loses its home again, a situation that has arisen with the implementation of acreage reduction policies and the shift to dry-field farming. It was believed that the dragon, displaced by the land reclamation, returned to the rice paddies created by this reclamation. The dragon leaves, returns, and leaves again. It cannot be said that he will never return.

Heightening Developmental Pressure

Kurihara, who did not pursue the development of Minuma Tambo despite mounting developmental pressure, stepped down from his position as Prefectural Governor in 1972 and was succeeded by the liberal Yawara Hata. About ten years later, in the mid-1980s, public opinion called for the relaxation of developmental regulations in Minuma Tambo. As acreage reduction policies continued to encourage the conversion to dry-field farming, a growing number of fields and paddy fields were abandoned due to poor original cultivation conditions or a lack of successors. Beginning in the 1980s, unlawful dumping became a serious issue. These circumstances caused some Minuma Tambo landowners to demand that Saitama Prefecture abolish its Three Minuma Principles.7 One reason for this was that farming families distrusted the policy of making them the landowners of Minuma Tambo that was responsible for flood control downstream of the Shiba River.

Simultaneously, there were growing demands to ease regulations in Japan. Beginning in 1982, the Nakasone Cabinet eased regulations and promoted privatization. The Bank of Japan lowered the official bank rates, causing a land boom. The Plaza Accord led to a recession because of the strength of the Japanese yen.8 A land speculation boom occurred, and land prices around Minuma Tambo soared. Some prefectural administrators had the idea of building a golf course there.

The prefectural governor and the Division of Planning and Financial Affairs sought to ease even more restrictions. In October 1986, the Division of Planning and Financial Affairs proposed a prefectural plan for using the Minuma Tambo farmland, which was presented to the concerned localities and landowner representatives. The plan sought to weaken the developmental regulations of the Three Minuma Principles. This relaxed regulation allowed for individual development (Kitahara 1987). The prefectural government expressed the desire to build a golf course.9 The principles began to be reviewed, with the northern half of Minuma Tambo being used for expansion and the southern half preserved as a green zone, which was mainly used as a golf course (Kitahara 2009).

The residents of Kawaguchi, located along the lower reaches of the Shiba River and at high risk of flooding, rejected this plan. In a unanimous decision, the City Council voted to annul the general proposal. There was strong opposition from the agriculture, forestry, and civil engineering departments responsible for flood control policies. The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries provided its support, stating that it would not approve of any development on such superior, serviced cultivated land in the prefecture, even if government subsidies were offered.

The Conservation Movement

During this time, the residents safeguarded Minuma. In 1984, Urawa City, which includes the Minuma Tambo area, planned to build a municipal cemetery on a slope at the eastern end of Minuma Daiyosui. People who feared the development of Minuma Tambo and its surrounding areas launched an opposition movement, which succeeded in repealing the plan.

With this movement as the impetus, the Minuma Tambo Love Committee (hereafter, the Love Committee) was formed. All members shared a love for the land and were resolved to acknowledge and secure its value. The members included researchers, city council members, and private night school sponsors. They organized numerous events to spread awareness about Minuma Tambo, such as photo exhibitions and gatherings to promote new rice varieties from Minuma Tambo as well as summer camps.

In 1985, the Love Committee, along with 10 other affiliated groups, collected signatures supporting the conservation of Minuma Tambo to preserve it for future generations. They sent 40,408 signatures to the prefectural governor on February 13 that same year. The following year (1986), when an environmentally destructive proposal for the Minuma Tambo Land Use Plan was announced, they sent an urgent request to the prefectural governor asking for it to be retracted.

On February 26, 1987, the Director of the Regional Policy, who was also responsible for developing the Minuma Tambo Land Use Plan, which made the golf course possible, was arrested on suspicion of having received a bribe from a golf course development company lobbying for approval to build a golf course in Northern Saitama Prefecture. Hata, whose reputation had been based on running a liberal, clean administration, was questioned by not only the Liberal Democratic Party (most members of the prefectural assembly) but also the Social Democratic Party of Japan and Japanese Communist parties (the governor’s ruling party). Suspicions about the golf course bribe made the Love Committee question the planned golf course outlined in the Minuma Tambo Land Use Plan; they requested the prefectural government and the director of the Division of Planning and Financial Affairs to repeal it.10 The prefectural governments’ enthusiasm for the Minuma Tambo expansion diminished in light of such corruption.

People who participated in the conservation movement called for the arrest of the prefectural official in charge of the golf course project. He was arrested after the golf course development was cancelled due to his corruption case, which was considered “the divine punishment of the dragon god” (Murakami 1990). In parallel with these movements, local writers published picture books and children’s literature based on the legend of the Minuma dragon god, thus increasing the momentum for Minuma’s preservation (Urawa 1983; Miyata 1987, 1989). The dragon god was a symbol of the fierce aspects of nature as well as a dualistic entity that provided water and bounty to the people. During this period, in the movement to protect Minuma Tambo from development, the dragon god was invoked as the guardian deity of Minuma.

New Conservation Policies

In 1991, the Minuma Tambo Land Use Council discussed a new Minuma Tambo Land Use Policy designed to replace the Three Minuma Principles. Members included representatives from related cities, the city council, local landowners, land-improvement districts, environmental protection groups, and scholars and directors of agricultural cooperatives. The council was set up to hold substantive discussions about allowing local residents to take the initiative in deciding the next course of action regarding Minuma Tambo rather than letting the government decide unilaterally. They searched for common ground, and individuals who rarely had the chance to sit at the table with government officials were able to participate in the discussions.

In 1992, the prefectural governorship changed from the liberal Hata to the conservative Yoshihiko Tsuchiya, the Chairman of the House of Councilors. Tsuchiya, who also worked as the Director General of the Environment Agency, declared that he would not accept requests for new golf courses in the prefecture until April 1993. He did not allow Minuma Tambo to develop and deemed it a large-scale green zone for conservation and use.

In 1995, after four years of discussions, Saitama Prefecture and the cities of Urawa, Omiya, and Kawaguchi, as members of the Minuma Tambo Land Use Council, formulated the Minuma Tambo Conservation, Use, and Creation Basic Policies. They called for the permanent safeguarding of the entire Minuma Tambo region as agricultural land, a public park, and green zone. They affirmed that the land did not provide merely flood-control capabilities but also valuable green space in the Tokyo metropolitan region that should be sustained to enable efficient, stable agricultural operations. The plan stipulated that Minuma Tambo should serve the aforementioned purposes while providing flood retention capabilities. Humans and nature can find harmony there while people experienced nature in accordance with the stages of life.

It is important to note that this text includes the words, “farmland, parks, green space, etc.” The terms agriculture, public parks, and green zone are key here. Some landowners wanted golf courses to be included in the green zones. However, the prefectural heads did not consider this feasible as long as there were successors to the land. Other landowners strongly promoted agriculture, and the consent of all landowners was required to plan a golf course.11 Farmers who engaged in agriculture and responded to the government’s policy shifts on Minuma Tambo and the agricultural industry acted as barriers to the golf course development.

A land publicization fund was created to conserve farmland as public land while also developing regulation indemnifications for landowning farmers. The land-promoting projects that began in 1998 were agricultural and were developed by Saitama Prefecture. They were funded with 12.8 billion yen amassed through donations from the cities of Kawaguchi and Saitama (Urawa and Omiya until 2001). These funds facilitated the purchase or leasing of non-arable land.12 Public land became scattered. Although parcels of land could not be combined into a single large tract, a diverse range of agricultural approaches became feasible in accordance with the land’s characteristics and the groups that used it. At present, nonprofit organizations, agricultural promotion companies, and similar entities manage the land bought through these funds.

The welfare farm on which the author works is one of these entities. Most members are people with disabilities, who are supported by the staff. Many staff members belong to rural areas; they worked in Tokyo during the period of rapid economic growth and built their homes in the Minuma Tambo area. The farming skills and knowledge they acquired as children, which had little meaning when they were working in Tokyo, could be revived when they retired and began working in the Minuma paddies. In this manner, abandoned land has transformed into public land, and people with disabilities, the elderly, and many others have gathered here to build their lives in a region that is excluded from modern society.

The Dragon Deity Returns: Several Disturbances

After the disturbance enshrined in the Three Minuma Principles, parts of Minuma Tambo were developed as prime farmland whereas other areas became wasteland. Part of the wasteland was turned into public land and cultivated by people who had never farmed previously. The governor envisioned a golf course in the vast green space of Minuma Tambo; however, opposition and corruption scandals prevented his dream from becoming a reality. Thus, the scenery created by humans and nonhumans continues to renew the assemblages of Minuma Tambo.

In the Introduction to this volume, Ishii and Fujiwara argued that much of Japan’s “new animism” could be characterized as a cultural representation and an object of consumption. At present, Minuma Tambo is viewed by national and local governments as not only a space for flood control but also a natural environment in the metropolitan area, which should be preserved. Throughout Saitama City, between 1980 and 2020, the cultivated land area decreased from 5,815 ha to 3,230 ha, and the number of farming households decreased from 7,428 to 2,998 (the farming household rate decreased from 2.7 percent to 0.5 percent). During this period, the dragon ceased to be a provider of the precious water necessary for farmland and farming households. Amid the concentration of the population in Tokyo, Saitama City’s population increased from approximately 920,000 in 1985 to approximately 1,350,000 over a span of thirty-nine years. In this context, while progressing toward urban sprawl, Minuma Tambo has deepened its significance not as a place for agricultural production but rather as a place of relaxation for the citizens. The dragon has become the official public relations (PR) character used to promote the charm of Saitama City (Figure 7.2). At present, the original dualistic and transcendental role of the dragon god has been forgotten, and it now plays a public role in symbolizing the peaceful lives of the residents.


[image: Illustration of a character named Tsunaga Dragon Nu, a mascot for Saitama City.]
Figure 7.2 The PR character of Saitama, the Tsunagaryu, known as Nu.


Explanation: Descendant of the lord of “Minuma Tambo,” one of the largest green spaces in Japan’s metropolitan areas. He was named Nu after his birthplace, Minuma. The name Nu is derived from the French term nu (unaffected/plain). Tsunagaryu Nu embodies the role of conveying the charm of Saitama City and deepening the connections among the residents

However, the anima of the dragon god can revert even in modern times. On October 13, 2019, the day after Typhoon No. 19 struck, the author headed to Minuma Tambo under clear skies that followed the passing of the typhoon. In the area devoted to paddy fields during the Kanogawa Typhoon, a prefectural road was cut through. The farm roads were paved and the infrastructure was serviced, even when development was regulated. Owing to these conditions, water did not cover the entire area, although certain spots were submerged. At the farm, the railroad ties used to roll wheelchairs across the plantation were washed away whereas plastic greenhouses and prefabricated huts for changing clothes were all inundated. When the author searched for railroad ties with a fellow volunteer, they were located about 100 meters downstream. They were set up again in half a day. Compared with places that experienced extensive damage, the damage sustained by this farm was minimal. However, the story of Minuma Tambo mitigating flood damage to the city continues to be told.13

As the typhoon progresses, Minuma takes in water and protects the people living in the global city downstream. Here, we see a shift in the view that Minuma was not protected by the governors, who imposed development controls or the citizens who participated in the conservation movement, but by Minuma itself, which essentially protected its people.

Owing to global warming, typhoons have become more powerful than ever before. Similar to the excessive logging of forests immediately after the war exacerbated flood damage in the Anthropocene era, more catastrophic floods may threaten urban areas. At such times, people may rediscover the dragon god and Minuma. The dragon god and Minuma are forces in their own right, and they may display their transcendent and ambivalent power even today.
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Paradise Lost: Miyawaki Akira, Ōta Ryū, and the Environmentalist Movement on the Fringe of the Japanese New Left

Till Knaudt

Introduction

Since the early 1970s, deep-ecology activists have linked their understanding of the environment to personal experiences in “wild nature,” which they describe as “intuitive” and “sacred”; these are followed by a “transformation of consciousness” of the “ecological self.” Deep ecology is based on the rejection of anthropocentrism (human-centeredness), which values nature exclusively in terms of its usefulness to humans. In turn, anthropocentrism is viewed as grounded in Western religion and philosophy, which many deep ecologists believe must be rejected. While rejecting “Western religion,” “the religions of indigenous cultures, the world’s remnant and newly revitalized or invented pagan religions, and religions originating in Asia (especially Daoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism) provide superior grounds for ecological ethics, and greater ecological wisdom, than do Occidental religions” (Taylor 2005: 456). Furthermore, deep ecologists consider non-Western societies mentally unhealthy, especially when contrasted with non-agrarian societies.

[T]he late Paul Shepard [1925–1996], who in The Tender Carnivore and the Sacred Game, and subsequent works such as Nature and Madness and the posthumously published Coming Back to the Pleistocene, argued that foraging societies were ecologically superior to and emotionally healthier than agricultural societies. Shepard and [Gary] Snyder [born 1930]1 especially provided a cosmogony that explained humanity’s fall from a pristine, natural paradise.

(Taylor 2005: 456)

This “dark-green religion,” to use Bron Taylor’s phrase, was connected closely to globalization trends during the immediate postwar period, as well as to Japanese discourses of exceptionalism.

This chapter argues that the connection between environmentalism, left-wing politics, and identity politics in Japan has been part of the same process that occurred in the United States, a critique of and reaction against Western modernity and globalization in the 1960s and 1970s. In the case of the Japanese New Left, activists on the fringes of the movement did discuss the politics of environmentalism. In terms of movement practice, they could not overcome their inability to form a political alliance with non-Left environmental activists. As the Japanese “Old Left” was successful in implementing environmental policies, little room was left for New Left radical environmental politics. From a theoretical perspective, non-Left interventions on the spirituality of nature and the “primordial landscape” (urlandschaft) of Japanese plant ecology, proposed by vegetation biologist Miyawaki Akira (b. 1928), inspired the environmentalism of the New Left. At the same time, some of those interventions came from within, as in the case of New Left veteran activist Ōta Ryū (1930–2009). He and other activists connected Marxist notions about history and the construction of a non-civilized indigenous identity of the Ainu people of Hokkaido to a pan-Asian and anti-Western understanding of modernity. If we look closely at his debate with science critic Shibatani Atsuhiro (1920–2011), we see a New Left variant of “spiritual ecology” emerging, sharing many traits with the US and European deep ecology and dark-green religion. Thus, although the New Left did not institutionalize itself within an environmentalist “green” party, similar radical-spiritualist notions thrived in Japan, sometimes linking right- and left-wing antimodern thought.

The Japanese New Left, the Old Left, and the Environment

After the end of the massive campus protests in the summer of 1969, the New Left changed. Andō Takemasa (2014) has pointed out that a multitude of agents—students, radical activists, young workers, and middle-aged intellectuals—attempted to find a “window of opportunity” in the form of “new politics” or new social movements, as expressed through the organization of “autonomous universities” or consumer criticism. At the same time, around 1970, New Left activists turned to minority politics (Knaudt 2016). Moreover, between 1968 and 1973, the movement to compensate victims of Minamata disease2 resulted in a broad alliance that united victims, activists, university teachers, students, lawyers, and the trade unions. The Minamata alliance was strongly oriented toward the open form of organization favored by the antiwar movement and thus cooperated with the Old Left, using activism on behalf of victims of industrial pollution to lay the foundations for the spread of civil protest. Nevertheless, although Timothy S. George notes that Minamata shifted the political initiative to the side of these citizen protests, there was no long-term effect after 1973 (George 2001: 169ff).

However, the Japanese anti-imperialist Left failed to establish an alliance between New Left protests and a conservative environmental-protection milieu, as the West-German Greens (Die Grünen) had done during the 1980s (Hoffmann 1998: 87). Instead, radical New Left groups continued the armed struggle. The East Asian Anti-Japanese Armed Front (Higashi Ajia Hannichi Busō Sensen or AJF) was one of the groups that formed after the end of the university struggles, orienting along the theory and practice of minority politics, activism in connection to the Minamata-case lawsuits, and “lumpenproletarian activism” in Osaka-Kamagasaki. A reference to environmental politics can be found in the group’s name, as the first “cell” was called the “Wolf Brigade” (Ōkami butai), protesting the nineteenth-century extermination of Japanese and Hokkaido wolves on the archipelago. From this position, the Anti-Japanese Front developed an extreme potential for violence that was hitherto unknown in the anti-imperialist New Left. On August 30, 1974, the group carried out a bombing on the headquarters of Mitsubishi Heavy Industry in Tokyo-Marunouchi, killing eight people and injuring nearly 400. Due to this rather rapid radicalization through anti-imperialism and “anti-Japanism,” in the early 1970s, many radical activists had almost no links to political groups that were non-Left or non-minority-issue-oriented. Relations between groups were often hostile. Thus, the New Left went into an “inner exile,” leaving no basis for long-term alliances with non-Left movements.

At the same time, the major practical problem facing the New Left was that the field of environmental politics was already occupied by the Old Left—Marxist academics and intellectuals who had ties to or were members of either the Japanese Communist Party or the Socialist Party of Japan. Among the best-known groups that formed around these intellectuals was the Pollution Research Committee (Kōgai kenkyū i’inkai). The political impact of the old guard’s environmental activism was quite meaningful, both in policy making but also in supporting the court cases of victims of pollution (Avenell 2012: 257). Furthermore, as Avenell argues, the Pollution Committee followed the New Left in its political shift, leaving behind class-based politics in favor of the agendas of new social movements such as “ethnicity, gender, sexuality, peace, civil rights, and, of course, the environment.” Still, Avenell is convinced that the group’s victim-centered approach, which developed out of Minamata and other environmental movements, created a blind spot for the non-human-centered understanding of nature and thus made the Pollution Research Committee ignorant of organic farming or alternative energies, while dodging topics such as commercial whale hunting and nuclear power (Avenell 2012: 267–8). Why was the Japanese New Left unable to fill this void? Environmental issues were certainly introduced into the discourse of the New Left. In the Asahi Jānaru, a weekly political magazine published by the Asahi Shinbun Company, we can find traces of this discussion.

Miyawaki Akira

The weekly political magazine Asahi Jānaru, with a circulation of over 200,000, was the “central organ” of the New Left from the second half of the 1960s until the early 1970s. Most of the staff were fired by the parent company in 1971 over the magazine’s radical-left viewpoint. However, around that time, Asahi Jānaru began to report increasingly on environmental damage, publishing articles on this topic most frequently between 1969 and 1973.

Asahi Jānaru might have been the first publication to connect Shinto notions with New Left ideas about environmental protection. In May 1970, as part of the series “Challenge of Environmental Destruction,” the magazine printed an essay (Miyawaki 1970: 45–50) by Miyawaki Akira (b.1929), a botanist and ecologist at Yokohama Kokuritsu University. Miyawaki was certainly not an activist of the New Left; he became famous for introducing “plant sociology” to Japan and for his research on plant vegetation, which was instrumental in efforts to achieve a “natural” reforestation of the Japanese archipelago.

Miyawaki learned his craft under the German botanist Reinhold Tüxen (1899–1980) at West Germany’s Federal Agency for Vegetation Mapping (Bundesanstalt for Vegetationskartierung) after World War II. After 1939, Tüxen pursued a scientific career in Nazi Germany, which gave him the opportunity to disseminate his concept of “plant sociology,” based on the notion that there was a harmonious balance in the relationships (association) between plants of a given biotope. The extent to which Tüxen connected his research to the Nazi “blood-and-soil” ideology cannot be determined here. However, his plant sociology was instrumental in the Nazis’ efforts to achieve a “natural”—that is, race-nation-based—reforestation of Nazi Germany (Franke 2015: 45). This ideology of the urlandsschaft (primordial landscape) was based on the notion of a “natural” German vegetation that differed from the ersatzgesellschaften (substitute [plant] societies) introduced through human settlement since the Ice Age. To Nazi ecologists, the “German spirit” and “race” were profoundly connected to “societies” of vegetation, mainly German forests and the nation-race community (volksgemeinschaft). Among these, ecologists like Walter Schoenichen (1867–1956), who led the Reichsstelle für Naturschutz (National Office for Environmental Protection), and the “national gardener” Alwin Seifert (1890–1972) were instrumental in advancing the Germanification of nature. The latter was responsible for “greening” the newly built highway network (autobahn) under orders from the Nazi paramilitary engineering brigade Organisation Todt. Tüxen was employed to use his method of plant sociology to make the autobahn ecologically “German”:

The protection and restoration of real nature will also serve the greening of new streets. But a street must have trees if it is supposed to be a German street. Everything that is close to the German condition [deutsches wesen] includes trees and shrubs [baum und busch]. The restoration of the original wealth and diversity [mannigfaltigkeit] is the biological goal.

(Küster 2003: 59–60)

During the postwar period, Tüxen and other plant sociologists continued to use the notion of the urlandschaft, now given the de-Nazified name of “potentially natural vegetation,” imagining nature restored to its pristine state with no human interference.

Miyawaki Akira remained under Tüxen’s tutelage for three years, arriving in September 1959 at the Federal Office for Vegetation Mapping and staying for more than two years. Even after his return to Japan at the invitation of Tüxen, Miyawaki traveled to Germany and conducted research under Tüxen for another year, from September 1963 to September 1964. Tüxen traveled to Japan for two months in autumn 1965 and again from April to June 1974, celebrating his seventy-fifth birthday with his Japanese students. An anecdote about Miyawaki meeting Tüxen for the first time in 1959 shows how Tüxen’s worldview embedded biological racism. Inviting Miyawaki for lunch at his house, Tüxen grabbed a “dictionary” and read aloud to Miyawaki: “Japanese. A subspecies of the genus of the mongoloids. Low in stature, cheekbones protruding. Eyes and hair black.” While staring at Miyawaki, Tüxen finally concluded: “Yes, you are a real Japanese!” (Miyawaki 2019: 121).

