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Asian Regionalism and Japan’s Unforgettable Past
Kosuke Shimizu ∗
Introduction
The recent spread of globalisation literature is very much recognised as in its bloom. In
international relations literature, two oppositional forces of universalisation and
fragmentation exclusively became the core of the rhetorical space. What they often
represent are the theories of governance, state sovereignty, economic interdependence, in
which each state/capital is described as struggling for its ascendance. The traditional
theories, discourses and hypotheses have exclusively focused on states and market, or the
interstate system and capitalism, in understanding contemporary world affairs.
In this context, however, such sociological and in some way philosophical concepts relating
to globalisation as “displacement”, “deterritorialisation” and “hybridisation” rarely came to
the centre of the concern of the academia of international relations and political economy,
while sociological and anthropological approaches to contemporary world affairs
frequently deploy these ideas. The concepts of deterritorialisation and hybridisation help us
understand that counter-ideologies to globalism, which represent the “fragmentation” phase
of contemporary world affairs, are actually a part of the globalising process of modern
rationalist thoughts. In other words, I contend in this article, globalisation is a process of
expansion of a particular contemporary knowledge structure of statism and economism.
The first ideology I would like to concentrate upon in this article is the regional modernist
ideology represented by Asianism with the essentialist idea of “Asian values”. Asianism is
absolutist modern ideology in the way it has been built upon the world view which
exclusively privileges the dichotomies of Self/Other and Asia/West. For Asianists, these
dichotomies are absolute and the only political truth out of which the identity of Asianists
emanates. In this context, the Asianism can be interpreted as an important element of the
territorial expansion of the modern rationalism.
The second absolutism emerges in the form of the global modernist ideology represented
by statism. Like Asianism, statism is a typical ideology of modern rationalism. It is
exemplified, in the Japanese case, by the abiding sentiments of nationalism and
mercantilism, both of which are originated in the West, and mainly developed after the
Meiji Restoration. In the context of the contemporary Asian political economy, Japanese
nationalism has become a sub-ideology of Asianism, confirming the Japanese sense of
“Self”, but growing into a sub-set of an Asian sense of “Self”.
In this article, I scrutinise how these two modern ideologies function and how they
influence the politico-strategic and politico-economic dimensions of Asia 1 . I emphasise
that Asianism and statism as modernist ideologies tend to marginalise ordinary people.
Through their discursive practices, they thrust all “Others” away to the margins. Since the
∗
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dichotomy of Asia/West that is embedded in Asianism actually connotes a dichotomy
between Asian elites and Western elites, however the voices of non-elite Asians tend to get
disregarded in both Asianist and statist discourses.
To highlight this aspect of the modern power/knowledge equation, I focus on the particular
voices of “Others” - those marginalised, that is, by the dominant narratives. The particular
voices I consider here are those who demand Japanese government’s war reparation,
including “comfort women” - the sexual slaves of Japan’s imperial army. However, in this
article, I focus on what political meanings their voices have in contemporary Asian affairs,
and their relations to the governments of the area in relation to reparation, rather than the
actual brutal behaviour of the imperial army. In focusing on this group and their arguments,
I want to highlight how the dominant practices of Asianism and Japanese nationalism have
continued to silence the voices of those concerned. This is particularly important in the
contemporary Asian political economy because some arguments which intentionally
connect the issue with North Korea are getting its popularity. It is a task of some urgency to
create thinking and speaking spaces for these women in the contemporary intersubjective
space. By criticising the modernist narratives of Asianism and statism, I attempt to do so in
this article 2 .
I start this article by examining each of the two Asian rationalisms cited above by
introducing such recently developed concepts of deterritorialisation and hybridisation.
Although these two ideologies are tightly related to each other, I investigate each separately
as a preliminary step. Secondly I attempt and explain their relationship to each other. I
contend here that Asianism is strongly supported by the statist-nationalist ideology of
Japan, despite the differences between them. Thirdly I examine relationship between the
marginalised voices of the region and the knowledge construction of the rationalisms. Here
I argue that the modernist character of Asianism and Japanese statism causes exclusion of
the voices of those who. Despite the courageous outcry of former “comfort women”, they
do not get the attention they deserve. Fourthly, I analyse the contemporary argument
regarding the Japanese government’s offer of reparation to individual former “comfort
women”, or rather, its lack thereof. I argue that these demands create dissension in Japan in
which nationalists and statists are attempting to devalue and marginalise these voices,
basically in the name of scientific rationalism.
