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„What clues for its future can we find in Japan’s past?“ 

or 

The End of Japan’s Historical Parenthesis? 

 

Does Japans culture at the beginning of 21st century pick up some main socio-psychological 

traits of the late Edo period? Is Japan today in a phase of revival of its early 19th century 

popular culture?  The late Edo period showed the emergence of what we call today civil 

society. This process started before the end of the 18th century but it was interrupted 1853 by 

Admiral Perry’s opening of Japan by force. The arrival of the Black Boats let many small 

spaces of freedom disappear in Japan. Today’s historians (e. g. Ian Buruma, Inventing Japan, 

2004) widely agree that this aggression had a huge influence on the following decades in 

Japanese politics. Thus, the new Meiji government was setup by a restoration of the old 

imperial power instead of a bourgeois revolution. More specifically the sense of vulnerability 

remained the intrinsic motivation of any political agenda. Even worse, this new approach 

proved to be extremely successful in the wars 1895 against China and 1905 against Russia. 

Can we support the idea that just today, after more than 150 years, Japan is finally pulling out 

of something we could call its “historical parenthesis”? My impression is that Japan is going 

through a cultural revolution roughly since the first government of Koizumi. And learning 

more about Japanese history, especially from the late Edo period, I recognize some 

reappearance of ancient behaviours, tastes and mindsets. There was a blooming culture of 

individualism. One of the reasons for the possibility of such an expansion of popular and 

more individualistic culture was the existence of some relatively big centres. From the early 

17th century on the Tokugawa Shogunate established 24 licensed quarters for prostitution all 

over the country, the biggest ones being Shimabara for Kyoto, Shinmachi for Osaka and 

Yoshiwara for Edo. The main reason for establishing these nightless cities was to prevent the 

nouveau riche chōnin (townsmen) from political intrigue. Especially Yoshiwara in Edo was 

such a city of its own within the Asakusa district. They were “walled, moated, glittering 

islands of style and panache in the dreary, gray seas of Confucian social order” (William 

Lindsay). But they catered more than just prostitution. In Asakusa there were also theatres and 



ETP J 26: Essay by Reginald Grünenberg  Page 2 of 3 

dance shows; pilgrims, artists and writers from all corners of the countries met in this world of 

amusement and joy. The shogunate even banned Kabuki theatre that had become too popular 

and socially too critical into these districts. But now there was more than just entertainment. 

This district has become a kind of rather exotic civil society. The writer Yasunari Kawabata 

described this vibrant atmosphere some decades later in his early book The Scarlet Gang of 

Asakusa (1929). Even ordinary people during the first half of the 19th century noticed how 

the self-image of Japan and its public order under Tokugawa government had become 

increasingly obsolete in the light of daily life and social reality. The inferior merchant class 

had accumulated some prosperity and could enjoy a lifestyle of which most members of the 

samurai class could but dream. Samurai where about to become pitiful and even ridiculous 

beings in a public order that seemed to lose its axis and legitimacy.  

This emergence of a civil society within and on the fringe of the walled gardens of the red-

light-districts is reappearing today in another dress and outside of the old boundaries. This is 

not to say that e.g. urban tribes are signs of a fully achieved individualism and mature 

citizenship. But by realizing that the adherence to such groups is an individual choice that has 

also other options, that makes the big difference to the human self-understanding as a social 

and political being. 

I believe that the conservative and rather militaristically inspired string of culture that had its 

hegemony in Japan from mid-Meiji period through about the 1990s, this string of culture is 

running out of supporters. Too many employees have dropped out of the lifetime employment 

scheme and too many young people are not prepared any more to go for a salaryman’s life or 

to find their harbour in a career as bureaucrats. And labour force becoming scarce due to 

demography, Japanese business and administration needs to look for a much better and more 

efficient allocation of this unique source of national income.  

There was the surprising and most popular Eijanaika movement in 1867/68, a “cheerful 

disorder of milleniarist inspiration” (Bouissou). It was said to have no political agenda and 

thus it was of no use for the analysis of the emergence of civil society. But maybe the 

Japanese director Shohei Imamura reached in his movie Eijanaika (1981) a more fertile 

understanding of this phenomenon by describing it as a kind of proto-political awakening. 

Nowadays, it was the earthquake in Kobe 1995 that could be seen as a take-off of a new kind 

of civil society. It showed the embarrassing incapacity of straitjacket-ruled public services to 

respond the needs of this catastrophic situation. At the same time private initiatives of 

Japanese people and volunteers more than compensated this failure of the public service. But 
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beyond these proto-political activities, and this is my hypothesis, the new civil society seems 

to be growing even more out of the fields of culture, amusement and entertainment. It starts 

again where it has been stopped at the end of the Edo period. In this sense the past few years 

could represent the starting point in the process of closing a historical parenthesis. This 

parenthesis includes many of the political, social and economic mistakes induced by the 

paranoia of being a vulnerable country, by the incapacity of acting in a self-determined way. 

The young people growing up now in Japan seem to be lost as future supporters of this fearful 

and overcompensating culture. They don’t do this in the classical western way that social 

scientists have canonized with the concept of civil society. They rather focus on themselves 

and their limited communities and they just refuse to join the national consensus that was 

fabricated throughout the last 150 years. They just don’t care any more. Eijanaika! They saw 

the failure of their absent fathers who passed their lives in corporate slavery and were spit out 

as sodaigumi [bulky waste] when they retired. The Japanese youth is finally executing the 

secret and unfulfilled desires not only of their parents, but also of their grand- and even grand-

grand-parents. Today, this new cultural basis has reached global recognition through the huge 

success of manga, electronic entertainment and the new narrations connected to virtual reality. 

It may sound odd, but the revolutionary power of individualism seems to have a totally 

different origin when compared to Europe and North America. It’s coming late but it might be 

very powerful. 

Thus, the actual cultural evolution in Japanese society could be interpreted as some kind of 

progress and Masao Miyamoto could be right with the concluding words in his book 

Straitjacket Society (1994): “Instead of valuing the masochistic pleasure of messhi hoko [self-

sacrifice for the sake of the group], if the Japanese focus on the pleasure of freedom, they can 

hatch from their adolescent shells and become independent adults. Freed from the constraints 

of the bureaucracy, they will then be able to lead richer, more meaningful lives”. 

   