His racism notwithstanding, Tüxen had a profound influence on Miyawaki. In 1979, Miyawaki and other members of the Yokohama Phytosociological Society decided to dedicate a festschrift (celebratory publication) to Tüxen to mark his eightieth birthday. As a festschrift in German academic culture is compiled by the retiring professor’s closest pupils, this dedication by thirty-nine scholars shows the importance of Tüxen, not only for Miyawaki but also for other Japanese ecologists and biologists. Tüxen himself wrote some words to introduce the festschrift, praising Japan as an “old but still vital and spatially rooted [raumverwurzelt] culture that still carries its spiritual foundation [geistigen Grund], connecting to today’s scientific knowledge as a necessary counterweight to the pretentious and exploitative materialist civilization of our days” (Miyawaki and Okuda 1979: 5).

In his own contribution, Miyawaki employed the method of plant sociology, claiming that the vegetation of the Japanese archipelago originally created an urlandschaft and using the term ursprüngliche natürliche vegetation (primordial natural vegetation, or senzai shizen shokusei). This vegetation of the archipelago before human interference (including the Ryukyus but excluding Hokkaido), thought to have provided the “foundation” of the “physical and spiritual development” (Miyawaki 1979: 52–3) of the Japanese people, had “originally” consisted of Camellietea Japonica-type evergreen–broadleaf forest vegetation. This tree or shrub, also known as the common camellia (yabutsubaki), dominated the greater-area distribution (großräumige Verteilung) of plants. Miyawaki claimed that this “green landscape of Japanese proper,” the camellia shrub, should be the basis for Japanese ecology (Miyawaki 1979: 67–8).

Miyawaki had been troubled by the problem of how to discover the Japanese urlandschaft (primordial landscape) using Tüxen’s plant sociology. In his autobiography, he claimed that shortly before he decided to return to Japan, he had a dream about a Shinto shrine close to his home. In his dream vision, he saw a huge tree in the forest surrounding the shrine (chinju no mori), which was illuminated brightly, even though the sun was not shining. He concluded that this tree must constitute the basis of the primordial landscape of Japan, as these forests had been “protected as holy places since the old times” (Miyawaki 2019: 148–50). As with the proponents of deep ecology, for Miyawaki, it was a spiritual moment that led him to think about the alleged connection between Shinto shrines and Japanese nature. He was not the first person to propose a spiritual connection between the individual and the shrine forest. As Karasawa Taisuke argues in his contribution to this volume, in the early 1910s, the ecologist Minakata Kumagusu (1867–1941) had rallied support to protect shrine forests that were threatened by the Meiji government’s shrine-merger policy. In a certain sense, Miyawaki and Minakata shared the idea that plants formed societies and thus were connected to each other and humans in a spiritual way.

For Miyawaki in the 1970s, Japan’s primordial “green landscape” had already been replaced by “substitute plant societies,” but the urlandschaft could still be found in the “shrine forests of Shintoism” (Miyawaki 1979: 52). By introducing this connection between Shinto and urlandschaft, Miyawaki’s plant sociology had a profound influence on the construction of an ideology around the shrine forests. Aike P. Rots argues that Miyawaki empowered Shinto shrines and Shinto associations of the 1970s to re-recreate themselves as environmental protectionists (Rots 2015). Shinto is often used to claim an indigenous-Japanese understanding of nature and sustainable lifestyles, often in explicit contrast to Western modernization.3 Rots calls this the “Shinto environmentalist paradigm” (Rots 2015: 213). Although it was sometimes the case that shrines, or rather the Buddhist temples that most shrines were attached to, did protect the shrine forest, this began to happen for a multitude of reasons, many of them economic rather than spiritual (Rots 2015: 214). Still, Rots argues that “the explicit discursive association of ‘Shinto’ with environmental problems … corresponds to the description of shrine forests by scientists [like Miyawaki] as ecological resources in need of conservation, which dates from the late 1970s” (Rots 2015: 215).

In this context, Miyawaki’s 1970 intervention at Asahi Jānaru seems to have left its mark on New Left notions about nature. Science so far, Miyawaki reasoned, had mainly aggregated data about how humanity meddled with nature or how animals were related to each other in each environment. For him, humanity believed that it possessed omnipotence, leading to a separation (kakusetsu) of people from the environment and its subsequent destruction. Environmental protection to date had been based on mere “consulting” with industry—the main cause of environmental destruction. This “consulting with industry,” of course, was an implicit attack by Miyawaki on Left environmental activists like the Pollution Research Committee, which did not challenge humanity’s “interference” in nature per se but instead tried to compensate for mistakes made and to regulate industry to avoid future cases of pollution. Miyawaki was convinced that the feeling of omnipotence had led humans away from nature:

But until when can human people [ningentachi], who parted from nature, failing all those of the society of living things coexisting with them, simply continue their selfish development?

(Miyawaki 1970: 45)

According to Miyawaki, humanity was originally an essential component of nature, giving space even to mold and bacteria and living in harmony with nature—“even if it was hard” to do. Now, humanity was killing bacteria and fungi and existing apart from the “community of living things” (seibutsu no kyōdōtai). Miyawaki expanded his notion of nature as “paradise lost” to a social configuration, conceiving of a communitarian society that had been lost due to humanity’s malevolent interference. As Miyawaki was constructing nature as a political space, he naturally looked to the past to find the moment in history when paradise was lost, searching for a political antagonist that could be held responsible for human wrongs. That antagonist was “Europe.” With the end of hunting and gathering in Europe about 10,000 years ago, humans invented agriculture and domesticated animals, rapidly changing nature. What followed was interference with nature by civilization, technology, and production, which standardized and depleted (hinka) nature. The effect, caused in particular by the conversion of forest space to pastureland, can be seen in the uniformity of plants and forests stretching from Scotland to the Swiss Alps (Miyawaki 1970: 47–8).

Japan, of course, was different, as “the preservation of nature is a tradition of the Japanese.” Thus, in contrast to the ethnic nations4 of the West, the Japanese ethnic nation lived rather rationally (riseiteki) with nature:

Even putting aside the question as to whether our forefathers became conscious of that matter, they lived in coexistence with the living things in nature, amid the laws of the natural world [shizenkai] and the order of the society of living things.

(Miyawaki 1970: 48)

According to Miyawaki, this rather instinctive or “non-conscious” understanding of the order of the society of living things developed historically. It also connected profoundly to a Japanese mode of agricultural production that was similarly determined by the natural environment of the Japanese archipelago. One can only wonder, awestruck, at how harmonious humans’ interactions with nature, and with each other, must have been during this golden age of sustainable agricultural prosperity, when reading the following:

The Japanese, as an ethnic nation of farmers over a period of many thousands of years, created wet rice fields in the alluvial lowlands of the valleys. And on the plateaus and soft slopes, they claimed land for dry field cultivation. Thus, they were supported by a green living environment [midori no seikatsu kankyo] of harmonious sustainable plant communities [gunraku] and the artificial condition of cutting pampas grass as material for the thatched roofs, and logging the many different trees of Musashino like the Japanese chestnut tree and the Konara tree [jolcham oak], which were used for making charcoal. On the other hand, because shrine forests and temple forests were grown amid the settlements, the natural forests of the homeland [furusato] were preserved in their original state. Moreover, because of the farming households, which have been there for a long time, the slopes of the forest hills behind the village [urayama] have never been destroyed.

(Miyawaki 1970: 48)

Thus, the basis of the Japanese ethnic nation had always been its life in green nature—the furusato (homeland). Miyawaki’s furusato lies in the past, when nature was in its “original state.” This “furusato boom,” as Martin Dusinberre puts it (Dusinberre 2013: 49), was actualized by various historical agents in the 1970s in reaction to urbanization processes in the postwar era, for example the Japan National Railways (Kokuyū tetsudō) image campaign designed to promote inland tourism. Miyawaki created this green furosato exactly in line with the discourses of the 1970s by expressing a longing for a distant but “good” past, when communality, the kyōdōtai of Japanese environment and human society in its non-Western pre-industrial form, was still intact.

This Japanese exceptionalism, which entailed the rejection of urban Japan and a turn toward a space liberated from the influences of capitalist modernity or Japanese imperialism, struck a chord with the New Left. Their turn toward liberating minorities and their urban spaces proved fruitful ground for rediscovering an ecological “paradise lost.” The hope of connecting this paradise lost of the past—that is, “primitive communism”—with the future also featured very prominently in the works and activism of Ōta Ryū.

Ōta Ryū and the Discussion of Civilization and Nature

The case of Ōta has barely been mentioned in accounts of the New Left or in Oguma Eiji’s research on 1968 (Oguma 2009). This may be because Ōta was navigating the “lunatic fringe”5 of the anti-imperialist New Left, and his writings sometimes seem esoteric rather than clearly political. Ōta’s personality was also rather divisive, as he could not cooperate with other activists for very long. Still, numerous New Left activists tried to work with Ōta, mainly because he had a keen understanding of the movement’s most pressing issues and was eager to provide radical solutions. In the early 1980s, Ōta also helped to establish the Japanese Green Party (Nihon Midoritō). Although the first regional parties had been founded in Kōchi and Hyōgo Prefectures in late 1982, Ōta was trying to organize a Green Party in the Kantō area. In March 1983, the Asahi Jānaru reported that the Kantō chapter’s platform was based on Ōta’s environmental theories. Even back then, the magazine seems to have been somewhat skeptical about “how far” the party created by “New Left ideologue” Ōta would actually help the “idea of the green to flourish like new leaves” (Asahi Jānaru 1983: 104–5). In fact, the party was not successful and did not manage to gain a seat in the Diet or in any prefectural or regional assembly. However, two points are important to note: Ōta did engage in practical left-wing politics in the mid-1980s and was still perceived as a member of the New Left. “Lunatic” as his political utterings may sometimes have been, during the 1970s and 1980s, Ōta was a central figure in the New Left discourse on indigenous identity and radical environmental politics. In 1975, Ōta was briefly arrested for his connections to the aforementioned East Asian Anti-Japanese Armed Front but never charged.

Ōta was born Kurihara Tōichi in the town of Toyohara on Karafuto (Sakhalin) in 1930. In 1970, he was 40 years old and one of the New Left’s middle-aged activists, working to produce the movement’s political theory, primarily concerned with translating anti-imperialist pamphlets and post-colonial theory for the magazine News of the World—Revolutionary Movement (Sekai kakumei undō jōhō), which was published by Ota’s Reborutosha. However, Ōta had been always a man of practice as well, organizing several trotzkyte groups during the 1960. In addition to these activities, Ōta enthusiastically supported the emergence of the Ainu emancipation movement in the early 1970s (Siddle 1996). By the early 1970s, a discourse based on ideas about the loss of pristine nature, allegedly undisturbed before the advent of humanity, had been injected into the Japanese New Left. At the beginning of the next decade, Ōta and the biologist Shibatani Atsuhiro engaged in a discussion and published as a book, which argued for a necessary revolution in the contemporary understanding of nature. The result shows clearly how the New Left understanding of “nature” was uneasy at best, as neither Ōta nor Shibatani engaged with the actual topic, instead deliberating on the question of when exactly humanity had left its paradise lost.

Shibatani and Ōta

The book, Revolution of the View on Nature (Shizenkan no kakumei) (Shibatani and Ōta 1980), is based on twenty hours of conversation between Ōta and Shibatani Atsuhiro (1920–2011). Shibatani had graduated from Kyoto University in 1946, specializing in molecular biology. After research visits to West Germany and Australia, Shibatani settled down as a professor at Kyoto Seika University and published a critique of contemporary science and academia in his 1973 book Theories against Science: Aiming for a Single Knowledge, for a Single Discipline (Shibatani 1973). Shibatani was heavily influenced by the Austrian philosopher Paul Feyerabend, as well as by Thomas Kuhn’s notion of a “paradigm shift.” He adopted a standpoint of radical skepticism and relativism toward scientific knowledge, especially toward rationalist views of natural science, which were predominant until the 1970s.

This 1970s critique of science has to be understood as a global phenomenon, especially in its attack on the US “military–industrial complex,” most prominently the space program, which simultaneously produced technology for landing humans on the moon and for nuclear-armed intercontinental ballistic missiles. Shibatani had studied under the ecologist and primate researcher Imanishi Kinji (1902–92) at Kyoto University; he too was profoundly influenced by Kyoto School philosopher Nishida Kitarō and the German ecologist Jacob Johann von Uexküll. Uexküll is an important influence on contemporary environmentalism due to his introduction of the term “umwelt” (surroundings, environment). However, Schnödel and Sprenger (2021: 12) have revisted Uexküll, arguing that “Uexküll’s Umwelt theory is antidemocratic, totalitarian, and holistic in the worst sense,” and that he “was much more deeply involved in Nazism than previously thought.”

According to Setoguchi Akihisa, Shibatani was part of the 1970s counterculture (Setoguchi 2016: 306). Although he had been away in Australia in 1968, he was profoundly affected by the student movement’s campus protests back in Japan. Influenced by Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s “general systems theory,” Shibatani proposed in Theories against Science that “Western civilization” had led humanity to destroy the equilibrium between groups of living things (Setoguchi 2016: 308). Using notions drawn from cybernetics, Shibatani became convinced that science had to reduce its speed to the speed of living things, forming an “adjusting system of negative feedback.” Shibatani was highly critical of the academic boom in computerized DNA sequencing in the early 1980s, as for him, this amounted to the mutation of the field of biology into a “biology of numbers,” which he fiercely rejected (Setoguchi 2016: 313). Although he did not reject all science, Shibatani was convinced of the need for an “alternative science,” as Setoguchi (2016: 314) puts it.

Critique of Shizenkan

The central conception in Shibatani’s and Ōta’s deliberations was the question of how shizenkan, or the “view on nature,” could rule the modern world. According to Ōta, the term derived from the European Renaissance and had roots in the ancient Mediterranean civilizations, through the Greek anthropocentric or anthropomorphic understanding of nature and Roman slaveholder society, a centralized bureaucracy. “Western capitalism” and its perspective on nature developed out of three “opportunities,” Ōta claimed: the persecution of heretics and “witches” by the Catholic Church, the dissolution of Germanic law in favor of Roman law concepts, and the subsequent introduction of the legal entity or person (hōjin) by Roman law, and the development of stockholding companies. Finally, Western science actualized capitalist rule over a given “object” and separated the object from nature. This objectification process, Ōta was convinced, was expressed by the rule of mathematics and statistics over nature (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: iii–iv).

Here it becomes clear that Ōta and Shibatani were more interested in formulating an epistemological critique of modern science and its understanding of nature than in discussing what “nature” might be, or how to interact with nature in practice. Accordingly, Ōta argued that the Western view of nature had to be corrected by looking first at its historic development, its representation in religion, and its counter-model in Asia.

This dichotomy between Western and Eastern knowledge had been on Ōta’s mind from the very beginning of his political activity—expressed, for example, in his praise for Chinese “traditional medicine” (kanpō igaku), as practiced in the early People’s Republic of China (PRC). While, in the 1920s, the Chinese Communist Party rejected “traditional medicine,” the practice again became widespread during the war against the Japanese occupation (1937–45). This development continued during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), when the training manuals of “barefoot doctors” contained sizable sections on traditional healing methods. At the time of Ōta’s reflection on traditional methods, it had started to play a less significant role in the PRC (Rosenthal 1981: 600–2). However, Ōta became interested in this subject; he remembers, around 1950, becoming convinced that “maybe the way of thinking of Chinese medicine was more correct that that of the West.” In 1952, due to the assumptions made in Chinese healing methods, Ōta began to live on a diet of unpolished rice (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 12–4).

Shibatani, too, believed that science per se did not exist but was a construction of Christian monotheism. At first glance, Shibatani argued, by looking at examples like Galileo, one could wrongly conclude that Western natural sciences and Christianity were in opposition. On the contrary, the belief in a single god helped to accelerate science. An example of this pattern can be seen in Newton, who sought to establish the laws of nature to “praise the glory of God,” Shibatani argued. Here, he followed closely the argumentation of Murakami Yōichirō’s 1977 Science, Philosophy, Faith (Kagaku, tetsugaku, shinkō), a Catholic history-of-science scholar who naturally had an interest in arguing that religion was important for science. Still, Shibatani evoked the alleged uniqueness of the Japanese by making the claim that “for us this might be quite weird, as we are a non-Christian ethnic nation” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 115). As one single god would not create things in a “flimsy” way, Shibatani reasoned, he provided the basis for a single and universal set of rules (= science). In Japan, many gods or spirits made a world in which “unruly” phenomena could occur. Thus, we can see that Shibatani was aiming for a “spiritual” science, an “unruly” science that was not bound to Western modernity.

This Western modernity was understood by Ōta and Shibatani in the context of New Left theory since the 1970s. By connecting Third World anti-imperialism with an anticapitalist version of Western modernity in Japan, many activists lost interest in notions of class struggle, which had been a cornerstone of Marxist-socialist thought in the twentieth century (Knaudt 2020). Instead, as the case of Ōta and Shibatani reveals, scholars searched for new sources of friction that might explain the social contradictions in capitalist Japan and its Asian neighbors in the context of the global Cold War. These sources of friction were understood to be US and Soviet imperialism. Projected into the past, these frictions became “empire” and “civilization,” represented by non-Asian monotheism, money economies, and imperial conquest. According to Ōta, the special condition of “Western civilization” began with the creation myth of the Abrahamic religions in the “Orient.” He argued that the notion of a degradation of humanity could be found in the metaphor of the biblical expulsion from paradise, the paradise lost. This notion, again, became a necessary ideological precondition in a situation when the “Oriental” central state was developing. This state (Ōta avoided the term “ruling class”) had to explain the worsening conditions (via division of labor) to its peasants by citing the slow degeneration of the human condition since paradise. Here, Shibatani timidly intervened by remarking that these concepts existed in Buddhism as well (e.g., mappō). In reply, Ōta, who had hitherto argued for the importance of Roman Catholicism, turned to a Weberian argument about the difference between Christianity and Buddhism relating to the “Protestant spirit” or a belief in the “final days” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 44–9). Accordingly, Ōta and Shibatani arrived at what they understood to be the religious basis for modern scientific thought or “Western natural sciences”: the will to “control nature.” This will was ostensibly based on power relations, namely the performance of religious rites by the “Oriental” central state to secure its power. As nature itself could not be charmed or controlled with magic spells, natural sciences (= magic) were taking over to rule supreme over nature (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 51–2).

Shibatani agreed with this notion, adding the spin of equating “science” and “empire” by conceiving of conquest as a mere rationale for exploiting the natural environment. Although only the state exercising “ritual power” (saishiken kokka) could provide prosperity, the destruction of its ecosystem would lead to a need for armed conquest (buryoku seifuku). Jumping on this argument, Ōta became convinced that this was how armed nomads (“Aryans”) had conquered Mesopotamia (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 57). Because of their small numbers, the conquerors had to refer to a “creation myth” (tenchi sōzō) to mainstream the use of state power to control the farming population, the perquisite of Oriental monotheistic religions. This conquest, spiritually, spread like “poison” from Egypt and Mesopotamia and, according to Ōta, led to a “deepening of the degeneration of humanity” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 62).

Ōta identified the source of this degeneration within a specific population in the ancient Mediterranean world, which, in his Left, anti-imperialist understanding, was a nation of colonizers and capitalists. Since the early 1980s, Ōta had been interested in anti-Semitic conspiracy theories; this becomes apparent in one section of Revolution of the View on Nature entitled “The Logic of the Jewish Ethnic Nation That Wanted to Push Its Way to the Front” (Warikomitai Yudaya minzoku no ronri) (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 62). According to Ōta, the Jews were semi-nomadic pastoralists who tried to implement agriculture; in other words, they were not “real” peasants. They got permission from “kings” to settle in regions “now called Lebanon, Palestine, and Egypt.” Migrating to Canaan, which was already occupied by an ethnic nation of agriculturalists, the Jews, as “nomadic pastoralists,” occupied the region and settled there. For Ōta, however, the Jews did not settle like farmers. Instead, “for a millennium or two, [they] carried with them the obsession of roaming” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 64). Moreover, Jews were allegedly special in practicing both monotheism and armed conquest. The Old Testament thus became the basis of today’s understanding of nature and therefore needed to be criticized and overcome “in total” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 64). Finally, after monotheism and conquest came money in the form of an “accounting” system “discovered by the Jewish nation.” Although “the peoples of old” had not practiced calculation and thus lived in “pure nature,” the “Jewish” accounting method led to giving zero value to “the planet on which humans are living, the land, the light of the sun, the air, all the living things living on the planet” (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 110). Here, Ōta passed on the notion that the Jews were a prime example of the “original sin” of capitalism, that is, money and the state, yet at the same time declared them to be a stateless “roaming” people. This is a prime example of the anti-Semitism that was entangled in the New Left’s pronounced anti-imperialist opposition to Israel (Goodman and Miyazawa 2000: 185).

In sum, Ōta characterized Europe as the continuity of what he understood to be Judaism. Whereas the Bible spread “Jewish monotheism” through the Greek language in the Mediterranean, Greek “human supremacy” (ningen shijōshugi), according to Ōta and Shibatani, became the basis for the modern and Western understanding of nature and science. According to Ōta, as these concepts did not exist in East Asia, human supremacism could not “take root” there (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 71–2). Shibatani concurred, arguing, for example, that Japanese attitudes toward animals were different from those in Europe. To prove their point, Ōta and Shibatani, reflected on the following anecdotal evidence—not hesitating to construct a continuity from the Jews of antiquity to 1940s Nazi Germany:

Ōta: Some months ago I watched a documentary about the Nazis. Well, when Hitler occupied Paris, he held a parade in Berlin. The people of Berlin welcomed the parade of Hitler’s soldiers fanatically. The people were throwing flowers on the road on which the soldiers were parading, everyone was throwing flowers before the soldiers came … that’s cut flowers, an awesome amount of flower bouquets.

Shibatani: It was scattered [with flowers]?