Brief introduction to “deterritorialisation” and “hybridisation”
2

The first time the issue of “comfort women” came to public attention was in terms of individual
compensation. In December 1991, three Korean former “comfort women” sued the Japanese government for
an apology and compensation. Just before their legal action, Ms. Kim Hak Sun, one of these women, was
interviewed by NHK, a TV station owned by the Japanese government. “I want to claim publicly that my life
has been destroyed by the Japanese military invasion and the following annexation”, she said. “I also want
young Japanese as well as Koreans to acknowledge what Japan did in the past”. The issue of the “comfort
women” had been known before this interview and the following law-suit. However it had not attracted much
attention. One of the reasons for this was the fact that immediately after WWII, the Japanese government
managed to destroy nearly all documentary evidence of what they had done. They were afraid of what the
Allied Forces might do as a consequence. However, in 1992 a book was published by Yoshimi Yoshiaki, a
professor at Chuo University, entitled Jugun Ianfu Shiryoushu. The book contained six items which “proved”
the existence of the war-time “comfort women”. After the publication of this book, the government held a
press conference and finally acknowledged the fact that the government had been involved in the “comfort
women” scheme. See, Yoshimi Yoshiaki (1992), Jugun Ianfu Shiryoushu, Tokyo: Iwanamishoten.,The
“comfort women” still alive are now quite old, however. If they are to get any compensation, before they die,
they will need to do so soon.
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In the age of globalisation, it is often seen that public policies of political economy tend to
get detached from local contexts. When the global power controls and maintains the codes
and regulations used in the game of global political economy, then a local authority has few
options in deciding politico-economic policies. Walker writes:
State elites may look fierce and take themselves very seriously, but they are often
merely the local agents of foreign power and, increasingly, of peripatetic capital
wandering around the globe looking for an interest-rate differential here or long
term security there. Power is elsewhere, untouchable 3 .
The prevailing structure of this transcending global power is maintained by local agents,
not because the codes the global power provides are benefiting the local public. It is rather
because they are accepted by individuated local authorities isolated from each other by the
inter-state structure of contemporary world affairs.
It is precisely this moment that local political economic policies get de-territorialised. It is,
in fact, perceivable that local politicians and bureaucrats turn their backs to the local public
and ignore their interests. Koizumi’s dispatch of the SDF to Iraq, the liberalisation of
economy while unemployment hit the highest record in the recent history, and which is
often explained in terms of incapability of implementation of appropriate policies and
negligence of local voices. However, I contend that it is not because of the matter of
capability or inattention. Rather it is because these agents became involved in a wider
system of a particular discourse, and there is a regime in which they are forced into act and
behave in accordance with the preset codes.
It is the deterritorialisation which performs a crucial role in local or “trivial” issues failing
to get focused upon. By deterritorialisation, I mean here, an experience peculiar to the
modern life, in which the locale has less significance than the previous period, which some
theorists contends to be related to globalisation. There are many sociologists and
anthropologists, in fact, who deploy the concepts of “deterritorialisation” in referring to the
globalisation processes 4 . Probably the most concise and persuasive definition is provided
by John Thomlinson that “deterritorialisation” means “the loss of the ‘natural’ relation of
culture to geographical and social territories” 5 .
There are also some other theorists employing different terms to refer to the similar
concept. Giddens’s “displacement” fits in this case. In the age of globalisation, according to
Giddens, local lives are increasingly “phantasmagoric”. This is what modernity means to
him. Modernity frees social relations from the constraints of in-person relations of premodern cultures. It allows for a newly emerging human interaction through
telecommunications, emails, internet, across time and space.
The interaction of this type profoundly influences everyday local lives in a way that it
changes local settings and surroundings with its universalising force. This does not
3
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necessarily mean the disappearance or extinction of localities which provide individuals the
sense of easy and comfort. It rather means that people feel “at home” in their routine lives
whereas they are somehow aware that the surroundings are “phantasmagoric” in which
familiar features are not confined or peculiar to that locality, but can be seen anywhere on
this planet, therefore, they are said to be “placed-into” the locale by forces from distant
places.
Giddens precisely recapitulates this moment by singling out shopping malls:
The local shopping mall is a milieu in which a sense of easy and security is
cultivated by the layout of the buildings and the careful planning of public places.
Yet everyone who shops there is aware that most of the shops are chain stores,
which one might find in any city, and indeed that innumerable shopping malls of
similar design exist elsewhere 6 .
Providing a sense of easy and security, shopping malls make individual customers feel at
home. They are one of the “imagined communities” of the contemporary world in a sense,
even if they have almost lost their bonds to the physical local lands. This is not limited to
shopping malls, needless to say. When we define the deterritorialised places as those which
provide members a feeling at home, then nation-states can also be interpreted as a
deterritorialised space.
This argument might seem to be very much similar to theory of constructivism. Both see
the nation-state and the interstate system as artificial products. However, it seems to me
that constructivist arguments are not going as far enough as to discuss the importance of
local lands and territories to individual actors. As missing the meaning of territorial
politics, constructivism overlooks the significance of the dichotomy of inside/outside,
which is exclusively related to the concepts of territorial politics.
Hybridisation
Deterritorialisation is not a simple one dimensional concept however, with which one
might hastily conclude that there is no locale in the contemporary world any longer. This
argument typically contends as a consequence that everything is constructed and artificial,
therefore there is no longer local places full-stop.
My comprehension of the terms is rather different. Instead of arguing that there is no such
place as local, by using the term deterritorialisation, I refer to a process in which “what is
comfortable and nearby” was often placed into the local environment by the prevailing
global system of ideas and codes. In this process, products supplied locally are often reformulated along with and positioned into the indigenous context - it often entails
stereotypical images of the place, and displayed in an appropriated way. In this sense, many
of the modern products are hybrid in its origin by the logic of global capitalism and the
politicised images of the indigenous culture.
