
No.
00289 1999 11 30 005 02424

 





Electronic resources including articles and images of "Kikuzo II Visual for Libraries" are protected by Japanese
copyright law and international treaty. Excluding the exceptional use of copyright and permitted use, articles and
images of this database are expressly prohibited from being copied, published or distributed in any medium including
uploading to the Internet, translation, adaptation, distribution or publication without permission. And also the use of
materials which infringe the right of The Asahi Shimbun or any other party is prohibited. Check the following website
for permitted uses and restrictions "Terms of Use - Copyright." 

 Copyright (c) The Asahi Shimbun Company. All rights reserved. No reproduction or republication without written permission.



Nationalism, Past and Present (English Original; published in Asahi Shinbun, 11/30/1999) 

 

Andrew Gordon 

 

At first glance, it appears that a wave of fierce nationalism has washed across Japan.  The 

citizens of Tokyo last spring elected as their mayor Ishihara Shintarō, who takes delight in 

China-bashing and who promotes “a Japan that can say No” to America.  A cabinet minister this 

fall flamboyantly [hade ni] puts the nuclear card on the table for discussion.  In the process he 

gratuitously insults women.  After 20 years of gradual movement toward a fuller and more 

balanced discussion of the scars and shame as well as the achievements of the past, Japanese 

history textbooks seem to be shifting back toward a distorted rose-colored perspective.  

Bookstores are filled with revisionist works such as Nishio Kanji’s recent Kokumin no rekishi, 

that offer a gung-ho “feel-good” history which sings hymns of praise to Japan’s glorious past and 

offers scornful views of Koreans and angry condemnation of Americans.  The Sankei shinbun, in 

particular, has become unusually partisan in this debate.  It is mounting an aggressive campaign 

to monitor and change the textbooks.  It seems to have handed control of its editorial page to the 

most extreme voices in the textbooks controversy, such as Fujioka Nobukatsu. 

At the same time, the Japanese government has passed laws that officially establish the 

Hi no maru as the national flag and the emperor-centered Kimi ga yo as the national anthem.  It 

just recently sponsored the newly invented “tradition” of a large public celebration of the 10th 

year of the Emperor’s reign.  And the government recently revised the guidelines for its military 

alliance with the United States in a way that gives Japan a dramatically extended role in 

supporting American  military actions. 

It is not surprising that people around Asia and the world, and many Japanese citizens as 

well, are very worried at such developments.  The leaders of Asian nations such as Singapore 

make it very clear in their private and public statements that they value the American military 

presence in Japan not so much for its role in restraining North Korea or China, but as a force to 

contain Japan. 

But to be honest, I am not particularly worried that this newly energized nationalism will 

lead to a return to the grim past of an overtly oppressive emperor system, or ultra-nationalist 

militarism, or war.  Consider, for example, the recent 10th anniversary of Heisei (Tennō zaii 

jūnen no shikiten) illustrates my point.  The emperor himself takes great pains to state his 

commitment to the current constitution.  Even more important, as in other imperial ceremonies of 

the 1990s, the public response strikes me as rather cool.  I see little evidence that the imperial 

institution commands awe or fear, as it did before 1945.  The random newspaper comments of 

those attending the celebration make it clear they came to worship the music groups GLAY and 

YOSHIKI more than to exalt the emperor.  From the generations of Meiji to Shōwa to Heisei, the 

place of the throne in Japanese culture has shifted from that of an austere symbol commanding 

loyalty and reverence to a symbol of celebrity and glitter.  We might call this the “Hollywood-

ization” of the throne.  

In similar fashion, despite the government’s push to revise the defense guidelines, I see 

little popular excitement over a more forward Japanese military role in the world.  Several years 

ago I was struck at the lack of enthusiasm among ordinary people for the dispatch of Japanese 

troops to Cambodia as part of the PKO.  I was particularly surprised to read that the soldiers 

themselves were complaining about inadequate bath accommodations.  The unfortunate death of 

a just a single police officer nearly ended Japan’s participation.  Public opinion in Japan appears 



to retain a healthy skepticism about the value of military solutions to international problems. 

But having said all this, I must admit that the writings of amateur historical revisionists 

such Nishio or Fujioka are profoundly troubling.  Their statements of nationalist pride and scorn 

for others are identical to the self-styled patriots in the United States who emasculated the very 

honest and balanced Enola Gay exhibit at the Smithsonian Museum a few years ago.  The 

revisionists in both countries insist on a sugar-coated nationalist history that blandly affirms the 

goodness and achievements of the nation and avoids or denies the crimes committed in its name. 

Why is it necessary to protect one’s good feelings with such defensive and narrow views 

of the past?  After all, there are no eras of human history anyplace that have not been marked by 

some measure of domination and discrimination.  All of us share soiled pasts.  Americans must 

face a history of slavery and the enduring legacies of racism.  We have also launched cruel wars 

in Asia in recent decades, and our leaders have yet to utter any official words of apology.  The 

British in India, the Dutch in Indonesia, and the French in Indochina were all harsh colonial 

masters.  They spoke a language of civilization, but they practiced politics of barbarity.  

Likewise, in the name of liberation and revolution, the Soviets in Russia and the Red Guards in 

China destroyed millions of lives.  And the German record of atrocity in this century is 

unparalleled.  In an Olympic competition to determine which nation has the highest obligation to 

apologize, Japan would probably be allowed to compete in the medal round.  But it surely would 

not win a gold medal.  It probably wouldn’t even take home a bronze. 

In the face of this sordid century of misdeeds, what should we teach our children?  The 

Fujiokas, Nishios and Kobayashis condemn “masochistic history” and call for teachings of pride.  

As someone who cares deeply about Japan, I see these people as sad figures more than scary 

ones.  Far more than the historians they call masochistic, they themselves seem to be paralyzed 

by insecurity, low self-esteem, and fear.  And their program to sanitize textbooks shows a 

profoundly elitist mentality.  They lack faith in young people’s powers of reasoning and 

judgement.  They therefore seek to deny them access to troubling information. 

How much prouder would Japanese be to lead the world in openly and fully discussing 

the record of the past?  By doing so they could generate pride as citizens who have the true 

strength to lament the tragedies as well as celebrate the achievements of our shared experience of 

modernity.  How nice it would be if on the 20th anniversary of Heisei, the emperor could note 

with satisfaction the vigor and vitality of an education system that fearlessly explored such 

issues.  That would be a history truly to be proud of. 
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