Ōta: The road was scattered [with flowers]. In other words, the soldiers trampled on the flowers. Such a thing, if you ask Japanese, that’s instinctively totally different.

Shibatani: Nasty, isn’t it? That would be different [in Japan]. (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 72)

Of course, this anecdotal contrast between Japan and Nazi Germany is problematic on several counts, as it is hardly convincing to connect the unprecedented form of biological racism of twentieth-century Nazi Germany to concepts of “human supremacy” in the ancient Mediterranean. However, the practice of knitting together very loose connections that provided simple answers and often defied logic was central to Ōta’s argumentation schemes.6

Finally, how could the Western understanding of nature be overcome? Ōta dropped hints about the Confucian notion of the shashoku jichi, introduced by Gondō Seikyō. This elusive term has been described by Havens as “the people collectively organized into self-governing units beneath a single ruling institution, the imperial throne” (Havens 1974: 195). Gondō, a pan-Asianist, had been a member of the Amur Society and in contact with Kita Ikki and Ōkawa Shūmei. In the 1920s, he was a follower of agrarianism (nōhonshugi) and politically active in the tenants’ movement. He also helped to form several agrarian right-wing groups in the 1920s, including the short-lived Japan Village Rule Alliance (Nippon sonjiha dōmei) of 1931, which followed principles of anti-urbanism, anticapitalism, and antimodernism (Smith 2001: 97–8). The concept of the shashoku jichi made Gondō a proponent of a populist agrarian nationalism that rejected statist right-wing theories in the 1930s. For Gondō, the concept of “self-rule” developed in his 1919 book Jichi minpan (People’s Guide to Self-Rule) had to be understood as “natural” to human society; it was expressed historically as a “primitive rule” (genshi jichi) (Havens 1974: 196), a notion that fit Ōta’s ideas about primitive communism. The difference between Gondō’s “self-rule” and Ōta’s anti-imperialism was undoubtedly the former’s positive evaluation of the central state in Japanese antiquity. Gondō claimed that Emperor Tenji’s benevolent reign had introduced forms of self-rule among farming people. Still, Ōta and Gondō found common ground in their rejection of capitalist modernity, which had profoundly changed the landscape of Japanese nature. Ōta supported Gondō’s defense of the “traditional path of mutual aid and coexistence” (Gondō 1927: 491).

This coexistence, Shibatani remarks, resembled discussions about the ecosystem and the “society of living things” (seibutsu shakai). “What Gondō Seikyō means by self-governing [jitchi] is the self-governing of humans, animals, plants, and the land, which by one single festival/politics [matsuri] are bound together,” Ōta claimed (Shibatani and Ōta 1980: 106).

Conclusion

Undoubtedly, Ōta Ryū was a member of the “lunatic” fringe of the anti-Japanese wing of the militant Japanese New Left. By 1980, he was increasingly orienting himself toward right-wing thought. If that were all, we could draw no conclusions about the history of the New Left after 1970 in relation to Ōta’s notions of nature and environmental protection. As “fringe” as Ōta may have been, he always took part in discussing central issues in the New Left, simply adding an element of lunacy. His contribution exaggerated certain tropes in the larger picture, making it possible to isolate those discursive threads very neatly.

In the early 1970s, the majority of the anti-imperialist Japanese New Left did not express much concern about the environment or nature. They followed a “victim-centered” approach, as Avenell has called it, by supporting the Minamata activists and victims of Japanese and American imperialism, be they Ainu, Japanese-Korean, Japanese-Chinese, Burakumin, or Ryukyuan. In doing so, they helped to advance long-overdue emancipation movements. However, alongside discussions about pollution and environmental protection, spiritual or religious notions of “nature” were injected into the post-1968 New Left. Some of these notions, neatly reflected in the ethnocentric anti-imperialism of some pro-Ainu activists, such as Ōta, can be arguably be described as overcoming Western modernity and civilization, a non-class-based, cultural–ethnic-oriented understanding of capitalism, an esoteric and holistic rejectionism of science and medicine, and the notion of nature as a paradise lost that had to be restored to its alleged original state.

In contrast to the Old Left that took the initiative on environmental protection, the Japanese New Left had not made up its mind on what the “nature” of the Japanese archipelago might be. Ōta had to turn toward prewar discourses like agrarianism (nōhonshugi) and to the distant past to understand what this “nature” might be about. In this way, he created a backward and reactionary discourse about human–environment relations. At the same time, notions of an original nature in Japan, entangled in Nazi German ecologist ideology and Shinto spiritualist concepts of “shrine forests,” were injected into the discourse by Miyawaki. In a certain sense, the nature discourses of the alternative-spiritualist wing of New Left were remarkably close to “deep ecology” in their understanding of human–nature interactions. They also seem to have taken up national–spiritual notions of prewar Japanese fascism—a historical continuity worth investigating further.

This uneasy relationship with nature and the environment, including the search for a paradise lost and the singularity in which humans were “one” with nature, was, of course, not genuinely “Asian.” Rather, one can draw analogies to the Aristotelian metaphysical understanding of the nature (physis) of living beings who are separated from humanity as a consequence of humans striving for knowledge and their ability to form a single experience, resulting in craftsmanship, scientific knowledge (Aristoteles 1970: 980b), and capitalism. Whereas Aristotle considered the single experience of civilization to be a positive development, Miyawaki, Shinya, Ōta, and Shibatani saw it as a negative development. Nevertheless, Aristotle’s metaphysical framework resonates with their efforts to reconnect to a spiritual relationship between humanity and nature, an effort that is seemingly made in contemporary radical environmental movements. While rejecting the materialist entanglement of human society with nature and the environment that is currently being renegotiated in the modern scientific process (or the productive capitalist exploitation of resources to make things in the image of nature), they argued that science and modernity must be rejected and nature “reclaimed” in a form of spiritual interconnectedness. Thus, this understanding of nature and humanity attempts to bridge the “subject–object” gap of alienation, but ultimately fails time and again because it reproduces the ideology of a separate, spiritual, and thus higher meaning in the existence of this planet and the organisms living on it.
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“An Undifferentiated State of Time and Space”—Toward the Planetary Dimension

Shinohara Masatake

Darkness of Place

For years, I had been troubled with a question that addresses the notion of place within which a certain mode of human life is emplaced. This question concerns the dimension of the irreducible depth that remains both underneath and at the edge of human constructs. And yet, at the same time, it affects a certain sense of inhabitation of something unknowable that remains at the edge of the ordinary state of human consciousness. Thus, this question of place also has to do with the question of how to come to terms with the frailty of the human form of life in the midst of the realm that exceeds the existence of human. Or, it concerns the importance of the sense of mystery or unknowable that is definitive of our ordinary lives.

To be interested in the darkness of the place in which we are immersed is to think such darkness as something irreducible but hidden both underneath and at the edge of the limited confines of the human construct. Such a concern with the dimension of irreducible darkness demands an engagement with what is taken for granted in the explanation of the foundation of the human form of life. It requires us to acknowledge the fact that the human construct in which humans live is established within the place wherein it can be nullified. When attending to the moment of destruction, one can comprehend what is established as a contingent construct. And thus, to speak of the darkness of place that would be glimpsed at the edge demands an attention to the moment of the destruction and dissolution of the human construct. Yet, when attending to the moment of destruction, one can attend simultaneously to the sheer materiality of broken things as the remnants. Further, when attending to the realness of the material remnants scattered after the destruction and dissolution of the human construct, it is possible to glimpse the darkness of place that is revealed through the interstice between those material remnants.

Since the late 2000s, the number of abandoned spaces such as plants, houses, housing complexes and so forth seemed to increase, especially in the situation of the so-called deindustrialized area. To be interested in the abandonment in the process of the slow dissolution of the human construct is to consider such an abandonment as raising the question concerning the limited nature of the human settlement in that it is established on the basis of the denigration of the irreducible darkness of place. And thus, when attending to the moment of the abandonment, one can comprehend what is abandoned as something located at the limit of the confine of the human settlement. When approaching what is abandoned as that which anticipates something that goes beyond the limit of the human settlement, one is able to visualize the human settlement as the spatial construct at the edge of the irreducible darkness of place.

To be interested in the irreducible darkness of place with regard to the abandonment of buildings is to engage with a question concerning the dimension that withdraws from the detached contemplation that occurs in the detached house located within the suburban residential zone. In this regard, my move toward the darkness of place resonates with Timothy Morton’s thought in Ecology without Nature because in the background of the ecological thought in Morton’s sense stands the question concerning the status of the place as something that is glimpsed at the edge of the process of globalization. For Morton, what is at stake is not so-called “loss of [local] place” due to the homogenizing effect of the globalization but the revelation of the place as something uncanny yet hidden. Indeed, when writing that “we are not just dealing with the kinds of supermodern ‘non-place’ analyzed by Marc Augé, who calls them ‘immense parentheses’” and that “concrete parenthesis is not just a case of vast airports, but also of abandoned airports” (Morton 2007: 85), Morton enables us to engage with the question concerning the place in terms of the dimension of its profound non-humanness that is glimpsed at the edge of the abandonment.

What I find in Morton’s writing is a clue to attaining the idea of place as empty and apart from human concern to the point where it is possible to attain an undifferentiated state of space and time that precedes the establishment of the representation of three-dimensionality. Indeed, to think of the primordiality of the non-humanness of place requires an engagement with the dimension of impermanence in which things happen and disappear. When attending to such a dimension of impermanence, one becomes capable of comprehending the situation of an abandoned place as being located within a process of transience, instead of perceiving it as a vacant lot. And thus, when approaching the moment of transience glimpsed through an abandoned place, it is possible to attain the moment at which time and space had not yet rendered as distinct notions.

In support of this intuition, I will turn to the thought of Isozaki Arata, who apprehends the destruction and dissolution of the human construct as associated with the moment of the revelation of a profoundly ambiguous place.1 What I find in Isozaki’s book Japan-ness in Architecture is an approach to the spatiotemporal dimension that is associated with ruins and rubble—namely, an undifferentiated state of time and space (Isozaki 2006: 90). For Isozaki, to be interested in such a dimension is to be concerned with the dimension of the irreducible darkness that is apart from the substantial three-dimensional spatiality according to which the human construct is established. Isozaki characterizes it as follows:

If we posit the substantial three-dimensional space that in daily life is the object of human perception as a pair of axes, one represents a series of magical and symbolic spaces (deep psychological space) associated with the image of darkness.

(Isozaki 2006: 89)

Perhaps to speak of the conception of darkness of place that deviates from the three-dimensional space is to think such dimension of darkness as that which remains prior to the establishment of the system of three-dimensionality. Moreover, the engagement with what Isozaki identifies as the darkness of place demands that we consider it as the dimension of material remnant that cannot be turned into the world of sign system. As Isozaki argues, it requires the movement of thought at the edge of the convention of space/time based upon modern science. It demands that we view the human construct not as fixed but as a part of multifarious occasion.

Nullification, Rubble, Empty Area

The process of the reterritorialization of the world by way of the expansion of the limited realm of the urban settlement into the realm of nature makes it difficult for us to be aware of such a dimension of darkness that is definitive of the mode of human life. Indeed, in suburban areas near the Tokyo metropolis around 1970, the process of expansive construction by way of city planning literally produced the homogeneous urban areas composed of residential blocks, lawns, roads paved with asphalt, shopping centers, and so on. The establishment and enlargement of the homogeneous spatial form on the basis of the logic of invention is justified in terms of the scarcity of the housing stocks caused by the overpopulation in the urban areas. In the guise of the progress of the human lifeworld, the reality of the self-imposed prison of the desolated urban space is dissimulated.

That is the trouble with the place in which humans are immersed. To speak of the status of human life in the situation of a postwar world context is to critically engage in the question concerning such a dimension of place in terms of its denigration. That is to say, when approaching what happens when the effect of the imposition of homogeneity overwhelms such a dimension of place, one can attend to something that eludes the limited confines of the homogenized human world. Looking over the fences that enclose the uniformity of the human habitat, one can attain the realness of the place that precedes the establishment of the limited confines of the human settlement. The paradox is that to think of the possibility of attaining such a dimension of place is to engage with the question concerning something that cannot be eradicated but remains at the edge of the process of the urbanization of the world.

For instance, the imposition of the planned and efficient urban spatial form is justified by the techno-utopian view of the group of architects called the Metabolism group. Founded and organized by its various members, such as architects (Kurokawa Kisho, Maki Fumihiko, Kikutake Kiyonori, Otaka Masato), urban planners (Asada Takashi), designers (Ekuan Kenji), and editors (Kawazoe Noboru), the Metabolism group proposed several megalomaniac plans that envisioned the total rational reconstruction of the Japanese suburban areas. To the extent that the manifesto of Metabolist architectural movement posits future human society as a process in the cosmic development from atom to nebula, it can be grasped as a symptom of a certain optimistic view that is released in the process of modernization. The optimism that promotes the progressive idea of an accelerated and mega-structural urbanism is a resistance to the hidden dimension of place that is revealed at the moment of the dissolution of the human construct. If we pay attention to that which precedes the emergence and expansion of the artificial construct of human communal life, it becomes clear that the artificial human world is produced in such a way as to be severed from the reality of the devastation after World War II.

Still, according to the discussion in the book Project Japan: Metabolism Talks edited by Rem Koolhaas, members of Metabolist group apprehend that the American fire and atomic bombing brought new wide-open spaces to Japan:

The Hiroshima experience—literal for some of our protagonists, who witness the aftermath—encourages existential cynicism in some; others sublimate the shock into a lifelong commitment to new beginnings. The generation that will become the Metabolists share, from the beginning, the Japanese obsession with tabula rasa.

(Koolhaas et al. 2011: 57)

To understand the destruction and dissolution of the human construct in terms of the notion of tabula rasa is to think of such destruction as the moment of the creation of the vacant land wherein one can draft a vision of the large-scale urban construction. And thus, the Metabolist group of architects seems to take the idea that the vacant land is released from the remnants of ruins to the point where it is not haunted by the traces of dissolution and destruction. It involves the denigration of the moment of impermanence in which both the establishment and the nullification occur.

Eric Cazdyn claims that Isozaki Arata presents a drastic future vision of the urban world slightly different from that of the Metabolists:

Whereas the Metabolists still envisioned the future as an extension of the present (an extension that could be continually regenerated by large-scale urban plans and technological fixes), Isozaki figured the future both as indelibly imprinted with the great disaster of Japanese modernity (Hiroshima) and as a total break with the past and present. This divide most importantly turned on a radically different idea of time and space.

(Cazdyn 2015: 167)

For Isozaki, the image of the break with the past and present is closely related to the decay and ruin of the currently established human constructs. Still, it has to do with his belief that “it was only from the springboard stance of a return to that point where all human constructs were nullified that future construction would again be possible” (Isozaki 2006: 99). To be interested in the moment of the nullification of human constructs is to think of such nullification as something that happens when devastating events such as wars and natural disasters overwhelm us. When attending to the moment of nullification, one can attend to the place where impermanence happens. For Isozaki, to speak of the impermanence is to be concerned with the revelation of the materiality that is definitive of the ruin as the remnant.

Rubble is not necessarily equivalent to substantial wastes, which are evaluated in terms of an economic point of view in such a way as to be decomposed and recycled. Rather, it can suggest something that is outside of human manipulation. When Isozaki states that rubbles are the bare materiality of things yet remain without meaning, he allows us a question that addresses the possibility of the primordial dimension that embraces the moment of such nullification but is continuous with the productive emptiness. For Isozaki, to be interested in the primordial dimension that is revealed at the moment of the destruction is congruent to attending to the point at which something mythic would arrive. When Isozaki defines the dimension of the nullification in which the rubble is scattered in association with the empty area as the purified sacred place, he allows a question that addresses the limit of the spiritual dimension that is glimpsed at the edge of the everyday world. For Isozaki, it is associated with the Japanese ancient ritual setting called himorogi that is installed in empty areas called niwa:

The empty area—niwa—is initially purified and rendered a potential ceremonial space. Thus it becomes yuniwa [a ceremonial garden] where the himorogi is installed. The ideogram for himorogi means gods’s fence—it is a device to enclose or keep guard over gods/spirit [hi]. On this occasion, what is significant is that hi is never visualized or idolized; it is merely considered to lodge in the sakaki tree, and, after the ritual is over, it disappears with the removal of the tree. The space, normally a construction site, is nowadays left empty again.

(Isozaki 2006: 66)

For Isozaki, the configuration of the empty area is signed by the demarcation of a certain ambiguous and invisible area called kaiwai. That is, the mythic idea that the empty area is the place where the spiritual thing (called hi) would visit is tied to the understanding of the Japanese sense of atmosphere called kaiwai. When kaiwai as an ambiguous area is assumed to be the place where many events that come and go have accumulated, it is designated as soiled. Yet, in order to invite something new, kaiwai often needs to be returned to the empty space. To the extent that this repetitive process of cultivation and purification characterizes the sense of kaiwai, it is tied to the Japanese ancient sense of place, yuniwa (a ceremonial garden).

However, because of its non-physical, not-yet-manifest character, the atmosphere of kaiwai that surrounds us goes beyond the grasp of the human intellectual understanding that occurs in detached houses or isolated residential areas. Asking the question concerning that empty area requires an account that anticipates what will come in the purified area, that is, a profoundly primordial place, which means the promise of the arrival of a spirit.

Process and Impermanence

To think of an undifferentiated state of time and space—as the primordiality of no determination and no fixation underneath the solid construct of the ordinary world—requires an engagement with a certain point where all human constructs are dried up and emaciated. When Isozaki writes that the moment of the dissolution and destruction of the human construct reveals the hidden space of the interstice in which ruins and rubble are scattered (Isozaki 2006: 100), it allows us a question that addresses a flowing process in which the constructs and ruins are brought back to the material elements to the point where they become indistinguishable. For Isozaki, to speak of the materiality of ruins is to think of such inert materiality as belonging to the process of impermanence from which the radically novel image of the future city would emerge:

Bringing the city to be constructed back to the city that had been destroyed emphasized the cycle of becoming and extinction. I had written: “The city is a process, and there is no concept more certain than this.” But upon reflection wasn’t the worldview centered on flux already part and parcel of those ages of social dissolution in Japan’s ancient past? Leitmotifs that flash in the opening passages of two great classics—“those who prosper will inevitably fall” in the Heike Saga and a reference to “the flow of the passing river” in The Record of a Small Hut [Hojo-ki]—both address the inevitability of destruction and rebirth. Even the great haiku poet Basho’s Narrow Path to the Deep North [Okuno Hosomichi] pursues this topos of impermanence through the author’s desire to wander. Finally, the aesthetic embodied in the phrase ‘dried and emaciated’ [kare kajikeru] of the poet Munetada (1412–1502), or the medieval concept of sabi, both represent the frozen landscape of death. Observing the process of decay closely and then deliberately pulling the end nearer instead of patiently awaiting it—my postwar trauma unwittingly made me take up a motif our culture had repeatedly re-examined at least since medieval times. “Dried and emaciated” landscapes appeared again and again in the ruins of the fires of World War II, the barricades of locked-out universities in the late sixties, and more recently, rubble-strewn landscapes in the wake of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake centered at Kobe. All such landscapes are of destruction and dissolution. From my earlier projects, a gaze that entailed anti-construction as pure process was elected and inscribed so that the mark of trauma itself came to be my signature. After all, this is the core of what Japan-ness is to me.

(Isozaki 2006: 88–9)

For Isozaki, the city in a state of processual change is characterized by the image of ruin as the negative point on which the structure of urban space is contingently established. The processual nature of the city is tied to the cycle of becoming and extinction. However, to the extent that the process is the in-flow, the flowing process, to speak of the process is to be concerned with the topos of impermanence through which one can wander. This flowing and impermanent processual place can be thought more generatively by way of the image of the invisible and ambiguous nature of the area called kaiwai. Indeed, when attending to the moment of the comings and goings of flowing events around kaiwai, it is possible to attend to the emptiness of place that is parallel to the impermanent process of decay and ruin.

The process of decay and ruin lurks beneath the techno-utopic representation of the future. It is not containable within the stable present of the abstract space, but it remains invisible and insensible at the level of the topos of impermanence. At the moment of the disruption of the human world, however, we encounter the realness of the impermanent flow as the frozen and “dried and emaciated” landscape of death. The realness of disintegration is often dismissed. Those who are inside the detached cage of human institutions and of the public sphere of mass media, which have been in tandem to secure human life, are blind to the hidden dimension of the impermanence.

Today, it is still believed that the logic of invention based on the control of nature is necessary for the sustenance of our stable life. For example, after the tsunami disaster caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake, coastal areas have been separated by a very long seawall. Furthermore, most of them have become a no-man’s land whose inhabitants are relocated to the inland areas. The areas may be reconstructed in accordance with an engineering approach based on the techno-scientific view of the human world. From the techno-scientific point of view, this is perfectly correct because it is assumed that doing this will make the areas completely safe in the event of another tsunami. Yet, it may be argued that the reconstruction plans of such areas by way of building sea walls is continuous with the vision of the metabolist group in that it perceives the afflicted area as no-man’s land that is part of the promotion of the recovery urbanism.

Meanwhile, Isozaki recognizes that the ruin as the traumatic trace of dissolution is so repeated that it remains outside the ordinary sense of time. He thinks that the ruin is graspable in terms of something that cannot be represented in the present moment. As Cazdyn argues, it is possible to think that what Isozaki calls the future ruin “arrives as something that exceeds our present possibilities” (Cazdyn 2015: 168). Indeed, to ask the question concerning that dimension of futurity is to attain the emptied and purified dimension of placeness that is revealed at the moment when the human construct is dissolved into the rubble.