If, in this way, the local environment is produced and constructed, whether it is completely
deterritorialised by the tide of modernisation or taking a hybrid style, the backlash of the
6
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local residents on the basis of national or communal identity against the global
deterritorialising power making them lose local autonomy, is easily expected. Ubiquitous
resurgence of the right wing and xenophobic political orientation can be interpreted as a
manifestation of this kind. It is, of course, a reasonable argument that even these local and
national identities are themselves relatively recent commodities politically and artificially
constructed on the basis of universalised concepts such as the modern nation-state and the
inside/outside dichotomy. This is particularly the case in Japan, whose government once
enthusiastically imported the alleged “advanced” political and economic knowledge from
abroad, mainly from the Europe, which became the cornerstone in the construction of a
modern state.
This implies that ideologies on the basis of Japan as a unified political actor are based upon
such deterritorialised ideas as nation-state. And, therefore, Japanese nationalism is arguably
a construct and artificial product out of the adaptation by the Japanese government of the
western political theories and consequently their apparatus, while it often deploys historical
icons, social peculiarity, and cultural uniqueness. In other words nationalism is very much
hybrid.
This is particularly intriguing in the context of international relations because it reveals that
national identities and the concept of national are also the products of modernity even if
they deploy some pre-modern items of culture and tradition. As a result, contemporary
world affairs can be understood as a clash of two different deterritorialised identities. On
one hand, there is a global “Self” which transcends state boundaries in a way that makes all
the city corners look similar by placing identical shops and buildings ubiquitously. On the
other hand, there are “selves” of different systems, namely nationalisms, which act as
counter-movements to the global force.
This opposing binary have been referred to with a variety of names such as
“universalisation” and “fragmentation”, “globalisation” and “localisation”, or “unification”
and “particularisation” in the established narratives of IR and IPE. However, not few have
failed to focus upon the fact that both sides of the dichotomies are actually stuffed with
deterritorialised concepts. This means that the traditional IR/IPE discourses have been
blind to what the “local” means to those who have got little to do with such fashionable
words as globalisation and nationalism.
.
Contending Asian discourses in the age of globalisation
Asianism
One of the key ideologies that has characterised the intersubjective space of Asian political
economy since the end of the Cold War is Asianism 7 . Although some scholars are sceptical
of “Asia” as a concept 8 , there are several discourses that have been articulated in this
7
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regional name by local officials and intellectuals. The emergence of Asianism has had a
notable influence on Japanese political economy, and on the mind-making this has involved
too.
The transition from a West-centred political economy to an Asia-centred one is said to
represent the emergence of “postmodern political economics” 9 . This would be convincing
if modernism is exclusively referring to a peculiar phenomenon to the West, therefore,
interpreted as synonymous to westernisation. In such a discourse non-Western discourses
and politico-economic institutions would be naturally used to denote postmodernity
insomuch as it is geographically different from western modernity and arguably discovered
or invented after the global prevalence of modernism. Successful economic development
path idiosyncratic to the Asian region would represent the emergence of an alternative
politico-economic order, one that supposedly transcends the Western modernism.
However, it is far from convincing if we adopt the Giddens’s definition of modernity which
concentrate mainly upon the detachment of culture from locality, then the Asian
“postmodern political economics” also fall within the category of modern discourse. It is
rather, I interpret, a modernist counter-movement to the globalising force, which
exclusively place its main argument on the basis of nation-state, while employing such
local ideas as collectivistic identities and family centrism.
This is also a typical representation of the Asian rejection to the domination of the marketcentred economic narratives of neo-liberalism. In this sense, it is very much economic
centred discourse of mercantilism, and this, in turn, implies that it is very much
deterritorialised idea since mercantilism is originated in Europe, possibly to the era of
Machiavelli.
The modernist character of Asianism soon becomes clear when we examine its arguments
in detail. The key argument by Asianists is that Asian states should focus more on so-called
Asian values and the common heritage Asian states putatively possess - values and a
heritage which made it possible for Japan, for example, to achieve unprecedented economic
growth.
But what are Asian values? According to Tai, a leading protagonist of the concept, Asian
values consist of specific emotional bonds, a group orientation, and a commitment to
harmony, values that are supposed to stand in sharp contrast to such Western ones as
efficiency, competition, and individuation 10 . The former Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee
Kuan Yew, uses the idea of the “family” to refer to these Asian values. “Eastern societies
believe” he says “that the individual exists in the context of his family ... [h]e is not pristine
and separate ... [t]he family is part of the extended family, and then friends and the wider
society... [Nor does t]he ruler or the government ... try to provide for a person what the
family best provides” 11 . Many Asianists also argue that allegedly “western” concepts, like
democracy and human rights, are not suitable for Asian political economies either.