For Isozaki, there is something futural about a ruin as the site of emptiness that does not cease to haunt our present urban space in which we enjoy our ordinary life. Yet, it has nothing to do with a new vision of the developing society. In his words, it concerns the image of a “dried and emaciated landscape.” When Isozaki posits it as the origin of all constructed urban forms, he sees the dissolution of the urban into ruin as the inevitable moment. The future city does not exist as something that proceeds toward a predetermined developmental goal; rather, it emerges from the impermanent process of destruction and rebirth, which is tied to the sheer materiality of ruin.

In Isozaki’s view, what is revealed at the moment of the disruption of the human world is “the materiality, the thingness, that had been hidden all along” (Isozaki 2006: 100). In this respect, we may argue that Isozaki’s sense of the future ruin is based on the intuition that the topos of impermanence within which the human construct is temporarily established is not filled with cosmic entities, like the geologic or inorganic forces of materiality defined by such scholars as Elizabeth Grosz (Grosz et al. 2017: 132), but is just a sterile place, “dried and emaciated” assemblage of broken and disabled remnant things. Still, when approaching the dried and emaciated dimension of ruin as something that exceeds our present possibilities, it is possible to approach it as something that is radically indifferent to the currently established human construct. Yet, to speak of the sterile dimension of ruin is to engage in a question that concerns the dimension that is indifferent to the substantial three-dimensionality as the presupposition for modern everyday life. It concerns the original experience of spatiality associated with the sterility of ruinous process.

Opposing the convention of space/time based on the modern scientific view, Isozaki argues that “space appears only in the time that humans perceive, therefore it is always specific, concrete, flickering, and never fixed” (Isozaki 2006: 89). In his intuition, what we know as a construct of architectural space is preceded by the hidden dimension of the multifarious times occasionally perceived and experienced through our corporeal sentience. In the background is Isozaki’s thinking of the dimension of undifferentiated space/time as darkness that cannot be erased from the architectural space. Drawing on the celebrated essay “In Praise of Shadows” written by Tanizaki Junichiro, Isozaki argues:

Tanizaki stresses that “darkness” comprises not only space but also time. That is to say, both [space and time] are returned for the purposes of argument to a state of undifferentiated being. Though forty years ago I suspected the view could somehow be linked with the new invisible network that an incipient information technology had began [sic] to construct, I was unsure and rather hesitant to say so. I had, in any case, already embarked on my own detour. Analogously to the way in which the Japanese myth of origins Kojiki begins with an undifferentiated state of heaven (ame) and earth (tsuchi), I believed it necessary to return to an undifferentiated state of time and space.

(Isozaki 2006: 90)

In Isozaki’s view, what Tanizaki calls darkness is not absolute nothingness. Rather, to ask the question concerning the space of darkness requires engagement with what Isozaki identifies as the undifferentiated state of time and space. For Isozaki, to attend to the undifferentiated state of being means to get in touch with the profoundly undifferentiated state of heaven and earth that precedes the establishment of the human construct in accordance with the spatiotemporally fixated and localizable grid.

The Paradoxical Nature of Ma—Toward the Planetary Dimension

Meanwhile, for Isozaki, the problematic of Japan-ness does not have any meaning by itself. When he describes the primordial dimension of ruin with reference to the word “Japan-ness”, it does not refer to the uniqueness of the Japanese experience of spatiality enabled by the exclusive border that is the ocean. Rather, it has to do with the confrontation with the dimension of irreducible darkness of place that is revealed at the edge of the homogenizing system of globalization by which the borderline that encloses the cultural uniqueness of Japan has been blurred. For Isozaki, to speak of the original experience of spatiality as Japan-ness in the midst of the process of the globalization is to be concerned with the trace of remnants that cannot be turned into the homogenizing system of globalization:

In any event, once globalization is pushed to its limit, the discourse of cultural particularity—i.e., Japan-ness—will no longer be able to dominate the formation of cultural identity. Here another possibility hovers into view. There may yet be an alternative way of tracing an outline of Japan—would it not then be possible to grasp a notion of Japan by focusing fetishistically on material remnants dropped from the new superflat information surface? This time the dynamic is no longer situated at the interface between external and internal gaze, but rather in the relation between the upper surface and the sediment below. Criteria would no longer be furnished by the gaze, but by more subtle modalities like selection, determination, and attitude.

(Isozaki 2006: 103)

When formulating the idea of Japan-ness with reference to the vertical relation between the smooth and flat surface of globality and the dimension of the material remnant below, Isozaki allows us to pose a question that addresses the originality of the Japanese experience of space without the demand that it is opposed to certain demand of globalization. Such questioning engages in a thinking that concerns the limit of the globality. The limit, not in the sense that the globalization cannot overcome the East/West gap but as it attains the possibility of glimpsing the original experience of spatiality at the edge of the process of the globalization that reduces all spatial experience to equivalents.

Moreover, in the face of the effect of the globality that blurs the borderline sustaining the uniqueness of the spatial experience, thinking at the edge of the borderline, refusing to oppose the exclusive nativity of particular cultural value to the homogeneity of global value, requires that one engage with the dimension of the material remnant that resists being reduced to the oppositional logic between the particularity and the globality. Isozaki recognizes that the place of the material remnant is where the system of globality is dried up and exhausted but that recognition is definitive of his thinking of the space of ruin where all human constructs are nullified.

Meanwhile, Isozaki also recognizes that to think of the idea of Japan-ness with reference to the experience of the blurring of the borderline—as the revelation of the place of the sediment below where “human bodies remain as a form of excess baggage to our [globalized] world of signs”—is to engage in something that has no Western equivalent. That is, it effects the kind of the inhabitation of the prephenomenal lingual realm that precedes the introduction and translation of the Western concept of space and time. Yet, it is simultaneously encountered at the moment of the demise of the uniqueness of Japan that has been kept intact in opposition to the external gaze of the West.

In this context, Isozaki refers to the Japanese ancient word Ma, which can suggest the original experience of the dimension. However, Isozaki’s move toward Ma has nothing to do with a certain culturalism that relies upon the opposition between East and West. Rather, his thought of Ma has been elaborated in close relationship with the international context of languages and ideas. In Isozaki’s understanding, the Japanese word Ma (間) originally has to do with the way of addressing the moment at which time and space had not yet been disentangled—the ungraspable dimension in which everything including the scene, motion, modality, sign, and illusion occurs and passes. Yet, as the meaning of many words in the Japanese language has changed during the years of the process of modernization in which intensive cultural and technological imports have arrived at Japanese islands, the original meaning of Ma has been forgotten.

Meanwhile, when Isozaki conceptualizes Ma in terms of the problematic of Japan-ness, it involves the possibility of the response to an external gaze, “that gaze directed toward Japan from beyond this insular nation.” This is not to explain the uniqueness of Japanese spatiality for an external gaze with a Japanese perspective. Rather, it is to attend to the moment of the gap through which the undifferentiated state of things is glimpsed. And thus, it is encountered at the moment when one directly talks about the primordial phenomenon mixed with one’s corporeality for international readers.

To accede to Isozaki’s thought of this dimension requires the inhabitation of what Gayatri Spivak calls the languaged place—the place mixed with the prephenomenal lingual memory (Spivak [2010] 2022: 217)—because Isozaki also attends to this dimension in terms of the historically original experience of spatiality that is not reducible to global languages. When Isozaki proposes to grasp the dimension of darkness in terms of the ancient Japanese space–time notion Ma, what is at stake for him is the question of how one translates the original experience of spatiality that is definitive of Japan-ness into the international context. There is a distinction between the global sphere that translates all objects into general equivalents and the international context within which various experiences tied to languages are embraced. In this regard, Isozaki’s attempt to translate the Japanese spatial experience into the international context can be more understandable by way of referring to Spivak’s thought on the notion of translation as that which concerns “a sense of equivalence among languages.” When writing that “embracing another place as my creolized space, as in migration, may be a legitimation by reversal” (Spivak [2010] 2022: 218), she allows a question that addresses the heterogeneous nature of the Japanese experience of spatiality in that it can resonate with other places mixed with another languages. Yet, it necessitates the blurring of the borderline that secures the self-exclusive image of the uniqueness of the Japanese place.

For Isozaki, to speak of the original experience of Japanese spatiality with reference to Ma is to engage with the inquiry into “the deeper linguistic origins and later ramification of ma—how the notion had been grafted onto both time and space when these elemental Western concepts arrived in Japan in the mid-nineteenth century” (Isozaki 2006: 93). Isozaki recognizes that the experience of Japanese spatiality mixed with the prephenomenal concept of Ma cannot be translatable into any major Western language. However, Isozaki also thinks that the original sense of Ma cannot be understood by way of referring to the common notion of “in-between space” because the latter has been attained after the importation of Western ideas. As the importation of the notion of time and space necessitates the formation of new Japanese words, 間 was used as a component part of both 時間 and 空間. That is, Ma (間) corresponds to the second characters in the words time (時間) and space (空間) but the original sense of spatiality associated with the Japanese ancient word Ma is dissimulated. Indeed, Ma is often reconceptualized as “in between.” In this case, Ma is to be understood as a medium that connects different things and persons and integrates them into an organic whole.

Against this understanding, Isozaki pays attention to the gap or to the original Sanskrit meaning of “an original difference immanent in things” (Isozaki 2006: 95). As it is a gap, it does not connect things; rather, it suggests the profoundly ambiguous dimension of interstice that is glimpsed at the edge of the solid structure of things. And thus, Isozaki proposes the Ma as the gap in association with the moment of the destruction and dissociation in which the solid structure of the human construct is dissolved into ruins and rubble.

Moreover, that distinction allows us to define the notion of Ma as the liminal point at which one can attain the original experience of spatiality mixed with the ancient lingual memory. The Ma also designates for him a point at which one encounters the limit of the Western logic:

For Japanese modernists—and I include myself—it is impossible not to begin with Western concepts. That is to say, we all begin with a modicum of alienation, but derive a curious satisfaction—as if things were finally set in order—when Western logic is dismantled and returned to ancient Japanese phonemes.

(Isozaki 2006: 65)

For Isozaki, to attend to the moment of the revelation of Ma is to engage with the question concerning the possibility of attaining the category that is not strictly within the Western tradition of thought. As I argued, however, it does not come from traditional Japanese thought because we need to admit that the Japan-ness in Isozaki’s sense becomes a part of the international context. Of course, one could connect the dismantling of Western logic with the retrieval of the uniqueness of Japan that has been lost after the inception of Western logic in a way as to provoke the overcoming the Western logic that is essentially alien to Japanese life. Yet, to speak of the dismantling of Western logic does not necessarily mean the demise of the West. Rather, it means the revelation of the vast dimension that embraces other logics along with Western logic. Thus, if the notion of Ma mixed with the ancient Japanese sense would appear, it has nothing to do with the authenticity of the Japanese tradition. Rather, the dismantling of Western logic leads to the release of Japan-ness from the opposition between the West and the Japanese tradition and enables us to see the place in which one is immersed in terms of the heterogeneity of the international context. Moreover, it can be mixed with another experience of place, as an African American artist Theaster Gates showed us in his exhibition “Afro-mingei” in which he elucidated the possible commonness of African and Japan by way of mixing the legacies of the Japanese Mingei movement and the radical tradition of the “Black Is Beautiful” movement.

For years, the novel strand of theoretical and philosophical thoughts has been challenging us to theoretically examine the status of possible relationships among humans with reference to the question of the border. As Achille Mbembe argues, it is posed by the urgent question concerning the way “how we should inhabit anew and share as equitably as possible a planet whose life-support system has been so severely damaged by human activities and that is in dire need of repair” (Mbembe 2019: 5). It involves “various practices of partitioning space, of offshoring and fencing off wealth, of splintering territories, of fragmenting spaces, saddling them with various kinds of borders whose function is to decelerate movement, to stop it in some instances, for certain classes of populations, in order to manage risks” (Mbembe 2019: 9). That is, the borderline that divided the nation states is now replaced by another kind of border. How can we unsettle the imagery of the multiplying of novel borders that is in accord with the homogenizing effect of globalization? In my view, it requires a return to the place. Yet, this is done by focusing on the moment of the blurring of the uniqueness of the place that is revealed when the undifferentiated state of things is attained as the condition for embracing the dynamic heterogeneity of people. A radical practice of generating relationship among different groups of humans beyond borders would be held within the profoundly ambiguous nature of place associated with the image of darkness that defies the logic of control over the movement of bodies.

Attention to the dimension of darkness locates an original experience of Japanese spatiality in a planetary context that is inhabited and shared by different groups of humans. As it approaches the mythic dimension of depth, Isozaki’s thought allows us to think that the thought from the perspective of the experience of Japanese spatiality can contribute to the alteration of the international discourse concerning the place where humans are embraced. As Fredric Jameson suggests, Isozaki’s mythic category remains part of a utopian language (Jameson 2007). Yet, the utopianism in Isozaki’s sense is not tied to the utopian nature of city planning but is associated with the dimension of the undifferentiated time and space that is before the city. Our move toward such dimension resonates with the current awareness of the planetary dimension in that it is understood to be in a “species of alterity,” an otherness that cannot be derived from us.
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The Charisma of Mushrooms: Science as Adventure in Entangled Life

Satsuka Shiho

Introduction

Kneeling on the ground on a steep hill, Dr. K, an expert mushroom scientist, was carefully scratching the soil. Using the tip of a narrow planting knife and a dispensing spoon, he opened the ground little by little and looked into what was happening at the root of a transplanted red pine seedling. Occasionally, he uttered “ummm … ?,” “aaugh …, ” or “wow!” His research collaborators were standing in a circle around him. Although amused by watching Dr. K, they started to worry about the time. They had to catch a special rapid train to go back to their home provinces. One of the collaborators encouraged him to hurry up. Dr. K’s face turned red. He realized that he was absorbed in the microworld in the soil and forgot about the time. He made an excuse, “ichigo ichie desukara (because this is ichigo ichie, a once in a lifetime encounter).” His colleagues laughed because he used such a dramatic expression for observing the pine roots and fungus mycelium.

Ichigo ichie is a saying from the Japanese Way of Tea. It reminds both the host and guest of the tea ceremony that they should devote themselves entirely to enjoying the “here and now” of the encounter, as if it were the one and only chance of meeting with each other. It teaches the importance of treating one’s counterpart with wholehearted respect (Sen 1983). Although his team thought he was goofing, his utterance actually epitomized Dr. K’s experience—wholeheartedly attending to his encounter with the entangled roots of pines and matsutake. The encounter transported him from the temporal flow of mundane work to a world of wonder. Obviously, the entangled roots are animated beings for Dr. K. What does his encounter with the roots tell us about anima philosophica? That is, thinking life, or by extension, a way of thinking life?

It is striking that Dr. K’s work was part of a large government-funded research project on the “artificial cultivation” of matsutake mushrooms. “Artificial cultivation” can be an exemplary case of the modernist pursuit of economic profit by exploiting non-human organisms. How can wholehearted respect for plants and fungi be a part of human manipulations of fungal reproductive processes? At first glance, Dr. K’s attitude toward the fungus seems contradictory to his participation in an artificial cultivation project. To make sense of this seeming contradiction, it is tempting to interpret his practices as examples of “new animism.” The concept of animism has been re-evaluated since the 1990s in anthropology and religious studies in order to describe the close relationship between humans and non-humans (e.g., Bird-David 1999; Descola 2013; Harvey 2013; Ingold 2000; Viveiros de Castro 2004; Willerslev 2013). Many of the works in this genre argue that animistic worldviews complicate the dichotomy between human and non-human, or nature and culture. They see the potential in animism’s relational perspective to challenge human exceptionalism and explore an alternative to the modernist claim of disenchanted and mechanistic understandings of the world. With this framework, Dr. K’s relationship with fungi can be interpreted as a hybrid of modern science and new animism.

Yet, a closer look at his practices brings us to more dynamic relations than simply a hybridization of oppositional attitudes between animistic respect and modernist exploitation of non-human beings. Reflecting on the discussions about “new animism” with Dr. K, the concept of animism is instead puzzling. Dr. K was attracted to matsutake not because a fungus possesses a soul, a spirit, or agency. Rather, he was drawn to the encounters among diverse trajectories of life forces that are constantly happening in the soil and moving in many directions. His practices illustrate how the matsutake cultivates a sensibility in humans to attend to the events caused by the encounters between multiple beings and leads humans to open their senses to the dynamic, multidimensional world, which humans are also part of. The potential directions of “artificial cultivation” are constantly changing and contested as encounters are ceaselessly occurring and influencing the trajectory of events.

This chapter explores how the matsutake guides humans towards the dynamic multidimensional world by drawing insights from Japanese naturalist Minakata Kumagusu’s (1867–1941) idea of en—or an encounter of trajectories—which itself is generated by encounters between esoteric Buddhism and natural history. Minakata’s idea of en helps us to see multidimensional dynamics in Dr. K’s fascination with matsutake’s encounters. It reorients animism, or the discussion of anima, toward the attention to life’s entangled trajectories. It also addresses the possibility of opening up the concept of politics. The concept of en helps us to go beyond the conventional modernist model of human-centered representational politics and attend to the quotidian multispecies politis, which is constantly shaped and reshaped by the encounters of heterogeneous trajectories of various life forms.

New Animism?

The term “animism” was originally coined by the German physician Gerog Ernst Stahl (1659–1734) to express a vital force of life (Bork 2012; Josephson-Storm 2019). The term was introduced to anthropology by Edward Tylor (1832–1917) to describe “primitive” beliefs that located life or spirit in non-human beings. In Primitive Culture (1920 [1871]), Tylor explained two doctrines in animism: one concerning souls and the other spirits. He argued that animism sees souls in individual creatures, which continue to exist after the death of the body; animism also fosters belief in the existence of other spiritual beings, such as deities (1920 [1871]: 426). Tylor’s interest was to find the origin of religion, which he defined as “the belief in Spiritual Beings” (424). In the nineteenth-century evolutionary manner, he assumed that “religion” was a universal phenomenon1 and looked for its origin in the practices of non-European peoples who were imagined to be “primitive” by Europeans at that time. He argued that animistic belief in spirits evolved to polytheism and eventually advanced to monotheism as civilization progressed. While his evolutionary scheme and ethnocentric universalism have been much criticized by later anthropologists, Tylor’s work provided a foundation to anthropological studies of religion and offered vocabularies for debating how to interpret worldviews which seemed foreign to anthropologists.

As the debates on the significance of animism continued throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the notion of animism was also compared to similar concepts such as paganism, idolatry, fetishism, and totemism, and animism became the term to describe the general practice of locating spirits and animating forces in the natural world. Interestingly, although animism has been used to distinguish superstitions and animated belief systems of “primitive” societies from the claimed rationality of modern European civilization, the belief in spirits and animating forces has never been absent in European thoughts and practices. In fact, various forms of vitalism and spiritualism were developed in nineteenth-century Europe as critical responses to industrial modernization. Tylor himself was under the influence of Victorian-era spiritualism (Bird-David 1999; Josephson-Storm 2019; Stocking 1971). Josephson-Storm aptly points out that animism was “the underside of modernization theory itself,” which served for European and American thinkers “to chart an imagined opposition between a mystical or spiritual Orient and a material or technological Occident” (2019: 42–3).

Yet again, animism has gained renewed popularity since the late twentieth century in facing problems posed by the further advancement of capitalist industrialization and modernist thinking. In particular, anthropologists and scholars in related disciplines have been exploring the potential of animism in overcoming fundamental dichotomies that shape dominant worldviews, such as those between nature and culture, subject and object, human and non-human, and material and spiritual.

In her seminal work, Israeli anthropologist Nurit Bird-David argues that what was labeled as “animism” can be framed as “relational epistemology” (1999: 68). Based on her ethnographic research on the Nayaka, a hunter-gatherer group in South India, she argues that animism is not only about seeing souls and spirits in non-human beings but is also inseparable from relational knowledge-making practices about various beings in natural and social environments. Fundamental to this knowledge-making practice is the relational notion of personhood. In contrast to the modern European post-Enlightenment assumptions of the individual as an autonomous and independent entity, in this relational epistemology, a person is deeply connected to other human and non-human beings in a reciprocal web of relations. Extending Marylin Strathern’s famous insights on Melanesian personhood as relational “dividual,” as opposed to the Euro-American assumptions of the “individual,” Bird-David argues that a person is “a composite of relationships, a microcosm homologous to society at large” (Bird-David 1999: 72). In an animistic society, relational epistemology is maintained by rituals, social rules, conventions, and ethical requirements for its members. Yet, Bird-David points out that animistic epistemology is not limited to hunter-gatherers in non-Western societies and is also observable in some practices in modern Western industrial societies (the examples Bird-David provides include the relationship between ethologists and their study subjects as well as some Western environmentalists’ practices, especially deep ecology). She suggests that what distinguishes modern industrialized societies from animistic societies is the kind of knowledge that is authorized and institutionalized. In Western societies, animistic epistemology is present but not institutionalized; it is overshadowed by another epistemology, namely, secularized modern science. Following Bird-David’s provocation of reevaluating animism by unshackling it from the problems of the evolutionary framework, a number of scholars look for animistic practices in industrialized societies, especially in modern technoscience (e.g., Allison 2006; Harvey 2019; Jensen and Blok 2013; Richardson 2016).

Dr. K’s remark on his once-in-a-lifetime encounter with the fungus mycelium could be interpreted as an expression of animistic epistemology. Some would argue that animistic approaches to non-human beings are deeply rooted in Japanese science due to the influence of Shintō on Japanese epistemologies. However, whether the fungus has a soul or a spirit was not a matter of concern for Dr. K; nor did the existence of a soul or spirit of fungi matter to the many other matsutake scientists in Dr. K’s circle. These scientists respect the fungus not because they see a soul or a spirit in it, but because it is actively living on the earth just as humans are. Another mycologist, Dr. F, told me that what brought him to study mushrooms was his interest in humans. When he traveled to Okinawa as an undergraduate student, he was fascinated by a variety of colorful cultural expressions and lifeways that humans have conducted in the world. He thought about studying anthropology to learn more about cultural diversity. Then he had a second thought: He learned that there are still millions of unknown mushrooms in the world. When it came to the diversity of lifeways, he thought mushrooms might be better subjects for study. He said to me, “Humans and mushrooms are the same, but mushrooms are even better.” In the conceptualization of these scientists, the relational connection between the human and the fungus are foregrounded. The boundary between the human and the fungus might not be as rigid as it is often assumed in the dominant modernist hierchical perceptions of interspecies relations. But it does not mean that these scientists believe the fungus possesses a soul or a spirit.

Returning to the anthropological discussions on new animism with Dr. K and Dr. F, it is challenging to pinpoint the fundamental characteristics of animism. Is it to attribute souls or spirits to non-human beings, or to sense the continuity of life and the entangled relations between humans and non-humans? If what defines animism is to attribute souls or spirits to non-human beings, then Drs. K and F may not be animists. If asked, they might say they do not see a soul or a spirit in a fungus, at least in its usual state. But they might also say that as biologists, they do not see a soul or a spirit in a human either. However, if animism is a way to sense the primordial connectivity of life and treat fungi as fellow existences living on and in the earth, then scientists like Drs. K and F might be called animists. These scientists do not separate humans and fungi based on the criteria of whether they have souls or spirits, which are not a matter of concern for them. In their view, when an organism dies, whether it is a human, a fungus, or something else, the life of that particular organism is over. No spirit is left behind. The material body of an organism remains in the world for a certain period of time until it is dissolved and the decomposed substances are recycled to organize other forms of life. In this continuous process, human beings are inseparable from other beings. What is called “life,” or living activities of organisms, continues beyond the lifetime of each organism. In fact, fungi play an important role in this process of life’s continuation: fungi are the dissolvers and circulators of substances that compose a variety of life forms.

Yet, these scientists are not exclusively materialists. They do not believe that everything can be reduced to objective material explanations. They might admit to experiencing something that is beyond the physical and chemical reactions of substances. They would not consider “spirit” an inherent property of a mushroom, a human, or any other organism. But they would not deny that on some occasions, humans might feel something that cannot be fully explained by the immediate mechanistic causation of their interactions with mushrooms, trees, or other non-human beings. Certainly, they are drawn to the charisma of mushrooms.

As Ishii Miho incisively points out (comments to the author’s work, February 15, 2020), two possibly conflicting frameworks are conflated in much of the anthropological discussion of animism. One framework conceptualizes animism as a belief system that sees a soul or a spirit in non-human beings. Animism in this sense is an extension of humanity to the natural world, such as seeing an animal as a person or a mountain as a human. In this framework, possessing a soul or a spirit is assumed to be the condition of being human.2 The other is to consider animism as the recognition that humans and other beings are fundamentally connected by the movements or force called life. The source of what animates various beings is life, not a soul or a spirit. In the continuous process of birth, growth, death, dissolution, and rebirth, being a human is a temporal and contingent expression of life in a specific material form of organism called the human.

The latter point is somewhat similar to anthropologist Tim Ingold’s notion of “animic ontology” (2006: 11). Drawing insights from the ethnographic description of Native Americans, he states:

Animacy, then, is not a property of persons imaginatively projected onto the things with which they perceive themselves to be surrounded. Rather […] it is the dynamic, transformative potential of the entire field of relations within which beings of all kinds, more or less person-like or thing-like, continually and reciprocally bring one another into existence. The animacy of the lifeworld, in short, is not the result of an infusion of spirit into substance, or of agency into materiality, but is rather ontologically prior to their differentiation.

(Ingold 2006: 10)

In this ontology, life is not a property held inside an entity, but a constant “generation of being” and therefore, a world that is not “pre-ordained but incipient, forever on the verge of the actual” (Ingold 2006: 11–12).3

It is noteworthy that Ingold uses “animic” rather than “animistic.” In addition to his discussion on “the relational constitution of being,” he points out that what characterizes the animic ontology is “the primacy of movement” (Ingold 2006: 12). Rather than perceiving an organism as a discrete entity against the backdrop of environment “out there,” he argues that animic ontology does not assume the existence of a boundary separating an organism and its environment as two discrete domains prior to movement, but perceives the world as entangled trails of movement or growth. He argues that these trails themselves “make up the texture of the lifeworld” (Ingold 2006: 13). Rather than within the pre-existing set environment, organisms are constituted within this relational field of interwoven lines of movements.

Although this sounds resonant with Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s (1987) notion of the “rhizome,” Ingold suggests that the fungal mycelium provides a better image to describe the entangled world (Ingold 2006: 13). Compared to the rhizome, which reproduces the homogenous component of its own bodily part, with the mycelium we can imagine how “lines of growth issuing from multiple sources become comprehensively entangled with one another” (Ingold 2006: 13). The fungal mycelium allows us to see the world as composed of encounters of heterogeneous beings.

Building on Ingold, I would argue that a fungal mycelium is significant not only as a metaphor to express the movements and the entanglements that constitute the world, but also because of its role in the material world. In ecological sciences, fungi are considered to be “decomposers” in the ecosystem. Fungal mycelia play an integral role in circulating substances necessary to the continuation of life. By decomposing and circulating materials, fungal mycelia mediate the entangled relations among multitudes of beings in the world. As Fujihara Tatsushi (this volume) points out, the decomposer plays a significant part in animating things while their power of dealing with the circulation of life and death is often neglected or marginalized by a conventional understanding of the world outside the discipline of ecology. Yet, for those humans who became aware of fungi’s ability to mediate life—to incite the process of birth, growth, transformation, death, and rebirth—mushrooms appear with charismatic power. The charisma of mushrooms is particularly strong among those designated as “wild,” those species hard to cultivate artificially.

Artificial Cultivation?

The joint field research in the opening vignette was a part of the larger government-funded project on the artificial cultivation of the matsutake mushroom. In 2015, the research project on the “artificial cultivation” of “highly valued” mycorrhizal mushrooms was inaugurated with funding support from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF; Forest and Forest Product Research Institute 2020). The project was a collaboration among leading scientists from several universities and prefectural forestry research centers across the country who are known for their skills and achievements in inoculating matsutake fungus in pine seedlings and conditioning the forest ecological environment for the growth of matsutake mycelium.

Matsutake mushrooms are treasured as an autumn delicacy in Japan. However, the amount of matsutake harvested in the country has declined drastically since the 1960s. A mushroom is a fruiting body of fungus. In most of their lifetimes, fungi dwell in the soil in a thread-like form called mycelium. Matsutake is a mycorrhizal mushroom that requires a symbiotic relationship with its host trees, which in most parts of Japan is the red pine. The red pine is a “pioneer species” among trees. The pioneer species appears first in cleared spaces when the landscape is disturbed. The disturbance could occur naturally, such as by a landslide or a flood. It could also take place by human actions such as clearing the forest to build settlements. In open land, the sunshine is abundant as tall plants are removed and the soil is usually nutrient-poor because the duff is cleared. The red pine thrives in this condition. In order to extend its roots into the nutrient-poor soil, it has developed a specific partnership with microorganisms in the soil, in particular, the matsutake fungus. Matsutake has enzymes that dissolve minerals in the soil and passes them to the red pine. In turn, red pines give matsutake carbohydrates. They do this exchange through mycorrhiza, the specific entangled root form in which the fungus penetrates the plant root just to the right depth and jointly creates a net-like form.

Over millennia, humans have gradually built settlements by clearing space in the primary, or natural growth, forest. Along the way, “secondary forests”—the forest area consisting of regrown trees after humans opened space in the forest—have been expanded near these human settlements. Humans have used the trees in these nearby forests for building materials, firewood, and other purposes necessary for building their own habitat. As their lives were heavily dependent on these tree species, humans in many communities have developed local rules to maintain and renew these forests. These human activities have created habitats for matsutake. From this perspective, Ogawa Makoto, a pioneering matsutake scientist, suggests that matsutake could be described as “unintentionally cultivated” by humans (Ogawa 1978: 20). Although the matsutake is often labeled as a “wild” mushroom, it indicates how humans have been a part of the entanglements of various trajectories of life, including plants, fungi, soil, and other beings which compose the satoyama landscape.4

The situation has changed since the 1960s. Due to rapid industrialization, the matsutake has lost its habitat. A large number of human beings migrated from rural agricultural areas to urban and semi-urban industrial centers. The populations that remained in rural communities have been aging and decreasing in number. Many of the red pine forests are not maintained anymore. Critics argue the “fuel revolution” of the 1950s accelerated the process. The source of household fuel has shifted from firewood to imported fossil fuels. In particular, with the introduction of propane gas in rural communities, the use of forests for collecting firewood and making charcoal has declined (e.g., Arioka 1997; Saito and Mitsumata 2008). Furthermore, as chemical fertilizer was introduced, people stopped collecting duff from the forest ground. The increase of cheap timber imports has further deterred people from engaging with the forest. The forest became too shaded and the soil turned too nutrient-rich for red pine and matsutake to thrive. Meanwhile, pine wilt disease has also spread. The disease has heavily impacted pine forests, accelerated by the recent climate change. Although roughly two-thirds of the land in the Japanese archipelago is covered by forests, increasing areas of these forests are not maintained properly. As healthy red pine forests have disappeared, matsutake harvests have declined. The price of matsutake has skyrocketed since the 1980s. At the turn of the twenty-first century, it is considered one of the most expensive mushrooms in the world (Alexander et al. 2002).

Although humans have tried to propagate matsutake for a long time, it is difficult to reproduce mycorrhizal mushrooms. Although it is understood that mycorrhizal mushrooms live in symbiosis with living host plants, the details of their symbiosis are still unknown to humans. Unlike saprobic fungi, which grow on decaying organic matter, it is difficult to create a simulated habitat for mycorrhizal fungi. As a result, mycorrhizal mushrooms such as truffles, chanterelles, and porcini have high price tags in the market.

Still, people have tried a variety of techniques to enhance the production of mushroom yields for over a century. The academic research on matsutake cultivation began in the late 1940s when Dr. Hamada Minoru, considered to be “a father of modern matsutake science,” was appointed to the applied plant research laboratory at Kyoto University. Meanwhile, farmers and foresters have tested out a variety of their own homemade techniques and equipment. As the decline of agriculture and forestry became a national concern, concerted efforts have been made among scientists, prefectural governments, and local harvesters. Matsutake’s high price pitched hopes of future revenue to farmers, the revitalization of agricultural communities, and levelling the severe income disparity between rural and urban areas.

At the time when the MAFF-sponsored project started in 2015, there was only one published report which claimed a matsutake mushroom was produced by an experiment. The experiment was conducted by the Hiroshima Prefecture Forestry Experiment Station during the 1970s and 80s with the help of Dr. Hamada and Dr. Ogawa (Kareki and Kawakami 1985). In that experiment, matsutake fungus was inoculated onto 4-year-old red pine seedlings by leaving the seedlings in an existing mycelium mat (shiro) for two years. Then, the inoculated seedlings were transplanted into a red pine forest which had not produced matsutake prior to the experiment. Two years after the transplant, the matsutake fungus was infected to the existing mature red pines in the forest—presumably from the transplanted young seedlings—and a mycelium mat had formed. Finally, in the sixth year since the transplant, one mushroom fruited. The report argues that this experiment proves that the artificial production of shiro is possible by transplanting a matsutake-inoculated pine seedling into a mature forest (Kareki and Kawakami 1985). Since this study, no other production of matsutake had been reported for over thirty years.5 By the start of the MAFF project, neither this research team nor any other researchers had reported the successful reproduction of this method. In order to prove that a mushroom was produced by an experiment, it is necessary to perform an identification test. With the technological advancement of DNA sequencing, some scientists thought that the time was ripe to test the DNA of the mycelium used for inoculation and to “scientifically” prove the reproductivity and effectiveness of this method. Meanwhile, scientists have been conducting numerous experiments to uncover the mechanism of pine–matsutake symbiosis. Also, the method of making matsutake-inoculated pine seedlings has been improved. The advancement of cultivation methods of other mycorrhizal fungi across the world, such as the emergence of truffle orchards in Europe and the United States, also stimulated the matsutake cultivation research.

En: Encounter as Event

Dr. K’s task in the joint field experiment was to pick small pieces of mycorrhiza—entangled pine roots and matsutake fungus mycelia—and place them in plastic test tubes to be DNA sequenced by one of his collaborators. Presumably, from the seedlings transplanted a few years ago, the inoculated matsutake fungus might have grown and infected the existing older pines to form a mycelium mat. If the DNA of the inoculated matsutake fungus was detected from the developing mycelium mat, then they could prove the effectiveness of their experiment of “artificial” fungus inoculation and expansion of mycelium mat by this method. During a break, Dr. K excitedly explained to his collaborators what he was observing. He jubilantly said, “This is an event for a matsutake!”6 I wondered what made Dr. K so excited. What did he mean by “an event” for a matsutake?

Dr. K explained that the roots of the transplanted pine reached down to the old mycelium, which was almost dying at the time they transplanted the seedlings. Now, two years after the transplant, the old mycelium seemed to be alive and healthier. What he observed was a sign that the dying old mycelium might be revived by encountering newly introduced matsutake-infected pine roots. It means the transplanted roots did not simply colonize the land by homogeneously extending its reach as originally expected. The team might be assisting to reactivate of a community of mycelia and other beings in the soil environment. By extension, this experiment might be the first step to revitalize the entirety of dynamics in the soil and eventually transform an inactive barren landscape into a vibrant forest of entangled life. In other words, attempts at artificial cultivation are more than reproducing an individual organism in a self-contained manner, but are attending to the traces of encounters of organisms in the dynamic world in the soil.

An encounter is an event. Dr. K’s astonishment at the matsutake’s encounter resonates with the aspiration of Minakata Kumagusu (1867–1941) to develop a theory of en, an intersection of trajectories. Minakata was a quintessentially unique thinker and fieldworker whose breadth of knowledge and interest was uncontainable within the modern categorization of disciplines (see Karasawa in this volume). In the realm of biology, although he is known for his extensive study of slime molds, he also devoted his passion to mushrooms. Minakata’s dynamic thinking itself embodies the encounter of different intellectual genealogies, namely esoteric Shingon Buddhism and modern Western science. He was born one year before the Meiji Restoration and lived when modern Western science had been vigorously introduced and began to be institutionalized in Japan. Against the European and American colonial expansion in the Asia Pacific region, Japanese elites were under strong pressure to establish the country as an independent nation state. Massive efforts had been made to prove that the country fit within the criteria of the European model of a sovereign polity by adapting Western knowledge and technology so that this newly rising Asian country could stand in parity with European and American imperial powers.

Minakata attended a preparatory school for the Tokyo Imperial University, but he dropped out and pursued his independent studies in the United States and England for over a decade. He had an extraordinary talent for learning foreign languages and published natural history and anthropological articles in English journals, including Nature. After returning to his hometown in Wakayama Prefecture, he spent three years of secluded life wandering in the forest in Nachi and collecting and studying a variety of plants, insects, slime molds, mushrooms, and lichens. It was during this time that Minakata developed his “mandala,” a multidimensional model of the dynamics of the world (see Karasawa 2015; Nakazawa 2006; Tsurumi 1981).

Minakata was fascinated by Western science, especially natural history and anthropology. He thought Western science made great achievements in understanding the world of material things, but he also detected its limitations. It was the time that in Western science, the dominant explanation of life began to depart from vitalism and move toward framing organisms within a mechanical framework. In his letter to his friend Toki Hōryū, a monk in Shingon Buddhism, he wrote that whereas science has advantages in accumulating information by dividing the world into parts, as well as demonstrating and ordering the accumulated knowledge by the logic of cause and effect, it did not help him understand how things happened in the world. Minakata proposed to focus on en to understand how the world is composed of complex relationships (Minakata 1903 in Nakazawa 1991). As Karasawa Taisuke points out, Minakata “had an intuitive feeling that en had a new way to overcome the natural science at that time” (Karasawa, this volume).

Minakata explained that en happens when one causal event is progressing to produce an effect and another causal process accidentally interacts with the trajectory of that event (Minakata 1903 in Nakazawa 1991: 340). Sometimes, the encounter might not cause notable changes in the trajectories of these processes. Yet, at other times, the encounter might cause a significant change to the trajectory of each movement, from which arise new events. An event is the name for what is happening at the nodal point of intersecting trajectories of movements. Although events are continuously happening and creating the dynamics of the world, humans might not be aware of each of these countless encounters happening ceaselessly at any moment in many dimensions of the world. The events happening by en are hard to objectify by human consciousness (Minakata 1903 in Nakazawa 1991: 340–1).7 However, humans are able to sense these events and trace the trajectories by their “tact” of intuition (see Karasawa in this volume; Jensen, Ishii, and Swift 2016) because humans are also a part of these dynamics. As Nakazawa Shinichi points out, Minakata was attracted to slime molds and fungi because the activities of these shapeshifting organisms could guide him in capturing the movement of the forces of life, continuously on their way to becoming in a perpetual process of metamorphoses caused by en, or encounters (2006: 284).

In a similar way, Dr. K was excited when he happened to witness a matsutake event: the mycelium’s encounter with another strain. He observed that the mycelia’s encounter might possibly change the course of its action from the expected trajectory of the homogeneous expansion of a transplanted strain to the unexpected happening that activates lively interactions among other beings in the soil.

The difference between the expansion of one transplanted strain of mycelium and the encounters among different strains might seem subtle. However, it would bring divergent meanings to the “artificial cultivation” project. Artificial cultivation could be a new technology for exploiting the fungus’ reproductive capability for humans’ interest in capitalist profit-making. Or, it could be a method for mending the wounded relationship or “meshwork” (Ingold 2006) among fungi, pines, and humans that were mutually cultivated over a millennia to live together. In an approach favoring maximizing profit, the project would construct an automated and closed system of exchange. In this closed system, the outcome of the exchange would be predetermined and the roles of the trees and fungus fixed in one dimension. Their movements would be controlled and aligned in order to produce an end product. In this system, the role of the fungus is fixed as a decomposer. The fungus, as the decomposer, would pass the minerals to the pines and, in return receive carbohydrates produced by the pine. By digesting the carbohydrates, the fungus grows and produces mushrooms to be taken and consumed by humans. There is a reciprocal relationship here between the pine and matsutake, but one which is unidirectionally exploited by humans to produce the fruiting mushroom for human consumption. Plants and fungi are “resources” to fuel this system. In contrast, in a reparative relational approach guided by en, the project of artificially cultivating matsutake is multidimensional. The roles of the actors are mutual and shifting. It does not assume the human’s role only as an end consumer who enjoys the final products that other actors have labored to produce. Instead, humans act as decomposers for matsutake by removing other organisms and their remains from the pine forest ground so that matsutake thrives as a privileged consumer of the carbohydrates produced by pines. For the pines, humans could also act as decomposers by removing deciduous trees, which might start occupying and dominating the forest. Historically, humans have used those removed organisms by composting them for food production, burning them for fuel, or using them to build their dwelling space. In this sense, it is the collaboration of the red pine and matsutake which cultivates human practices to make a suitable environment for plants and fungi. In this multidimensional relationship, the reciprocity of exchange cannot be guaranteed as these relations are shaped by the trajectories of multiple beings and the countless chance encounters of these trajectories.

Whether and how to use tact when attending to the multispecies encounter is a quotidian practice for scientists. Yet, it matters a great deal in shaping the multispecies politics. It is because how the scientist responds to the encounter changes the course of future trajectories of the “artificial cultivation” project. It can mobilize the industrial agriculture procedure of human exploitation of other species. However, it can also help build the alternative landscape formation by exploring a method for curing the wounded multispecies relationship.

Conclusion

It was a half-joke when Dr. K uttered ichigo ichie to excuse his forgetting of the time. Yet, the phrase also epitomizes how matsutake had cultivated in him a tact to sense events happening in the forest ground. Minakata offers an insight that the world is composed of numerous en that are happening at any moment as various beings are ceaselessly moving and intersecting their trajectories. En brought our attention to the series of encounters constantly happening in our everyday lives to shape the world regardless of whether the encounter is recognized by human consciousness. In this sense, to live is to continuously experience multiple encounters and attend to the crossroads that emerge at the intersected trajectories. At this constantly emerging intersection, each actor is tactically responding to the situation and consciously or unconsciously making a choice at the crossroads about the direction to move. These mundane conscious and unconscious choices affect the trajectories of the various beings involved and the relationality formed by these encounters. Although these choices and actions seem to be minute, the accumulation of these quotidian practices makes a significant difference in shaping our environment and how we live in the world. In the case of the matsutake “artificial cultivation” project, Dr. K and other team members are constantly at a crossroads of being incorporated into the scientific translation circle of exploitative manipulation of the fungus’ reproductive ability or that of multispecies collaboration for curing the vitality of the forest. The scientists virtually belong to the multiple possible translation circuits from which scientific knowledge and facts can be made. The way the scientists tactically respond to the encounter of en shifts the course of translation and consequently changes how the knowledge and the facts are actualized. The kind of politics operating here is not based on the set identity which is already attributed to an actor prior to the response the actor makes. The role of the actor can shift depending on which trajectory the actor’s practice might take. As the role of the actor shifts depending on how the actor responds, it matters what kind of tactical response an actor might take in the event of an encounter. This multispecies politics is about how and what kind of relations the human makes with other beings. At the core of this multispecies politics is the quotidian practice of how to tactially respond to the en, the continuous happening of encounters which constantly shape and reshape the relationality in which we live. As I have discussed elsewhere (Satsuka 2019), the charisma of matsutake might lead humans to sense that this kind of quotidian politics is happening at every moment in nodal points of encounters that are generating the world.