Lee’s argument about the “family” is highly contentious. This is because “family” is often
9
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used in a deterritorialised way like the concept of the modern Japanese family that was an
artificial product of the Meiji government policy and got little to do with Japanese
traditional culture of everyday life 12 . It was promoted in the context of Japanese
modernisation in order to achieve a unified national identity. Lee’s argument that the “ruler
or government does not try to provide what the family best provides” is, therefore,
misleading. Rather, it is other way round that the ruler and the government that forces
families to provide particular goods and services. In many Asian countries, as Lee says,
“family” is indeed part of the “extended family”. Where this “extended” family is used to
represent the nation-state, however, Lee’s argument is ultimately support for the authorised
power of the nation-state, and of the nation-state system over everyday life citizens.
What is interesting in this context is that the majority of Asianist discourses have come
from only a few particular states - Malaysia, Singapore, China, and Japan. Sakamoto
argues: “the states stressing their peculiarity [in terms of democracy and human rights] are
those which have political regimes constructed not on the democratisation of bottom-up” 13 .
Indeed, such states that achieved democratisation on the basis of bottom-up state-making
processes like Korea, the Philippines, and Taiwan, do not show much interest in
emphasising their peculiar identity in developmental terms. Discourses of Asianism are not
based upon the concrete existence of values or principles peculiar to Asia therefore. Rather
they are promoted, if not actually produced, by particular power regimes and by particular
politico-economic institutions prevailing in the region.
The term “family” implies an image of collective identity, which opposes to the western
individualism. The dichotomy Individualism/Collectivism, therefore, simultaneously means
the dichotomy Global (Western) force/Regional (Asian) force. The idea of “family”, in this
sense, does not directly connected to actual families living in the region. It rather emerges
out of the reflection to the western idea, which is now powerful enough to prevail around
the world through domination of cultural industries such as mass media, novels, news
footages, movies and TV dramas.
This is very much ironic as the counter movement to the global force, which is obviously
deterritorialised and attempting application almost all the surface of the globe, is also based
upon deterritorialised ideas of peculiarity in a way that symbols they hire are very much
detached from the actual cultures and societies of the region and having meaning only in
relation to the opposite concept.
The Asian “Self” it promoted was an artificial product as well as an ambitious politicocultural attempt by one Asian elite, who have been regarded as “Others” by the West, to
subvert the West’s contemporary mind-making practices. Discourses of Asianism are based
upon a perception that “Asia” was created, controlled, and abused by the West and by
Western intellectuals. For Europeans and Americans, Asians have typically been “Others”
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no Seijigaku, Tokyo: Iwanamishoten, p.143.
13
Sakamoto Yoshikazu (1997), “Sotaika no Jidai: shimin no seiki wo mezashite”, Sekai, January, p.65.

7

to whom negative values largely accrue 14 . As a critique of this tradition, therefore,
Asianism represented the attempt by Asian elites to give the concept of “Asia” a value
superior to that of the “West”.
Thus Ogura Kazuo, a high ranking Japanese official who is also the author of several books
on Japan-US economic friction, has argued that:
The mosaic of the newborn Asia is one of great variety, ranging from Japanese
cuisine to Buddhist chanting, from Japanese-style management to the Confucian
spirit of East Asia, and from the diligence of Vietnamese to the spirit of discipline
of the Koreans. Even if all of these elements do not yet fit together in one great
unified theory, as the twenty-first century approaches we can expect to see the
gradual emergence of an “Asian spirit” that will quietly make its way to the rest of
the world; this is a process that we should be fostering 15 .
What is intriguing here is Ogura’s use of the term “spirit”. He is not advocating political or
economic integration of the region. He is calling instead for construction of identity which
allegedly unites nation-states in the region “spiritually”. Many discourses of this sort have
the same intention. Even though they advocate Asian values and cultures, none of them
take their argument as far as challenging state sovereignty. What they advocate is the
emergence of an Asian “Self” capable of maintaining state boundaries among themselves
while still sharing the “spirit” of “Asianness”. In this respect, discourses of Asianism are
examples of modernist mind-making at work - attempts to create a sense of “Self”
compatible with contemporary statism, but not the same as it.
A commitment to an Asian sense of “Self” has serious ontological consequences, however.
Since Asianism requires the dichotomy Asia/West, “Asia” is made singular. This ignores
the diversity of Asian populations, especially the diversity of local communities. It
disregards the voices of those ordinary citizens who have not internalised the alleged values
mainly articulated by the Asian elites. It causes a serious problem not only because it limits
what seems possible in ontological theory, but because it often results in the
marginalisation of ordinary citizens in practice. Note the intimate relationship alleged here
between knowledge and power.
The current discourses of anti-colonial nationalism in Japan
Japanese anti-colonial nationalism was constructed on a statist basis ever since the
encounter to the West in the mid-19th century. It has promoted the production and
reproduction of a Japanese sense of “Self” which saw the world in inside/outside terms 16 .
There has been no significant change in the theoretical basis of this thinking in the postWar period. There has been some change in the composition of the inside/outside
dichotomy, however. To illustrate this constancy, and the nature of this change, I will
provide a brief history of post-War Japan.
In the post-War period, it was Americanisation that marked the main discontinuity in anti14
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colonial nationalism. Japan’s post-War period began with the attempt to forget the past, to
forget the aggression against other Asian countries, the colonisation, the totalitarianism, the
rape of local women by Japanese soldiers, and all the arts of war. The majority of Japanese
citizens had internalised the values and norms of the anti-colonial nationalist regime. They
felt relieved when they were told that they were not guilty, even if they had committed war
crimes. There were some state-makers and mind-makers who could not escape being
punished by the Allied Forces, of course. For most Japanese, however, forgetting was the
only option available, and forgetting was doubly fortuitous since it also allowed them to
devote themselves to economic re-construction 17 .
Japan emerged in the post-War world as an ally loyal to the US. Japanese state-makers
were also extremely conscious of America’s politico-economic orientation. In terms of its
national security, Japan’s defence was secured by the military presence of the US under the
Mutual Security Treaty signed in 1951. The presence of American military forces was
highly controversial, but the majority of Japanese considered it to be vital to Japan’s
sovereignty 18 . Japan also achieved a high rate of economic growth by exporting its
products to big markets in the West, and to the US in particular. As a result of such a close
relationship, Japan became Americanised 19 .
Americanisation coincided with the ordinary Japanese citizens’ desire to forget the past and
its requisite “Self”. By identifying themselves with a more American “Self”, as represented
by liberal democracy for example, the Japanese were able to wipe the memories of the war
from their minds. The US by this stage was no longer enemy or “Other”. An opinion poll
conducted during the US occupational period reported that 62 percent of the Japanese
citizens were willing to “understand” the Americans, for example, while only 25 percent
had negative feelings. At the time of the Japan-US Security Treaty, the Japanese population
favoured the US more than any other Western country 20 . Many Japanese began to learn
English, to study American knowledge, to imitate American lifestyles, and even to locate
themselves within the “universal” historical story of the US.
Americanisation was institutionalised by the Cold War. In this acute division of the world,
Japan found itself located on the side of the West, Japanese politico-economic thinking
became dominated by American rationalism, and politics and the economy were discussed
in terms of such dichotomies as West/East and liberalism/communism.
Most Japanese (those not communists themselves) perceived communist states - the Soviet
Union, China and notably the North Korea - as enemies, therefore as “Others”. Drawing a
line between the “Self” and the “Other” became relatively easy, since Japan was made to
identify with the US “Self”. The “Other” for the US became the “Other” for Japan
consequently, and state-makers and wealth-makers became mainly concerned with
constructing a sense of “Self” that fitted the new international system. The creation of this
requisite identity was chiefly done in ways that made a more Western “Self” out of loyal
Japanese. The Japanese “Self” and the Western “Self” were made much more the same.
17
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Post-war deterritorialisation of national self characterisation can be understood in this way.
Japanese identities now seem to be entirely disconnected from the local context. Ordinary
Japanese are said to be involved in a wider system of identity making – the American
“Self”, and started forgetting the all of the tradition, let alone the war crimes they
committed in the previous war.
During this period, anti-colonial nationalism had to take a back seat. Americanisation was
essentially a process in which a Western sense of “Self” came to control Japan’s foreign
relations. Any anti-colonial nationalist sense of “Self” had to become a sub-identity, and
the contradiction(s) between it and the Western sense of “Self” minimised in the context of
the intensifying tension of the Cold War.
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, Japanese elites were placed in need to relocate itself in another kind of world affairs. Americanisation became less useful as a way
of maintaining political institutions and a sound domestic economy as the stipulated
“Others” has disappeared. The prevailing international framework was in transition. The
US market seems no longer to be strong enough to tolerate so many foreign products.
Moreover, the power of global corporations pressing Japanese market to be open to them
became increasingly visible and intensified. The anti-colonial nationalists took the
opportunity to initiate a new round of mind-making. They began to argue that in an era of
globalisation and uncertainty, like that of the post-Cold War period, Japan should foster
citizens who admire and be proud of their nation, who were educated in a history that was
honourable and glorious, and who were able to strengthen Japanese unity.
Like their forefathers, the new round of anti-colonial nationalism employed scientific and
rationalist logic to create such a history and such a Japanese “Self”. The strategy was
clearer this time around, however. To legitimate their arguments, the anti-colonial
nationalists used scientific logic in a highly pointed way that privileged objectified
evidence and strict verification. Thus, when a historical fact unfavourable to Japan was
made public, it was argued that the fact was scientifically unproven, that is, lacked reliable
data, and that what data did exist failed to demonstrate the fact. The way the voices of
former “comfort women” were dealt with was typical of this strategy.
Interrelations among Asianism, Japanese anti-colonial nationalism and voices of
“Others”
Asianism - anti-colonial nationalism in Japan
The two ideologies discussed above are, of course, related to one another. They share with
each other the status of “Others” to the western “Self”. These interrelations are diverse and
complex. In terms of Asianism and Japanese anti-colonial nationalism, for example, the
former is often underpinned by the latter in ways that make anti-colonial nationalism a subset of Asianism. They have several points in common. Firstly, both of them are anti-West.