“Artificial cultivation” research still has a long way to go. Scientists continue struggling to find a way to produce active mycelium mats which can produce fruiting bodies. Currently, there are multiple directions that the project could move toward as a nodal point in which the trajectories of multitudes of actors intersect. Artificial cultivation can potentially direct the latest version of human exploitation toward microbial productive power; or, instead, it can move humans towards an exploration of cohabitation among multiple species conditioned by continuous encounters and events.
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Waves Breaking, Palanquins Creaking: Crafting a Temporality of Life on the Edge of the Surf

Kimura Shuhei

I vividly remember a TV news story I watched on the third day of the “March 11” disaster in 2011. It brought to viewers outside the tsunami-stricken areas the voices of an old couple just rescued from a damaged, skeletal hotel near the harbor of Ōfunato, a town in Kesen with a population of forty thousand.1 I thought this was another heartbreaking story of a tragic disaster.

In response to the on-site reporter’s question, the husband said, “We are okay,” with a firm tone. He continued with a smile, “We lived through [the hardship] at the time of the [1960] Chilean Tsunami too …. No problem. Let’s rebuild.”2 His words sounded, honestly speaking, untimely. Disconcerted by this unexpected response, the reporter asked, “But … you felt uneasy until getting rescued, didn’t you?” He laughed and replied, “Now is not the time to say such a thing, you know. Don’t worry about us.” His wife followed him in a calm voice, “Let’s rebuild again.” Soon after, they went out of frame into the sea of debris, leaving the reporter, TV presenter in Tokyo, and viewers bewildered.

The bewilderment we felt then might not make sense to current readers. It happened only three days after the magnitude-9 earthquake and massive tsunamis hit Japan. Thus, the country was still in the midst of a great disaster. A complete picture of the disaster had not yet been revealed. The reported death toll continued to increase hourly, and no one knew what to expect. While urging people to stay vigilant of the aftershocks, radio and television outlets broadcasted the tense situation at the TEPCO Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station: the “triple disaster” was ongoing. Obviously, it was too early to take the couple’s words seriously.

I expect there is probably no tangible debris before the readers. However, are you assured that you are in a normal, non-crisis period? Suggesting that we are living in the ruin of the Anthropocene, authors from different disciplines call us to explore the “arts of living on a damaged planet” (Tsing et al. 2017). This chapter attempts to achieve this goal. Inspired by the couple’s untimely words, I will follow the people of Kesen, survivors of multiple tsunamis.

Kesen is an area on the northeastern Pacific coast of Japan with small towns and villages. Being far from the country’s center, it has been marginalized in the modern history of Japan. As part of the causes and results of its marginality, Kesen is vulnerable to hazards such as earthquakes, tsunamis, cold weather, and famine. According to folklorist Kawashima (2017), locals say that those living in Kesen are destined to be caught in tsunamis, not just once, but twice in their lifetimes. In this sense, the recurring cycles from damage to recovery from disasters are a fact of life in Kesen. Thus, the old couple might be able to create, I would say, a unique temporality (untimeliness) to revitalize themselves by associating the current devastation with those before and the 50-year-old rebuilding.

Hence, tsunami survivors attempt to (re)create a distinctive temporality of life by harnessing different rhythms running through Kesen’s landscape. As I evince below, these are the rhythms of life of diverse beings in Kesen, both human and non-human. Threatened by unexpected disturbances, the Kesen people have been engaged in orchestrating them to sustain and enhance their lives. From fishing to mining and disaster preparedness to infection control, they have developed an understanding of the habits of other beings and have shaped their lives accordingly. Historically, their struggles have not always been fruitful; however, they have practiced the “art” to engender vitality by joining storylines that embody different rhythms. In this chapter, I try to retell their “art” as an ethnographic story (cf. Kimura and Inose 2019) to hopefully help us live through the present crisis.

Rhythms of Kesen

First, I will briefly illustrate the landscape of Kesen, focusing on the rhythms of more-than-humans. Kesen is famous for its complex sea and land coastline, with rich flora and fauna. The people in Kesen sense multiple rhythms in their landscapes. The first is the rhythm of the living beings surrounding them. From rice to chestnuts and from bonito to deer, diverse animals, plants, fish, and other organisms are nurtured on land and at sea in Kesen. Each species has a life cycle, and people have shaped their lives according to these cycles. They have accumulated knowledge and created techniques, from domestication to calendars, to live in tune with others’ rhythms.

The rhythms of ocean currents and atmospheric circulation are no less important but have longer cycles than biotic ones. Two major ocean currents meet off the coast of Kesen. One is Kuroshio (black current), which moves northward from Taiwan along the Pacific coast of the islands of Japan. The other is Oyashio (parent current), which flows southwest along the Kuril Islands and moves southward off the coast of Japan. Through complex interactions with atmospheric circulation, these currents have created a rich natural environment, making this area one of the world’s best fishing grounds.

These rhythms are referred to as geological rhythms, which have much longer periods and are less sensitive. The Pacific Plate subducts under the North American Plate off the Pacific coast of Japan. Over hundreds of millions of years, this extraordinarily slow, steady but compressing movement of tectonic plates has formed the region’s varied landscape. Although it produces deposits of iron, gold, and other mineral resources on the ground, it also causes earthquakes and tsunamis. After the last ice age, the sea level rose, and land valleys were submerged in Kesen, shaping the coasts. While the calm waters of small bays and coves at normal times are ideal for seaweed, fish, and shellfish, the complex topography of headlands and inlets increases the height of tsunamis.

Over tens of thousands of years, attracted by the natural riches and products of geological and oceanic activities, humans arrived in Kesen in waves and settled there (cf. Kohn 2013). Kesen was, or still is in a sense, a frontier. People have made their living exploiting other beings. Villages became towns, and transportation networks, land and maritime, connected them. Although in a small scale, forestry, mining, salt production, seafood processing, and other industries, if small, have also developed. Strangers were drawn to the area for work and food. “After the tsunami [empties seaside villages], they are soon filled with travelers,” the fieldworker Yamaguchi Yaichiro (2011 [1943]) writes. Here, travelers refer to migrant workers. They were attracted to Kesen believing that the sea would offer large amounts of fish to earn a livelihood. They often came accompanied by products, knowledge, religious beliefs, or even microbes and viruses unfamiliar to Kesen, which when incorporated disrupt the existing rhythms and gradually reshape the landscape. The word Yamaguchi cites suggests the high mobility and heterogeneity of humans and non-humans, as well as the risk of tsunamis in Kesen.

Interactions between different rhythms surprise people, sometimes leading them to abduct (in Pierce’s sense) the existence of spiritual beings (cf. Gell 1998). Reflecting on their lives in the sport of the sea, fishers sense personhood, or often godhood, in the sea. The sea has “her” intentions, affections, and rhythms, not fully known to humans. If the locals make her angry, the sea will bring a poor catch or worse, an accident. Thus, they committed to maintaining a good relationship with her by observing her face and behaving in a way that did not contradict her feelings. With their deep respect for her, they accept everything they catch—not only fish, but also stones or even dead bodies—as the sea’s gift. They often enshrine the stones they find in their fishing nets. They take good care of dead bodies they find in the sea, calling them hotoke-sama (Buddha).3 Likewise, they pray to the goddesses of the mountain, perform rituals to funadama (the spirit of the boat), and enshrine the spirits of the fish they catch.

Needless to say, multiple rhythms may not always be harmonious. For their lives, people listen to them and care about their relationships with them. Disasters, wars, infections, and modernization disturb the relationships, sometimes irreversibly, and make recovery arduous. However, simultaneously, they open opportunities for new temporalities to emerge.

Suspended Cycle

What filled the emptied beaches after the tsunami on March 11?4 Travelers (as Yamaguchi wrote) or volunteers (as after the 1995 Kobe Earthquake)? This time, it was dances. One day in June 2011, a group of men in a fishing village in Kesen quietly performed shishi odori (a dance mimicking a greatly horned deer) in the middle of the debris. Although they could not arrange appropriate costumes and deer horns, they were urged to dance for the 100th-day memorial service for those who lost their lives to the tsunami.5 The domestic mass media widely covered news of survivors committing themselves to the resumption of traditional performing arts and festivals, even ahead of the rebuilding of livelihoods. Shishi odori has been widely performed in Tōhoku for centuries. The origin of the dance is no longer certain. It may be a service for the spirits of wildlife, human ancestors, or both. No matter what it was, it is now not only for the dead but also for survivors. It is, I believe, an inherited apparatus for them to mourn what is lost, find some sense of closure, and restart their lives (cf. Kimura 2014); in other words, an apparatus to recover the temporality of their lives.

However, it does not always function properly. In August of the same year, when people tried to perform the Nembutsu Swordplay for the Bon festival6 at the houses of bereaved families, some temporary housing districts denied their entry, saying that some needed more time to face extraordinary losses.

Temporality matters here. Kawashima (2011) interprets the survivors’ struggle to resurge traditional performing arts and festivals as their efforts to restore their shared cyclic temporality. Without dances and festivals, time does not flow normally. In this sense, they are a vital infrastructure in their social lives (Ueda 2013). However, visible restoration efforts sometimes interfere with more modest efforts with different rhythms. Like ocean waves, rhythms amplify and interfere with each other at certain times.

Maehama (pseudonym) is a fishing village in Kesen. It became a part of Ōfunato City after the merger of the municipalities in 2001. Similar to other communities in Kesen, Maehama organizes gonen-sai (a large festival with a five-year cycle). However, whereas other gonen-sai are festivals of the main Shinto shrine in the community, Maehama’s is a joint festival of two shrines: here I call them the Village shrine and the Mountain shrine. The sacred palanquins (mikoshi) from both shrines parade through the village together. People in Maehama simply call this festival “Omatsuri” (The Festival) with pride, insisting that it is authentic and different from its neighboring analogs, “our palanquins move spontaneously beyond the control of the bearers.” The bearers of the palanquins, purified by priests, wear white and bear them solemnly, not uttering a single word. Yet surprisingly, they claim, the palanquins often make them stagger, forcing them to jump into the field and step back frantically. Seeing a rampaging palanquin, people say, “mikoshi ga gijimu” (the palanquin creaks). This creaking is said to be an index of the authenticity of the deities of their shrines.

Ever since I started visiting Maehama after the tsunami, they repeatedly said “Omatsuri is the best of times.” Everyone in Maehama would take part as bearers of the palanquins or hamlet floats, or members of the hamlet teodori (female dance), male lion dance, or sasara (child dance) team. In the months leading up to Omatsuri, people proceed with preparations carefully, practice their dances thoroughly, and then go about their day. Relatives and friends living outside of Maehama gather to see it. With Omatsuri, people mark the passage of five years to maintain shared cyclic temporality.

While Omatsuri creates a local rhythm, the deities that make the palanquins creak are presumed to be hybrids. Before the Meiji period, the two shrines were closely linked to Shugendō, a historic syncretic religion of Shinto, Buddhism, and other local folk-religious practices. The lion head, used in lion dances, is commonly explained as a manifestation of a Buddha in the form of gongen (Shinto god). As I argue later, this authentic and hybrid mode of existence of deities reflects the multilayered history of Kesen, providing leads to people such as the old couple mentioned in the beginning to create their own temporality.

In fact, in 2011, Omatsuri was, on account of some local friction, in danger of going toward its end, even before the tsunami. Managing to mediate this, people were preparing for Omatsuri when the tsunami hit. They had to cancel it, hoping that the next Omatsuri in 2016 would be a significant waypoint in their struggle to return to normal. I will return to the 2016 Omatsuri toward the end of the chapter, but now I want to present another story with a different rhythm over the interrupted cycle of Omatsuri.

Haunted Landscape

Maehama is a village with a population of three thousand. Because of its poor accessibility, some people denigrate it as “inaka no inaka (the frontier of frontiers).” It consists of eleven hamlets, each of which has its own social institutions, patterned livelihoods, cultural events, performing arts, temples, and shrines. Most of the three inland hamlets are fishing hamlets. Although fixed nets for tuna and bonito fishing were the major operations until several decades ago, people now focus on aquaculture, such as brown seaweed or scallops. The success of Japan’s fishery industry after World War II brought prosperity to this remote village. However, it gradually declined. When the tsunami in 2011 destroyed the village and took approximately thirty lives, Maehama was already suffering from depopulation and aging of the fishing industry.

About a year after the tsunami, I encountered a bizarre banner at a kōminkan (community hall) of one of the hamlets. It read: “Now is the time to rise with the spirit of Emishi in the track of our hero Aterui!” It struck me again because of its untimeliness. After the tsunami, phrases such as “Hang in there Japan!” and “Never give up Tōhoku!” were repeated and circulated throughout Japan in the face of “national disaster.” Emishi is the name of an ancient indigenous group in Japan that is apparently related to the Ainu. Historical records suggest that they lived in northeastern Japan (today’s Tōhoku, including Kesen) and were conquered by the Yamato Dynasty from the eventh to twelfth centuries. Aterui was the name of a great chief of Emishi in the eighth century, and his defeat—he was captured, taken away to Kyoto, and finally killed—pushed the long history of the assimilation of Emishi into Japan, which was also the case for the marginalization of Tōhoku.

Against the prevailing nationalistic mood, the return of Emishi’s spirit that the banner reminded me of was, I felt, undermining the base of the modern Japanese nation (cf. Ivy 1995). Do the people I encountered in Kesen remember Aterui’s tragedy and have they been waiting quietly for a time of resurgence for centuries? If this is the case, the disaster they were facing was not caused by the tsunami in 2011; it has a 1200-year history (cf. Oliver-Smith 1999). The banner almost remade my view of Maehama’s landscape, which latently echoed the cries of sufferers for a very long period, much longer than the old couple scaled.

Yet the story also contained different rhythms that I had not expected (again). One day, Taka-san, one of my interlocutors in downtown Ōfunato and a restaurant owner in his early forties, passed me a dirty pamphlet that he found in his damaged house. The pamphlet, published ten years before the tsunami, unfolds three (hi)stories. First, it introduced the half-imaginary history of gold and Emishi in Kesen. It is known that gold from Kesen was used to gild the Great Buddha of Nara built in the eighth century, and then the golden hall of Chūsonji Temple, Hiraizumi, in the twelfth century. Because Emishi possessed the gold mines in Kesen, the pamphlet suggested that Yamato invaded and subjugated Emishi to usurp gold. It further elaborated that the reputation of the region’s gold became known in China, and Italian merchant traveler Marco Polo referred to it in his travelogue (published circa 1300) as Zipangu, the land of gold, which encouraged transatlantic sailings, finally bringing Spanish explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno to this area in 1613. In short, the pamphlet recasted the marginalized image of Kesen, the land of Emishi, whose gold made the world go around.

This romantic (hi)story of gold was written by Yamaura Harutsugu, a doctor and local intellectual (cf. Yamaura 1991). He was born in Tokyo in 1940 and grew up in Kesen. After graduating from the Tohoku University School of Medicine in 1966, he worked as an assistant professor at the same university. He then started working on the dialect of Kesen, which locals often sense as a sign of rurality or marginality etched in their bodies. After returning to Ōfunato and opening his clinic in 1986, he gave the dialect a new name, “Kesengo” (Kesen language), to suggest the uniqueness of Kesen. As a proponent and a devout Catholic,7 he translated the Bible from Greek to Kesenese and presented it to Pope John Paul II. His retelling of Kesen’s history must have had the same goal as that of the Kesenese: revitalizing the pride of the locals.

The second (hi)story is Taka-san’s sempai’s (senior) struggle and victory. About twenty years before the March 11 tsunami, energized by Yamaura’s story, young people in Ōfunato attempted to invigorate the town by capitalizing on the history of gold. They then heard about the plans of the descendants of Christopher Columbus to come to Japan on a replica of his ship in 1992 on the 500th anniversary of his journey. They rushed to Tokyo and negotiated with the event’s organizers to welcome the sailboat to Ōfunato. Their wish finally came true. Santa Maria’s arrival in Ōfunato has been repeatedly mentioned as a success in the town’s revitalization efforts.

Last but not least, the pamphlet survived the historical tsunami of March 11. When he found it in his house as one of the few things that had not been ruined, Taka-san thought that he should pass down a record of the survival of his town to future generations.

Taka-san’s pamphlet thus implies that “the spirit of Emishi” might have been amplified by local revitalization projects. From the invasion of the Yamato Dynasty to major tsunamis and marginalization in the modern age, there are traces of repeated and overlapping disasters in Kesen’s landscape. Utilizing them, people in Kesen have attempted to create a (hi)story with a unique rhythm to replicate successes of the past and escape present or future destruction.

Trapped in Fukkou

Taka-san was born in downtown Ōfunato in 1970, as the eldest son of a white-collar family. In his boyhood, the town seemed to have recovered from the Chilean earthquake tsunami of 1960. Fishery and related industries boomed, and the downtown area became lively. However, after he left the town to go to university, the so-called “bubble economy” burst.

Living in a metropolitan area for university, he felt like a stranger. To him, the fact that he was from Ōfunato, or more broadly Tōhoku, was like a stigma. He attempted to conceal his Kesen accent and the name of his hometown from his friends. Yet, simultaneously, he knew he was inseparable from them; as the eldest son, he was expected to return to his hometown.

During the ten years of his studies and work outside the town, the decline of Ōfunato became clear. Thinking that he had to join the efforts to revitalize it, he returned to Ōfunato and opened a bar. “When I returned, I found there were few gathering places for youth and couples, so I made one,” he told me later. As a person who experienced life outside the town, like Yamaguchi’s traveler, his mission was to introduce urban culture into Ōfunato. He subsequently opened an ethnic food restaurant, wishing to support the youngsters of Ōfunato going out of town to study or work, to have pride in Ōfunato and not a sense of inferiority. Following Columbus’s replica ship story ten years earlier, Taka-san launched an annual yacht race and rock music festival with his friends. However, then the tsunami washed away his house, bar, restaurant, and efforts to revitalize the town.

Yet, he had no time to be depressed. After obtaining the official certification for disaster victimhood,8 he began to move forward. Employing friends who had lost their jobs, he reopened his restaurant in an inland district of Ōfunato, sold lunch boxes to reconstruction workers, and welcomed those from outside the town. Three months after the disaster, I first met Taka-san. A group of local business owners gathered to share information and discuss the revitalization of their businesses and Ōfunato. Taka-san was there, squeezing his wrestler-like body into a chair in front of several seniors. The meeting ended late that night. Taka-san offered me, a traveler, a hot meal at his place, one of the few restaurants open until late in Ōfunato after the tsunami.

A peculiar rhythm reverberated throughout the town. I call this the rhythm of fukkou. Fukkou is generally translated as “reconstruction after a severe event.” Yet, the translation does not always go smoothly (cf. Satsuka 2015). Fukkou is a symbolic word with multilayered meanings; it is simultaneously a social phase lasting for years after a disaster occurs, legal procedure, cultural concept, and research subject.

The current official procedure for fukkou was established in the early twentieth century, after repeated city fires and the 1923 Great Kanto Earthquake. From the governmental perspective, it is a procedure related to the lands “cleared” by disasters,9 apart from the support programs for the survivors. First, the central government prevents citizens from rebuilding affected areas, whether the land is owned publicly or privately. Under the direction of the central government, local municipalities draft a reconstruction plan for affected areas. Based on this, municipalities readjust the plots and change the land use, aiming to invite commerce and industry to increase tax revenue from the land increases. Then in line with the plan, they repair public infrastructure and permit construction in these areas. This procedure is typically prepared as a ten-year plan with multiple phases, which temporally conditions all efforts for rebuilding in the affected areas.

Although this civil-engineering-centered procedure might look effective, it often leaves hisaisha (disaster survivors) behind, causing problems such as gentrification. Thus, in the aftermath of the 1995 Kobe Earthquake, aid workers and researchers called for the resolution of the gap between the official procedure and what hisaisha needed. They attempted to adjust the fukkou by advocating neologisms such as “seikatsu fukkou” (reconstruction of livelihoods), “kokoro no fukkou” (reconstruction focusing on mental recovery), or “sei no fukkou” (reconstruction of life). Fukkou must be an opportunity to improve the life and society of hisaisha. Similarly, a social psychologist group surveyed the hisaisha of the Kobe Earthquake to understand the general temporal pattern of human reactions to disasters.10 Based on a series of large-scale surveys, they demonstrated that the fukkou phases shift in a logarithm of ten hours. According to them, the first ten hours after the impact is the disorientation phase. Until 102 hours (four days), hisaisha are in the “acceptance of being affected and starting to react” phase. Until 103 hours (forty days), they go through the phase of “disaster utopia,”11 and then the “fukkou” phase. They also assessed hisaisha’s “seikatu fukkou kan” (the sense of livelihood reconstruction) and identified seven components of it. Researchers have attempted to precisely define fukkou and unpack its meaning. The high demand for research on fukkou led them to establish an academic society focusing on fukkou in 2007.12

Japan’s enthusiasm for fukkou might have much deeper roots. Literary critic Ryota Fukushima (2013) characterizes Japanese culture as a “fukkou-bunka” (culture of reconstruction). According to him, from war to disaster, Japanese society has always chronically suffered from social traumas, but such traumas have motivated the cultural creativity of the Japanese people. Among the traumas was the defeat in World War II. Because the image of “reconstruction after burned-out ruins after World War II” works as a “(re)creation myth” of today’s Japanese society, they produce TV programs and novels about it and recall it when hit by a disaster.

After the tsunami, the rhythm of fukkou was resounding in Ōfunato. In October 2011, Ōfunato Municipality established a three-stage basic plan for the ten years of fukkou, in harmony with the plans of the state and Iwate prefectures. Hisaisha had to navigate their efforts to rebuild their lives and even their future within the legal and temporal framework of fukkou.

Taka-san did this too. As mentioned above, he reopened a restaurant, served lunch to construction workers, and rented a food truck to open a mobile stall near the temporary housing area. The rhythm of fukkou helped him at times, but trapped him at other times. When I first met him in June 2011, he had planned to build a temporary restaurant district by the summer and hold a summer festival there. As more people than usual visited their town for fukkou—from volunteers to construction workers—the festival would offer an opportunity for their businesses to regenerate. He thus applied for public support for prefabricated buildings, but there was a long queue of applicants. Frustrated enough, he had to wait until the winter because of the delay in processing.