Their core identities - that of a putatively Asian sense of “Self” and of a Japanese sense of
“Self” - started their modern histories as “Others” in opposition to the concept of the
Western “Self”. Secondly, both are articulated on the basis of statism. Although Asianism
gives the impression that it advocates regional politico-economic integration, it is actually a
discourse advocating no more than economic cooperation among Asian states as I will
contend later on in this article. Asianism accepts the prevailing system of nation-states, so
does Japanese nationalism. Thirdly they are mercantilist. Asianist scholars demand,
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therefore, that Asians should “neither let Westerners interfere [in the East Asian
economies] nor copy their model” 21 . This is similar to what Japanese anti-colonial
nationalists contend. The bottom line for both is the maintenance of state-sovereignty and
the national accumulation of capital. Fourthly, both are deterritorialised ideologies. While
each contends that it is formulated on the basis of geographical territory and related
historical and cultural backgrounds, many of them are artificially constructed in order for
the “imagined community”.
Anti-colonial nationalism is returning to its old position against the West, and its
protagonists are now trying to create a new sense of Japanese “Self”, though this time as
part of an Asian sense of “Self”. This attempt exemplifies a new demarcation process in
which the Japanese sense of “Self” is regarded as identical with a general Asian sense of
“Self”, which stands in turn in opposition to the Western one. The discourse of
Japaneseness has been revitalised thereby within the framework of an Asianism of broader
scope. Although the Japanese discourse is exclusivist, Asianism supposedly vindicates
values and norms peculiar to Asians in general and the Japanese in particular. The result
has been a burst of Japaneseness literature that is Asianist in orientation 22 .
As Asianism is essentially statist and mercantilist, one might well expect state-makers to be
keen to be in charge of its foundation. In Japan, the emergence of Asianism is also an
opportunity to establish the long cherished dream of a Greater East Asia Co-prosperity
Sphere. Ishihara’s commitment to a “New Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere”, for example,
clearly represents this dream. Although he denies criticisms, mainly by left-wing analysts,
that his concept is simply a resurgence of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere of
Japan’s expansionist imperialism, Ishihara does actually advocate Japan taking a leadership
role and initiating regional politico-economic institutions. Thus he maintains: “many
Asians want us [Japanese] to exert leadership, take initiatives” 23 while Japan is having no
intention of territorial expansion in a geographical sense.
Both Asianism and Japanese anti-colonial nationalism are modernist discourses, however,
and the alliance between them is modernist as well. Both of these ideologies are, as I
argued above, elitist narratives too. While Asianism is articulated by individual leaders of
Asian nations, anti-colonial nationalism is articulated largely by state officials, academic
historians, and journalists. When they discuss Asian political economy, they have in their
minds the dichotomy: Asian elite/Western elite. As a result, those Asians who are not elite
get neglected. This not only represents a theoretical shortcoming. It is also devastates the
lives of many ordinary citizens.
Anti-colonial nationalism - voices of “Others”
Japan needs unity among its citizens to be the leader of the region. If Japan fails to integrate
its population, Japan could be deemed too incompetent to take the initiative in the politicoeconomic affairs of Asia as a whole. This makes diversity within it, and more particularly,
the voices of “Others” within it (like those of former “comfort women”) most unwelcome.
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These voices exemplify the needs of “Others” potentially rampant in the region. Anticolonial nationalism seeks to marginalise and silence these voices, therefore. Anti-colonial
nationalist narratives seek to marginalise these “Others” by asserting, for example, that the
“comfort women’s” voices are trivial, emotional, subjective, insignificant, and as a
consequence, unimportant. As modernist ideologies, anti-colonial nationalists employ
rational scientific arguments to prove that the “comfort women’s” voices are not
trustworthy. The narratives of scientific rationalism are brought to bear with considerable
force.
The former comfort women are not the only example. The voices of indigenous peoples
who were forced to evacuate from their inherited lands because of dam construction and
regional economic development mainly financed by Japan’s ODA are also regarded as
trivial and emotional, thus referred to as “Others”. They voices often disturb “sound”
relationship between their national elites and the Japanese government. Therefore, they are
not only neglected, but often silenced by local officials.
Asianism - voices of “Others”
For Asianists, the most challenging issue is the way those labelled “Others” by Asianism
are now forming alliances across state (and regional) boundaries to highlight how they are
oppressed and impoverished by the state- and market-centred regional political economic
system. A transnational social movement that reports that there are prisoners of conscience
in Singapore and Malaysia, and that the freedom of expression and association are severely
restricted locally 24 , provides one such challenge. So does another that cites as a global
concern the way rainforests in Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines, are being
destroyed. Many Asian environmentalists are organising political movements against the
Asian system of economic development 25 . The list of issues around which citizens’
alliances have been formed includes the exploitation of women’s and children’s cheap
labour, indigenous people’s rights, immigration workers’ security, and the “comfort
women” issue 26 . It is seemingly endless.
These citizens’ alliances question the Asianist assumption of a state- and market-centred
basis to regional cooperation. In state-centred terms, for example, the issue of the US
military base in Okinawa is a case in point. This issue was ignited when US soldiers were
reported as having raped a 12 year old girl. Since this crime was planned beforehand, and
the victim was a young primary student, its impact on the Japanese public was
considerable. Large demonstrations were organised against the US base, and this developed
into another muddled dispute about the US-Japan Security Treaty, taken up by citizens’
groups outside Japan as well as those within it.
In market-centred, politico-economic terms, the issue of women’s cheap labour provides
appropriate example. The Asianist intention to enhance regional economies using foreign
capital has been criticised by many Western and Asian feminists. The economic
enhancement of the region has actually been achieved at considerable expense in terms of
24
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women’s lives. Feminists across the region have shown how the economic development
processes involved have often impoverished women, privileging meanwhile particular local
elites and owners and managers of international capital.
The voices of “Others” are not welcome to those who are responsible for the cultural
practices that make for an Asian sense of “Self”. They disrupt the usual diplomaticostrategic and politico-economic relations of Asian nation-states, and disturb the attempt to
create a singular Asian “Self”. Regional activists are not strong enough yet, however, to
oblige the state-makers and wealth-makers there to accept “Other” voices.
The comfort women issue and the “Others” of the “Others”
Japan started the post-War period by forgetting its past. It did not, as a consequence,
appropriately or adequately compensate the “comfort women” for the damage it did them.
In terms of general property rights, the Japan-Korea Basic Relations Treaty, signed in 1965,
finalised the issue of compensation with the provision of a comprehensive 500 million (US)
dollar grant. The Treaty also stated that the issue of property rights was concluded
thereby 27 . The government was not resolute, however, in relation to individual claims
under the terms of the Treaty. Indeed, the only measure the Japanese government has taken
so far for the relief of former “comfort women” is the establishment of a private funding
scheme to allot private donations 28 .
Since the demands of former “comfort women” for individual compensation are
unwelcome to anti-colonial nationalists seeking “sound” relations with other Asian states,
they have attempted to silence both the former “comfort women” and their supporters. In so
doing, two distinct approaches have emerged. Some politicians and intellectuals argue, for
example, that Japan invaded other Asian countries to liberate their populations from
European imperialist domination. This argument assumes that whatever Japan did in
liberating Asian populations was justifiable and rational. From this perspective, the
Japanese government cannot be blamed for its involvement in the “comfort women”
scheme. It was a necessary evil. It was one cost of the liberation process. And it was only
through this process that the Asian region could regain its independence and achieve
civilisation without European domination.
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This argument parallels Asianist discourses. For the nationalists, “Asia” has an absolute
identity, opposed to that of the West, and Asia fights (fought) against the West’s claim to
represent universal values. In relation to the “comfort women” issue, the Japanese
government articulates the same Asianist dichotomy of West/Asia.
Other nationalists argue, however, that “comfort women” were working in order to earn
money. What they were engaged in was essentially a business activity. The intellectuals
who maintain this position usually deny the involvement of the government in the “comfort
women” scheme and, accordingly, any governmental responsibility for compensation. They
deploy an extreme liberal discourse - one which denies the way politics and economy
implicate each other. Business activities had nothing to do with the government, they say.
There was no power relationship, it seems, between the ruler and the ruled, the coloniser
and the colonised.
Liberalist logic like this strengthens the image of Asia as economically unified; as a region
where one nation’s citizens can collaborate with those of other nations. It obscures power
relations and the political concerns these citizens might have. It uses the liberal logic of
radical difference between polity and economy to show that the government was not
involved in the “comfort women” scheme. Liberalists do not acknowledge, in other words,
market interventions by the state, since if they did, there could well be reason to
acknowledge state responsibility as well.
Since, like the rest of the world, the dominant politico-economic structures in Asia are
statist and capitalist and not just liberalist, arguments couched in these terms are not
convincing. They are used nonetheless to reinforce the government’s policy on
compensation. Politicians have been particularly prominent purveyors of both these points
of view. Indeed, often outrageous purveyors of these points of view. From the beginning of
the 1990s, in fact, Japanese newspapers have reported the remarks of numerous nationalist
politicians in this vein. A sample of such remarks is provided below 29 .
Thus Nagano Shigeto (Justice Minister, LDP) said, in May 1994:
Japan was not an aggressor in the war, and the infamous ‘Rape of Nanking’ by
Japanese soldiers in China was nothing but a hoax. The purpose of the war was to
free Asian nations from European colonialism.
Sakurai Shin (Environment Minister, LDP) insisted, in October 1994:
Japan had no intention of an invasion when it launched the Pacific War, and...as a
result of the war, Japan’s Asian neighbors gained independence and a modern
education system.
Eto Takami (The head of Japan’s Management and Coordination Agency, LDP) contended,
in November 1995 that:
Japan did ‘some good things’ during its World War II occupation of Korea, building
roads, ports and providing education and other infrastructure projects.
29
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Okuno Seisuke (former Education Minister, LDP) said in July 1996:
Korean and other Asian sex slaves of the Japanese soldiers during the war were
actually prostitutes out to make money.