Instead of the summer festival he planned in his town, he joined festivals in other places, such as Morioka, Yokohama, Nagoya, Kyoto, and Kobe. In response to the support, he received from outside of Ōfunato, he drove around Japan with his food truck and opened food stalls at festivals. However, despite having a much busier summer, he knew that it would not last a long time. He thought that the liveliness generated by fukkou would be temporary, and it was doubtful whether it would help him stop what he wanted to stop: the town’s decline. One night in late summer, Taka-san told me with a mix of different emotions:

After the tsunami, we managed to survive. However, I don’t know what will happen after this. I don’t want to return to my past. This town should not return to what it was before the tsunami, and its prosperity had gone before the tsunami. Unless this town changes, [it is] “the end.”

For him, the disaster began long before the tsunami. The tsunami was not the cause of the “end” but an accelerator of the pace toward the “end.” As long as the people in Kesen follow the plans and rhythm of fukkou from above, he claims, they cannot stop Ōfunato’s slide. He struggled to reframe the tsunami as not a disaster, but something that provided him with opportunities to change. It did not destroy the town but created a break to escape from the fixed course toward the “end.” Taka-san became deeply committed to the municipality-led land readjustment of downtown Ōfunato, aiming to change its predefined goals and rhythms. He insisted on creating a more attractive town by taking advantage of its beautiful harbor—the town’s symbol13. Resisting the rhythm of fukkou and the predicted “end,” Taka-san was looking for or trying to create his and his town’s new temporality. It was never easy to modulate the town’s rhythm and allow it to enter another area. Unlike the older couple, he required a device.

Before the tsunami, his temporary restaurant was a place where different people, natives or outsiders could drink, eat, and talk. When his close friends arrived, Taka-san would give them a seat at the table nearest the entrance, tagged as “yoyaku seki” (reserved). The table was never reserved; however, he intentionally left the tag. At the “reserved” table, Taka-san and his friends would talk about their news, frustrations, projects, and dreams. He also invited friends from different social groups to share the reserved table to meet each other. In this sense, the “reserved” table became a meeting place for diverse ideas, projects, perspectives, and thus rhythms, directly or indirectly related to the town. One day in November 2014, I shared the “reserved” table with Gen-chan, one of Taka-san’s close friends from the inland city of Morioka, and Yoshida-san, who was from a company commissioned by the municipality to conduct the readjustment plan. We were all non-Ōfunato natives of the same generation. Gen-chan came there voluntarily just after the tsunami to support the survivors and remained there. On that day, he was helping with the interior decoration of Taka-san’s restaurant, knowing it was a temporary restaurant that would close shortly. Yoshida-san told me that he was transferred to Ōfunato for this readjustment, leaving his three children and wife in a city in western Japan. “I think I’ll be here until this project is completed,” he added. Speaking of myself, I was a researcher who kept coming for short stays, without deciding how long I would continue to do so.

Inviting other ideas, projects, and perspectives, Taka-san struggles to find a rhythm different from that of fukkou. It would, he believes, pull the town out of the momentum of a fixed course to the “end” and lead it into another future.

A Creaking Palanquin

At noon on a Saturday in June 2016, I rushed to join the hundreds of people gathering at the schoolyard of the elementary school in Maehama, the fishing village I referred to earlier in this chapter. I was told in advance that Omatsuri, the festival the locals had longed for, would be held on that day. I found a flamboyant palanquin in the center of the yard, behind the offerings on wooden tables. In front of the palanquin, a group of men sat in traditional ritual costumes. Along the edges of the schoolyard, many groups of friends and family members sat together, occupying their spots with drinks and lunch boxes. I had never seen this tsunami-affected village so vibrant. This scene reminded me of a cherry blossom picnic.

The palanquin left the shrine early that morning, they explained to me, paraded through the village, and came to the elementary school where it took a break. After some time, dances were performed, and the palanquin departed from the schoolyard, accompanied by a lion dance group. The parade moved slowly to the Village shrine, “creaking” like the Indian possession trance analyzed by Gell (1980). “[A]s a means of achieving a state of ‘deautomatised’ or disembedded sensorimotor integration,” the creaking indicated the existence of supernatural powers, which, as I suggested earlier, were authentic and hybrid.

After a five-year struggle related to fukkou, from debris removal to collective relocation, they had finally held the festival. Yet surprisingly, local people commented ambivalently. Although happy to see such a big gathering after the tsunami, it was “not quite Omatsuri.” One said, “The authentic Omatsuri would be much more crowded with twice as many people as today, and much more vibrant.” Another drew my attention to the fact that there was only one palanquin, not two, and only one lion dance team, not many. The palanquin surely creaked, although it was not enough for them to qualify the festival as an “authentic” Omatsuri. Did the people in Maehama fail to “restore the traditional cyclic temporality” then? By examining the festival’s authenticity, I elucidate another aspect of Kesen’s multilayered temporality.

Maehama has formal procedures to prepare for and enact the Omatsuri, which sets the ordinary rhythm. Omatsuri is expected to be held in early June every five years. One year before the next Omatsuri, the priests decide on the exact date based on the unanimous agreement of the representatives of all hamlets in Maehama. Each hamlet then begins its preparation. They spend several months checking the equipment, such as lion heads, floats, and drums, and practicing the dances. As the day of the festival approaches, people decorate the areas around the route of the palanquins’ parades gorgeously. Those chosen as the bearers of the palanquins are secluded in the shrine for several days to purify themselves. At midnight, before the day, the priest transfers the gods from the shrines to the palanquins. As the night falls, the palanquin of the Mountain shrine leaves, with many people in tow, for the Village shrine where the two palanquins meet. They then parade along the designated route in the village. Around noon, when they arrive at Maehama Elementary School as the station (otabisho), each hamlet’s festival group offers lion and woman dances to the palanquins. The palanquins then return to each of the shrines in the evening.

Appearing traditional, Omatsuri in Maehama has a much shorter history than its counterparts in neighboring communities. The first five-year festival was held in 1931 as the joint annual festival of the Village shrine and the Mountain shrine. Although no one remembers the official reason it took place, it is clear that Omatsuri began under the initiative of the then Mountain shrine priest. At that time, the priestly family of the Village shrine had not served in the priesthood for decades, and the priestly family of the Mountain shrine, related to that of the Village shrine, served concurrently.

Although they observe the formal procedures of Omatsuri, the people in Maehama have made changes to them for practical reasons. For example, in 1970, when the railroad, a long-cherished dream of the locals, was opened, they moved the Omatsuri forward a year to celebrate it. In 1976, they moved the date from March to June “to avoid the busy season of seaweed farming.” As the fishing industry boomed and the local economy improved, various programs and decorations were added. They decorated the Maehama River with countless colorful fish banners (koinobori). The hamlets raced to introduce big floats on which tens of women could dance. The most dramatic accessory introduced to Omatsuri was a giant lion head. It is two meters long on each side and can be attached to the shovel of an excavator to perform a lion dance. This first appeared in 2001, and a local TV broadcasted this as “Japan’s biggest lion head.” Therefore, Omatsuri is authentic and hybrid, supernatural and social, and fixed and flexible.

In this context, one more thing should be noted: the Omatsuri in 2006, the one before the tsunami, was canceled because of the conflict between the two shrines. After more than 100 years, the descendant of the priestly family of the Village shrine got a qualification to become the priest of the shrine. Since then, he has strived to enhance the prestige of the Village shrine, emphasizing the higher status of his shrine than the Mountain shrine. The strain between the shrines increased to the point where they could not work together toward Omatsuri. Accordingly, the Village shrine did not hold a joint Omatsuri but held its annual festival alone in 2006. Saddened by this, a group of local youths, not the representatives of each hamlet, petitioned both shrines and won the promise to hold the next Omatsuri together. The tsunami swept this promise away. In this context, the Omatsuri in 2016 would be the symbol not only for the “recovery of their traditional cyclic temporality” broken by the tsunami but also for overcoming the trouble emerging prior to the tsunami by younger people.

However, as mentioned above, only one palanquin was paraded in 2016. Just as in 2006, it was the Village shrine’s annual festival. A participant told me later that during the preparation process, when all the parties nearly agreed, the same conflict between the two shrines reemerged. Despite all efforts to reconcile these issues, they were not settled. Thus, even if the palanquin creaked and excited us, it was not an authentic Omatsuri for many locals.

Then what was it? Certain things were clearly missing; it was different from the Omatsuri they had imagined, but did it have any commonalities with past Omatsuri? Note that the Omatsuri of 2016 was conducted in the same manner as the one in 2006. In other words, it was a recurrence of what happened before the tsunami (the cancellation of Omatsuri). If I could put it that way, by holding the not-quite-authentic Omatsuri, they demonstrated their “return to pre-tsunami social condition.” If one does not accept this line of thinking, one needs to specify the year in which one should return to for the way Omatsuri is to be properly conducted. However, as described above, several modifications have been made. In a sense, every Omatsuri is not-quite-authentic. More to the point, it is not impossible to say that what we saw in 2016 was a return to an even more traditional ritual before 1931, when the Village shrine held its own annual festival. My point here is that the multilayered and hybrid nature of the (hi)story surrounding Omatsuri allows it the flexibility as to when “return” means going back. Omatsuri contains multiple continuities and breaks (or changes) from the past, which help the people in Kesen associate fragments on their own initiative to create their own temporality.

There is a post-fin story to the not-quite-authentic Omatsuri in 2016 that supports this point. In September of that year, the hamlet held the annual festival of the hamlet shrine in a much larger way than ever before. Although the tsunami reduced the number of households in this hamlet by half, the festival was lively; schoolchildren, wives, and men danced and sang the old “big catch” songs. People explained that they needed the opportunity to unveil the palanquin of their small shrine, which they could not at the not-quite-authentic Omatsuri. Some other hamlets followed them. Moreover, in June 2017, the Mountain village held its own annual festival, which had not been held for decades since Omatsuri began. In a local newspaper article, the priest of the Mountain shrine said, “By bringing out our palanquin after an interval of sixteen years, we could make the people in Maehama more aware of the existence of the god. I hope that the village will be enlivened by this event.” Even if Omatsuri was not-quite-authentic and hybrid, the palanquin creaked, which allowed them to “abduct” the existence of the supernatural. These revitalizations of small festivals demonstrate, I argue, the local people’s commitment to rearranging relationships with different beings—social, natural, and supernatural—and recreating their temporality.

Conceiving of Life

When a TV reporter requested a comment in the aftermath of the disaster, Yamaura Harutsugu, the advocate of Kesenese, replied that the devastation of his hometown reminded him of a famous passage of the Gospel of Matthew, “Eli, Eli, [a] lema sabachthani?” (My God, My God, Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me?) (Yamaura 2011). This appears to be a cry of despair, but it is not. To explain this to the reporter and Japanese readers unfamiliar with biblical verses, he quoted the verses in Psalms 22.14

My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? Why art thou so far from helping me and from the words of my roaring?

O my God, I cry in the daytime, but thou hearest not; and in the night season, and am not silent.

But thou art holy, O thou that inhabitest the praises of Israel.

Our fathers trusted in thee: they trusted, and thou didst deliver them.

They cried unto thee and were delivered: they trusted in thee and were not confounded.

The cry of despair was followed by a cry of faith. With a common word “but,” despair abruptly, or untimely, turns to faith. The connection between them is never easy to interpret; however, there could not be any other passages more appropriate for Yamaura. Remembering the verses, he could associate despair and trust, the past and future, and helplessness and vitality in front of the devastation. He then links another verse from John to them: “Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live” (John Chapter 11: 25). Tracing the etymology of the word “resurrection,” Yamaura translates this cryptic passage like this (Yamaura 2011: 209; Yamaura translated the lines into Kesenese. English translation by the author):

I have the power to let one stand up. I have the power to let one live in vitality. One who takes my words seriously and entrusts her body and heart to survive if dead.

Like the Chilean tsunami for the old couple and the spirit of Emishi for Taka-san’s sempai and the fishers in Maehama, Yamaura finds “the power to let one live with vitality” from the verses of the Bible. These are fragments of their (hi)stories, which are authentic and hybrid, as well as supernatural and social.

In closing this chapter, I introduce Mu-chan. She was in her late fifties when I met her in 2012. When the tsunami struck, she was running a laundry with her husband in downtown Ōfunato. She evacuated to the gymnasium of her children’s junior high school and spent two months there. She continued living in temporary housing in the schoolyard of the same junior high school for five years.

Having organized a women’s group called Kuroshio Rediisu (The Black Current Ladies) with her friends, she participated in community activities in the temporary housing. From the beginning, they were not only recipients of support but also active hosts. They welcomed various student, professional (such as hairdressers or massagers), and religious groups, and so on, whom Yamaguchi called travelers. By interacting with them, they learned many things and revitalized themselves. One day, she handed me a copy of her handwritten poems. With a shy smile, she told me she was a member of a small poetry circle before the tsunami and began writing poems again half a year after it. Here is one of her poems, entitled fukkou, which resonates with the other stories in this chapter (English translation by the author).

Fukkou

Fleeting

An untimely act of nature

Liberated my mind

Washed away was everything

Freed me from fear to lose this, that, and another

And I unwound

Don’t look around

Don’t try to gauge the moods of others

Live and let live

Accept the way you are

You are placed to live

If you lost ones, you would take them once again

Destruction creates something new

Like you

Were born when your mother’s water broke

The poem is her way to survive. By writing poems, she retraces her life, faces disaster, and revitalizes herself. Likening the tsunami to birth pangs enables her, the mother of three children, to regard the disaster as an invaluable opportunity for emancipation.

By retelling their (hi)story, the people in Kesen recreate their own (hi)story and temporality, sometimes leaving us with the impression of untimeliness. Accepting different goods and techniques, beliefs, and beings, people in Kesen have welcomed them, shaping the (hi)story of Kesen. It is full of disasters and defeats; however, Kesen regenerates resiliently. My hope is that we can share fragments of our (hi)stories like those in this chapter, learn from each other, and make them part of our “art of living on a damaged planet” (Tsing et al. 2017).

“No problem. Let’s rebuild.”
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Notes

Introduction: Anima in the Age of Crisis

1 Miyazawa Kenji, excerpt from “Preface” to Spring and Asura (1924), from the 1969 edition, translated by Stephen Robertson.
2 On environmental history in Japan, see Setoguchi (2009), Hashimoto (2015), Komeie (2019), and Fujihara (2023). On the topics of disaster and pollution in Japanese history, see Seki (2003), Walker (2010), and Miyamoto (2014).
3 This is not to suggest that traditional societies possessed some “pure” wild force that has only recently become hybridized. Rather, as scholars examining fetishes, art, and artifacts have demonstrated, the supernatural powers manifested in traditional societies were always already hybrids of the artificial and the wild. Yet these hybrid forces retained their capacity to surprise even their creators, manifesting powers that exceeded human intention (Latour 2010; Ishii 2012; Strathern 2013).
4 An exception can be found in some of the research on the global spread of zoonotic disease that has sought to rethink the modern relationship between humans and nature using anthropological concepts related to human–non-human boundaries, including cannibalism, sacrifice, and substance (e.g., Lévi-Strauss 2016; Keck 2018; Ishii 2021).
5 On the other hand, Viveiros de Castro, a central figure of the ontological anthropology that has been gaining prominence since the 2000s, has proposed the concept of “multinaturalism” and discusses animism, shamanism, and perspectivism as ways of thinking that can break free from the deeply rooted anthropocentrism of Western societies. For a critical examination of ontological anthropology, see Vigh and Sausdal (2014), Graeber (2015), and Ishii (2020).
6 For the background to the choice of the word mana by missionaries in Melanesia at the time, see Kolshus (2013).
7 The resonance between these concepts extends to van Gennep’s Les rites de passage (1969[1909]), where his theory of dynamism drew from the Greek δύναμις (dunamis)—a term that, like mana and anima, speaks to fundamental questions of power and vitality.
8 The theoretical implications of power circulation have been especially rich in studies of Asia and Oceania, where scholars have developed sophisticated analyses of substance–code and dividual personhood. The Melanesian case is particularly instructive—following Malinowski’s (1922) foundational work, researchers have explored how social networks expand and contract through the exchange of objects embodying fertility, prestige, and power. See Marriott (1976), Daniel (1984), Strathern (1988, 1996), and Carsten (2011).
9 This passage was originally recorded by Alice Fletcher (1882), later quoted by Dorsey (1894), and subsequently by Durkheim (1915), who misattributed it to a Dakota wise man rather than an Oglala Sioux, although Lévi-Strauss notes that the underlying cosmology is common to the entire Sioux Nation, “from the Osage in the south to the Dakota in the north” (1963: 98).
10 Bloch’s theoretical insights were shaped by both intellectual heritage and family history—his maternal grandmother was Durkheim’s niece and Mauss’s first cousin, a relationship that positioned him uniquely at the intersection of British and French anthropological traditions. See Mughal (2013).
11 The theoretical parallels between Japanese folkloristics in the 1920s and 1930s and French sociology of religion are not coincidental. Yanagita and Orikuchi were deeply influence by the works of Durkheim and Mauss, and this engagement found institutional expression in the pages of Minzoku, a folkloristics journal founded by Yanagita in 1925. This journal, to which Orikuchi was a key contributor, served as a conduit for introducing Durkheimian sociological theory to Japanese scholarship. Orikuchi’s theoretical framework was further enriched by his engagement with British anthropological thought, particularly the works of Frazer, Hartland, and Haddon. For further discussion, see Andō (2014: 275–9) and Okayasu (2020: 233–6).
12 This generative aspect of tamafuri resonates with Deleuze’s (1988) discussion of Bergson’s concept of élan vital, particularly in how both emphasize the dynamic emergence of form from virtual potential. Japanese psychiatrist Kimura Bin offers a complementary framework through his analysis of the relationship between bios and zoe—where bios refers to the specific life form of an individual, whereas zoe represents life itself beyond individuality. Kimura argues that each individual creature’s distinct existence (bios) constitutes a localized, individualized expression of the universal life force (zoe) that flows through and animates all living beings (Kimura 2005: 9). This theoretical perspective helps illuminate how tamafuri functions as a process whereby universal animic energy becomes temporarily embodied in particular vessels while maintaining its essential dynamism.
13 In Orikuchi’s theory, these processes are not strictly binary oppositions but rather part of a continuum that also includes the generative aspect of mitama no fuyu (the multiplication of souls).
14 According to recent research, in the Niinamesai that was held before the establishment of the Ritsuryō state, rice and millet harvested from the direct control of the Imperial Household were offered to the gods. On the other hand, in the Daijōsai, which was established after the establishment of the Ritsuryō state and is a ritual for the enthronement of the emperor, the area from which the rice and millet used in the ceremony was harvested expanded to a nationwide scale. Furthermore, at the Daijōsai in the fourth year of Meiji, local specialties were offered as a symbol of nationwide support, and this was linked to the creation of a centralized unified nation following the abolition of the han system and the establishment of prefectures. See Saitō (2024: 93–5, 353–4).
15 For more detail on the formation and development of state Shinto in modern Japan since the Meiji Restoration, see Shimazono (2022) and Saitō (2024).
Chapter 1: Symbolism of “The Sea” in Tomiyama Taeko’s Art

1 Changseung are guardian deities traditionally placed at the entrance to villages in Korea that also performed the function of milestones. They represent the male and female gods, “General of the Heavens” and “Woman General of the Earth.”
2 Mudang is the Korean word for shaman. There are two types of mudang, those seen as spiritually or psychically gifted and those who inherit the practice. The former is sometimes respectfully referred to as manshin. Buddhist and Taoist elements have been overlaid on a foundation of Korean belief in deities; ritual garments and accessories vary depending on the god.
3 In 1987, Tomiyama visited the Kanita fujin no mura (Kanita Women’s Shelter), a long-term shelter for women founded in 1965 by the pastor Fakatsu Fumio, where she interviewed former Japanese “military comfort women” (Tomiyama 1992: 15–18). Tomiyama’s stance critiquing Japan’s patriarchal society was consistent with that of Korea, indicating that she was already seeing beyond a Korean ethnic-centered perspective.
Chapter 2: In the Wake of Cataclysms: Souls Reposed and Buried in Gojira and Shin Godzilla

1 In this chapter, the notation relating to the Japanese version ゴジラ (1954) is Gojira, to distinguish it from the US version Godzilla (1954). For シン・ゴジラ (2016), the official English title Godzilla is used.
2 Expressed by former Asahi Shinbun reporter, Maruyama Kenji (Asahi Shinbun Company “Genpatsu to Media” (Nuclear Power and the Media) news crew Genpatsu to Media 2: 3–11 Sekinin no Arika (Nuclear Power and the Media 2: Liability for 3–11) Asahi Shinbun Company, 2013, p. 406).
3 The remains of the tens of thousands of people discovered after the Great Tokyo Air Raid were entombed together at the Great Kantō Earthquake Memorial Hall (now the Tokyo Metropolitan Memorial Hall). However, under the GHQ press code, the general public was not notified of the details until the press code expired in 1952.
4 The first Gojira did not specify the monster’s sex. However, when Minilla, Gojira’s son, appeared in the 1967 sequel Son of Gojira, directed by Maruyama Seiji, the movie poster advertised Gojira as “Papa Gojira.” This appears to be the first instance in which Gojira was explicitly referred to as male.
5 An Internet search revealed 18 works: Odayakana Nichijou [The Gentle Everyday], The Land of Hope, Taiyou no Futa [A Lid on the Sun], Fukushima 50, Nipponia Nippon Fukushima Kyoushikyoku [Nipponia Japan: Fukushima Rhapsody], The House of the Rising Sun, Happy Island, Hakubo, Kanojo no Jinsei wa Machigai ja nai [Her Life is Not a Mistake], LIVE!LOVE!SING! Ikite Aishite Utau Koto Gekijouban [LIVE! LOVE! SING! The Movie], Inu ni Namae o Tsukeru Hi [The Day We Give the Dog a Name], Monooki no Piano [The Storeroom Piano], Hisohiso Boshi [The Whispering Star], Shin Godzilla, Ieji [Homeland], Hadaka no Itoko [The Naked Cousin], Sakura Namiki no Mankai no Shita ni [Under a Row of Cherry Trees in Full Bloom], Yuremosede [Shake].
6 The longer-term timeline that transcends individual lives or humanitarian perspectives can be found not only in works of science fiction but also in local rituals passed down from generation to generation (see Kimura’s article in this volume). For a discussion of the “brute nature” that exists independently of humans, see Shinohara’s article in this volume.
Chapter 3: Reality in Motion: Soul-Summoning Rites During World War II and Mourning Practices After the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami

1 To clarify this framework, it is helpful to refer to Deleuze’s distinctions among reality, possibility, actuality, and virtuality: “The only danger in all this is that the virtual could be confused with the possible. The possible is opposed to the real; the process undergone by the possible is therefore a ‘realisation’. By contrast, the virtual is not opposed to the real; it possesses a full reality by itself. The process it undergoes is that of actualisation” (Deleuze 1994: 211). Kimura’s distinction between “reality” and “actuality” also draws on Martin Heidegger’s existential ontology, which distinguishes between “Seiendes” (beings as tangible, objective entities) and “Sein” (being itself, realized subjectively through Dasein’s engagement). Elaborating on this framework, Kimura argues that whereas “reality” encompasses observable beings, “actuality” arises subjectively as Dasein interacts with these beings, offering a personal perspective on existence that is continually defined and redefined through the process of différance. This dynamic conception of “actuality” underscores its ongoing differentiation from the static “reality” observed from a third-person perspective (Kimura 2005: 258–9).
2 In this chapter, the English translation of Orikuchi (1976), Nakamura (2016), and Seo (2019) has been carried out by Stephen Robertson and other translations have been done by the author.
3 For a more detailed discussion on the concept of milieu or Umwelt, see Ishii (2019).
4 For classic studies on public mourning and memorialization, see, for example, Anderson (1991) and Nora and Kritzman (1996–1998). Focusing on the entangled relations between landscape and memory in Hiroshima, Yoneyama (1999) and Naono (2010) highlight some problems and limitations of national mourning and memorialization in post-World War II Japan.
5 The Boshin War was a Japanese civil war between Imperial and shogunate forces from 1868 to 1869.
6 For extended discussions of Yasukuni Shrine’s history and ideological aspects, see Breen (2007) and Takenaka (2015). Following World War II, Yasukuni Shrine was reclassified as a religious corporation, approved by the Governor of Tokyo. In 1959, the Japanese government established an official war cemetery at Chidorigafuchi in Tokyo, where unidentified war remains are interred. For an in-depth discussion of the repatriation and reburial of war remains in Japan, refer to Trefalt (2017).
7 For example, the women’s magazine Shufu no Tomo (主婦の友: The Housewife’s Friend) published a report on a roundtable discussion featuring mothers who had lost sons in battle. The article was titled “Tearful Roundtable of Honored Mothers: Those Who Gave Their Beloved Only Child to the Nation” (Shufu no Tomo 1939).
8 Children’s writings, like those quoted in this chapter, were a significant focus of the “Daily Life Writing Movement” (Seikatsu Tsuzurikata Undō 生活綴方運動). In wartime, teachers often manipulated these writings to align with nationalistic ideology (Takahashi 2006). Nevertheless, some writings still preserved children’s genuine emotions that cannot be reduced to patriotic rhetoric.
9 A kataribe (語り部) is a person who recounts their experiences of disasters, wars, or other significant events.
Chapter 4: The Forest of Mandala: Minakata Kumagusu’s Environmental Movement

1 For more information on zoé, see note 11 in the introduction to this volume. Japanese psychiatrist Kimura Bin (1931–2021), influenced by the ideas of mythologist Karl Kerenyi (1897–1973), refers to zoé as life itself, and to bios as the life form of each individual, and discusses the relationship between the two (see Kimura 2005).
2 In the West, a biography about Minakata Kumagusu has been composed, Minakata Kumagusu: L’émergence d’une pensée écologique entre Orient et Occident (see Ōhara and Valmalette 2016). Recently, Honda Eiko published an article focusing on Minakata’s period of study in the United States. Please see “Minakata Kumagusu and the Emergence of Queer Nature: Civilization Theory, Buddhist Science, and Microbes, 1887–1892” (Honda 2023). In this groundbreaking paper, Honda comprehensively describes Minakata’s life, and also uses the term “queer nature” to discuss the relationship between the strange ecology of the slime molds he studied and his way of knowing.
3 Minakata is known in Japan as an eccentric scholar of his time because he had the strange skill of being able to vomit voluntarily. In addition, he spent his summer days almost entirely naked and often talked about sexual matters, regardless of his surroundings. However, he was also a linguistic genius who could understand seven or eight languages, including English, German, and Latin.
4 Occasionally, using Buddhist terminology, Minakata said that he was issai-chi (一切智) (a person who knows everything). He reworded the term issai-chi to mean “doctor universal” (see Matsui 1991: 61).
5 Until recently, commentators have credited Minakata with being the first person in Japan to use the word “ecology.” However, this is not true. Before Minakata, a biologist named Miyoshi Manabu (1862–1939) used this word in Japan. Miyoshi introduced the word ecology in Futsū Shokubutsu Seitaigaku [The Ordinary Plant Ecology]. It should be noted, however, that Minakata used the word in public media, such as newspapers, whereas Miyoshi introduced the term in an academic journal. Although we do not know whether Minakata set out to popularize this word in newspapers, many people in Japan learned it from him. He also used the word a total of five times in letters to his friends (see Takeuchi 2016: 20). It is well known that the term ecology was coined by the biologist Ernst Heinrich Philipp August Haeckel (1834–1919). Minakata read works such as Haeckel’s book Freedom in Science and Teaching (Ger. Freie Wissenschaft und freie Lehre) during his time in America and learned about ecology and related concepts.
6 According to Nakazawa Shin’ichi (1950–, anthropologist, thinker), in many mythologies, the distinction (classification) or asymmetry in the real world that usually separates humans from animals is overturned. In its place, the principle of symmetry, characterized by strong emotional homogeneity, is generated (see Nakazawa 2004: 30). This chapter uses the term “symmetric dimension” to refer to Nakazawa’s idea.
7 The philosopher Hannah Arendt (1906–70) divided “good” into “goodness” and “good for,” just as this chapter uses the terms “absolute good” and “secular good” (see Arendt 1958: 73).In ordinary usage, the word “goodness” has a very secular or earthly meaning. The absolute goodness mentioned here is a larger entity that enfolds everything, like Mahāvairocana (dainichi-nyorai 大日如来).
8 Minakata does not mention the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) here, but this idea of will probably derives from Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (1819).
9 Minakata encouraged scholars abroad to criticize the Japanese government for this policy. Given the relationship between Japan and the West at the time, this was definitely a counterproductive strategy. In fact, owing to opposition from Yanagita and the plant pathologist Shirai Mitsutarō (1863–1932), overseas support was not forthcoming.
10 It is important to note that what I call “absolute goodness” can link to evil deeds in the real world, due to its intense power. To avoid this, people with common sense must provide support and rule this real society.
11 Several times, in Minakata’s diaries and letters, he mentioned discovering rare creatures through yariate. Minakata states that “it is difficult to convey yariate in words, but the phenomenon does exist” (Letter to Toki Hōryū, July 18, 1903) (see Minakata 1990: 310).
12 Suzuki Daisetz Teitarō describes the now-here in another essay:
In this spiritual world, there is no time division like the past, present, and future. They are all taken in the present moment when life shares its true meaning. Both the past and the future condense in this instant of light. (Suzuki 1955: 70)

This is exactly the now-here that appears when all distinctions are transcended. Minakata also felt this now-here on Mount Nachisan.
13 This figure was given the name “Minakata-mandala” by the Buddhist scholar Nakamura Gen (1912–99), to whom it was shown by sociologist Tsurumi Kazuko after Minakata’s death.
14 Figure 4.1 represents Minakata’s view of the cosmos, in which he set five realms. Uniquely, he called these realms fushigi (不思議) (≒ wonder)
1 koto fushigi (the wonder of human facts)
2 mono fushigi (the wonder of matter)
3 kokoro fushigi (the wonder of the mind)
4 ri fushigi (the wonder of principles)
5 Dainichi Nyorai no dai fushigi (the great wonder of Buddha Dainichi)
Fabio Rambelli explains these five realms in detail (see Rambelli 2019: 57). Gerald Figal also mentions the Minakata-mandala. Figal faithfully translates and explains the elements of the mandala according to Minakata’s discourses (see Figal 1999: 55–8).
Chapter 5: Animism and the Power of Discarded Things: The Emergence of Mottainai Ghosts and Apaches in Modern Japan

1 Inamura Mitsurō’s compelling book, Waste and the Japanese (2015), offers a comprehensive history of waste management in modern Japan.
2 For a survey of mottainai discourse in Japan during the 2000s, see “We Are All Waste Conscious Now,” in Siniawer (2018), chapter 9, pp. 241–65. Although not discussed in this chapter, Siniawer’s research emphasizes the importance of the “Mottainai Bāsan (No-Waste Granny”) trend during that era.
3 Purported to date from Japan’s ancient Nara period (710–794), furoshiki serve as a versatile, reusable, and eco-friendly alternative to single-use packaging. They are used primarily for carrying goods like clothes, gifts, and food.
4 The Japan Advertising Council (known as AC Japan since 2009) was established in 1971 as the Kansai Advertising Council before being reorganized as a national organization in 1974. Its role was modeled after the US Advertising Council, which was set up in 1942 to broadcast public service announcements.
5 The commercial was narrated by Ichihara Etsuko and Tokita Fujio, well-known narrators of the popular and long-running TBS TV program “Manga Nippon Mukashibanashi [Tales of Old Japan, told through Manga],” which aired from 1975 to 1994.
6 On August 14, 1945, the Imperial Conference decided to accept the Potsdam Declaration, and the Imperial Rescript on the Termination of the War was drafted. Later that day, Emperor Hirohito’s reading of the rescript was recorded at the Imperial Palace to be broadcast the following day at noon, August 15, 1945, as the “Jewel Broadcast” (Gyokuon hōsō). For more information, see the National Archives of Japan, “Decision to Accept the Potsdam Declaration,” available at https://www.archives.go.jp/ayumi/kobetsu/s20_1945_04.html.
7 The verb Komatsu uses, tataki, describes a method of preparing traditional Japanese fish dish, made with bonito.
8 The Ōmura Camp, now known as the Ōmura Immigration Center, was established in 1950. On November 11, 1952, a significant Korean resistance riot occurred there. Following the deportation of Zainichi Koreans to Korea in May 1952, many were refused entry in Busan and returned to Japan, only to be imprisoned in the Ōmura Camp. The riot erupted when detainees, demanding to meet with the camp director, were refused. This event serves as a key historical backdrop in Yang’s novel.
9 Incidentally, Ōkojima refers to “Philosophy of Decomposition” in her artistic practice.
10 The term “Hainuwele” comes from a specific myth of the Wemale people of Seram, Indonesia, but similar myths exist worldwide. See Campbell (1959).
Chapter 7: After the Great Flood—Minuma Tambo and the Returning Dragon: The Recurring Appearance of the Dragon Deity

1 See the documents below and the Saitama Newspaper article from February 11, 1992 (Saitama Prefecture Department of Planning and Financial Affairs Division 1983; Murakami 1990). Also, refer to the author’s work on Minuma Tambo (Inose 2019).
2 According to the Saitama Newspaper, Governor Kurihara’s remarks were recorded in the documents of “The Three Minuma principles and the process of their enactment.”
3 The Three Minuma principles are listed below:
1. Until the deadline, the Urawa Iwatsuki line prefectural road, north of the Haccho Bank, will be maintained as a green space in principle, as it being prepared for future development plans.

2. Areas north of the national Urawa Iwatsuki line prefectural road will be developed as seen fit if there is adequate planning in place.

3. Notwithstanding, if there is an issue with the proposed plan to work on the Shiba River, conversion of farmland will not be permitted.

4 Saitama Prefectural Government History, Vol. 4 mentions “flooding in 1946,” but there were no major floods in Kanto that year. Thus, this appears to be a misstatement, referring to the flood of Shōwa 22 (1947).
5 See “Minuma asks, consider Saitama’s environment, Part II: The dangerous theory of complete urbanization.” For the starting point of their mutual existence, see “To Yohontake,” Saitama Newspaper, April 9, 1992.
6 The inscription on the monument of the breakwater site at Higashi Village in 1950.
7 See Saitama Newspaper, February 11, 1992.
8 The administration also wanted financial reform; during this time, the Plaza Accord caused a recession due to the appreciating Japanese yen. To solve these two problems, banks reduced the official discount rates to invigorate the private sector and increase domestic demand. A land boom followed, as measures to boost domestic demand (such as resort construction and private-sector participation) were implemented and regulation talks were held. Before long, Japan was thrust into a bubble economy (Noguchi 2014, 24–5).
9 See “Minuma Tambo: Prefectural governor interested in development, considers building golf course ‘without reducing flood-control properties’,” Asahi Shimbun, November 11, 1986.
10 See Saitama Shimbun from February 28, March 1, March 2, and March 3, 1987.
11 Asahi Shimbun, March 3, 1993.
12 This fund aims to maintain a favorable setting, containing water and greenery, to disseminate knowledge about environmental conservation, and to support practical activities to promote environmental preservation in the region. The fund was set up to finance the cost of creating a comfortable, attractive environment according to the Saitama Environment Creation Plan.
13 Toyo Keizai University released an article titled, “How so many houses avoided the misfortune of the Shiba River flood in Satama: Minuma Tambo’s role in the rising water of Typhoon No. 19” (https://toyokeizai.net/articles/-/311391). This article deals with various issues, including failing to mention the abolition of the Three Minuma Principles in 1995 and the establishment of the new guidelines for the Minuma Tambo Conservation, Use, and Creation Basic Policies.
Chapter 8: Paradise Lost: Miyawaki Akira, Ōta Ryū, and the Environmentalist Movement on the Fringe of the Japanese New Left

1 Gary Snyder was very influential on Japanese New-Left environmentalism, as he served as a bridge between Californian and Japanese counter culture, religion, and environmentalism.
2 A severe case of mercury poising through the dumping of wastewater by the Chissō chemical factory during the mid-1950s in the vicinity of Minamata, Kumamoto prefecture. The victims sued the company and were supported by New Left activists as well.
3 In this volume, Karasawa Taisuke emphasizes the centrality of the shrine forest and the notion of “Old Shinto” being different from Western concepts of religion in his contribution on Minakata Kumagusu’s environmental activism.
4 The translation for minzoku 民族 is given as “ethnic nation” and not just “people,” as the term carries similar connotations to the German term Volk.
5 In the 1990s, Ōta became a proponent of anti-Semitic conspiracy theories and the existence of UFOs.
6 In ancient Japan, animals were exchanged as commodities in tribute–trade relations between regional kingdoms. For example, as the Nihongi notes, on the thirtieth day of the twelfth month of 618, Empress Suiko received slaves and a camel as tribute from the Kingdom of Goguryeo. Other entries during the reign of Emperor Tenmu show, for example, that in 673, living animals were presented as a gift to the emperor after his victory in the Jinshin War. The famous prohibition against eating animals on the seventh day of the ninth month of 675 extended mainly to birds, monkeys, horses, and dogs—thus indicating that these animals were actually eaten in ancient times. Therefore, it is doubtful that the Japanese had a special relationship on an instinctive level with plants and animals.
Chapter 9: “An Undifferentiated State of Time and Space”— Toward the Planetary Dimension

1 I thank Clélia Zernik for calling my attention to the importance of Isozaki’s thought with regard to notions such as darkness, atmosphere, and place during our conversation from the 2023 winter to the 2024 summer.
Chapter 10: The Charisma of Mushrooms: Science as Adventure in Entangled Life

1 Anthropologist Talal Asad has pointed out that the concept of religion was a European conceptual construct (Asad 1986).
2 I would add to Ishii’s insight that this particular notion of the human who “possesses” a soul or a spirit itself needs to be historicized and unraveled from anthropological perspectives. This idea seems to be shaped by a specific ontological framework that clearly distinguishes the material body and the immaterial spirit/soul and assumes the human as a possessor of these immaterial properties. Although many ethnographic cases across the world have been explained by using the English translation terms of “spirit” or “soul,” the differences in basic knowledge frameworks have been glossed over. For example, although the Japanese term tamashii has been conventionally translated as “soul” and rei or tama have been conventionally translated as “spirit,” these terms seem to derive from the knowledge traditions whose understanding of materiality is different from that of the modern Western ontology, so as the understanding of “human.” I would argue that as long as this assumption is not critically reflected on and its development is situated in the specific history, it continues to contribute to prioritizing this modernist ontology as an unmarked standard framework and limiting its potential for undoing intellectual colonization despite the gesture of admiring so-called “animism.”
3 In his later work, Ingold (2018) suggests replacing the term “ontology” with “ontogeny” to further critique the perception that assumes the existence before movements. See also Satsuka (2018) for the politics of applying “ontology” in anthropological studies.
4 See Tsing (2019) and Gan and Tsing (2018) for the significance of satoyama as a niche for matsutake. The term satoyama has been mobilized for environmental movements since 1990s. Some ecological scientists uses the term to address the problem of underusage of satoyama for biodiversity conservation as the habitat of the most of the threatened spiceis on the Red Data Book in Japan is satoyama. They argue that the underusage disrupts the balance of the ecosystem that the long history of traditional human usage has contributed to maintain (e.g., Washitani 2001). However, as Okada (2017) has astutely pointed out, the problem of the overuse of satoyama forests during the mid-twentieth century, especially due to the resorce demands for the World War II, was identified in forest policy documents. As such, how to evaluate satoyama is a highly political issue, which I save to discuss elsewhere. See also Satsuka (2012) for the different political implications between the government’s international initiative to promote satoyama and the grassroots citizen’s activities.
5 Right around the time when I observed Dr. K and his collaborators’ work, there was media coverage about a team of scientists in Korea which reported that they have also succeded in the production of matsutake mushrooms from the transplantation of matsutake inoculated pine seedlings, and the article was published in a journal half a year later (Ka et al. 2018).
6 He used a loan word from English, “ibento.”
7 Psychiatrist Kimura Bin has developed a similar argument about koto (event) and human consciousness (e.g., 1982, 1997, 2005). Kimura’s discussion has developed from his critical engagement with the European notion of “ontology.” See Satsuka (2018). See also Ishii (2017) for the significant implications that Kimura’s framework offers for anthropological studies.
Chapter 11: Waves Breaking, Palanquins Creaking: Crafting a Temporality of Life on the Edge of the Surf

1 In this chapter, I use three geographic names: Kesen, Sanriku, and Tōhoku. Tōhoku is the northern part of Honshū Island and includes the prefectures of Aomori, Iwate, Miyagi, Akita, Yamagata, and Fukushima. Sanriku refers to the Pacific coastal area of Tōhoku. Kesen is a part of Sanriku.
2 The Chilean Earthquake Tsunami was triggered by a large earthquake in the adjunct sea of Chile in May 1960. The tsunami traveled across the Pacific Ocean and hit Hawaii and several towns and villages in Japan. Ōfunato was the most affected, and fifty-three people died.
3 When fishers find a dead body in the sea, one of them will call out to the dead person, “We’ll pull you out if you let us catch a big fish.” After another fisher on behalf of the dead person answer, “OK, I will,” they pull them out and give them a decent burial (Kawashima 2017).
4 An early version of this section (in Japanese) appeared as Kimura and Tsujimoto (2018).
5 As a popular Buddhist custom, the bereaved family holds several ceremonies after funerals—such as the “seventh day (after the death),” “49th day,” and “sankai-ki (the second anniversary)”—to mark the deceased’s path of entering the afterworld. The importance of each ceremony varies across regions.
6 Bon is mid-August when they believe the dead return to stay with the bereaved family. In some regions, people attach importance to the first Bon after the death and mark it with special rituals.
7 Other than traditional religions such as Shinto, Buddhism, and Shugendō, Christian missionaries (Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox) and new religious movements (Tenrikyo, Sōka Gakkai, and Taiwa Kyōdan among others) have worked actively in Tōhoku since the late nineteenth century (e.g., Yamashita 2014). These different beliefs have played crucial roles in forming the vernacular spiritual landscape in Tōhoku, affecting local people.
8 This provides various benefits for its holders, such as free highways.
9 This procedure can be called state-driven disaster capitalism (Chika Watanabe, personal communication).
10 https://oss.sus.u-toyama.ac.jp/fukko/.
11 A sociological concept to denote mutual aid among disaster victims regardless of the conflict during normal times (cf. Solnit 2010).
12 Nihon Saigai Fukkou Gakkai (the English name is the Japan Society for Disaster Recovery and Revitalization).
13 This idea was not new. It was the plan drafted by his seniors before the tsunami but was halted by the disaster.
14 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2022&version=KJV (last accessed August 16, 2024).
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Minakata Kumagusu. 2010. Kōzanji Zō Minakata Kumagusu Syokan Toki Hōryū Ate 1893–1922 [Letters from Minakata Kumagusu to Toki Hōryū (1893–1922), Held at Kōzan-ji Temple]. Tokyo: Fujiwarashoten.

Minakata Kumagusu, and Tokyo Minakata Kumagusu honji no kai, ed. 2005. “Toki Hōryū Ate Minakata Kumagusu Shokan [Letters from Minakata Kumagusu to Toki Hōryū].” Kumagusu Kenkyū [Kumagusu Studies], 7: 165–76.
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New winds and waves from over the sea
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