And most recently Kajiyama Seiroku (Chief Cabinet Secretary, LDP) asserted, in January
1997:
The comfort women issue should be connected to the existence of Japanese
government-licensed brothels of the time, since the former sex slaves were able to
earn money.
Both Okuno’s statement that “Korean and other Asian sex slaves of the Japanese soldiers
during the war were actually prostitutes out to make money”, and Kajiyama’s assertion that
“the former sex slaves were able to earn money” employ an extreme version of liberalist
economic thinking to deny governmental responsibility. They argue, in effect, that the
Japanese government was completely divorced from this business; that it was not involved
in the market process.
Asianists more generally have also served to silence the attempts by “comfort women” to
speak out. Mohamad Mahathir, the Prime Minister of Malaysia has stated, for example,
that:
In the Pacific War the Japanese proved that the West was not invincible. Previously
Asians had thought the West could never be beaten, but Japan showed us that the
West could be defeated. That convinced us that we, too, could do what Japan did
not fighting a war, of course, but develop our country. Despite the war time
atrocities, Japan has been a source of inspiration and confidence...We believe it is
wrong...to dwell on the past. Present relationships are what count; there is no point
in quibbling over what happened long ago 30 .
Similarly, Ishihara contends:
The Pacific War, a struggle for hegemony in Asia that pitted Japan against the
United States and Europe, engulfed the region and millions of people suffered. I
have not forgotten those events and I willingly admit that Japan made many
mistakes. Still people who are mired in the past cannot move forward 31 .
The voices of those who suffered pain and impoverishment at the hands of Japan during the
Word War Two are apparently of no account. They are unwelcome. They are “mired in the
past”, and there is “no point” in talking about what happened in the past. Focusing on such
voices is said to be “irrational” and even “destructive”. Thus it is that former “comfort
women” get marginalised and silenced. And thus it is that the issue of individual
compensation to former “comfort women” gets rendered trivial, and counter-progressive
too.
30
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Scientific logic, epistemology, and ontology
The anti-colonial nationalist discourse works in a very odd way. It enhances the unity of
the Japanese by creating a story of their glorious past. It promotes a nationalistic image of
an honourable Japanese history, and an honourable Japanese sense of “Self”. However, this
is only one aspect of anti-colonial nationalist narratives. By concentrating on highly
selective “facts”, nationalists disconnect this process from other aspects of Asian political
economy, and from ordinary citizens in Asia. Dispute over what the “facts” are (an
epistemological question) is allowed to conceal other questions (which are ontological).
The epistemological question is one about how a researcher should read historical
materials; how he or she can prove that certain events did happen; whether, for example,
we should rely on the memories of those who were involved in these events.
The ontological questions are, on the other hand, those regarding how these events relate to
“us”; how “we” are involved in them; and ultimately who “we” and “us” might be in this
respect. These questions inevitably lead us to a question of ontological territory. What the
nationalists attempted to establish was an imagined community consisting of those who
subscribe to a particular set of codes and rules, which consequently resulted in
authorisation and legitimisation of the existing power structure of the country. By
alienating and marginalising those who provide contentious arguments against the existing
order, it promotes the acceptance of the established stability of Japanese and Asia political
economy by the regional citizens.
The Japanese “textbook controversy” is suggestive here. This has been a most intense
dispute. It was triggered in February 1996 by the establishment of the Atarashii Kyokasho
wo Tsukurukai (the Organisation for a New Textbook of History) 32 . This nationalist
intellectual organisation boldly expressed its lack of belief in historical events that hurt the
dignity and self-respect of the Japanese in general, and the events surrounding the “comfort
women” issue in particular. It explicitly claimed that the government should take accounts
of the “comfort women” issue out of the history textbooks used in high schools and junior
high schools 33 .
Fujioka Nobukatsu, a professor at the University of Tokyo and the leader of the Atarashii
Kyokasho wo Tsukurukai, argued that textbooks are extremely important. They provide a
common ground for the Japanese in terms of their general knowledge. They the provide
common knowledge for its citizens, without which a state becomes highly fragile. This
argument is in line, of course, with the tradition of anti-colonial nationalism, where unity
among citizens in terms of knowledge structures has always been considered essential. This
was so in the pre-war period and remains so today, since any diversity of opinion appears
to nationalists to be highly destructive of national unity.
As a self-styled “liberalist”, Fujioka denies the government’s involvement in the “comfort
women” scheme anyway. He insists, instead, that the comfort women were mere
prostitutes, who went to the battlefields in order to earn money. They were participants in a
32
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particular market, and had nothing to do with the Japanese government.
He argues more radically, however, that there was no coercive recruitment; that there is no
“evidence” to prove the existence of the government’s involvement in this scheme. Most of
the evidence is provided by the memories of particular former “comfort women”, and their
accounts of their experiences at the time, and evidence like this, is not, for Fujioka at any
rate, really admissible.
This latter point gives Fujioka’s argument a scientific patina. Without concrete evidence of
the involvement of the government, the testimonies of former “comfort women” are said to
mean nothing. These testimonies have no scientific status, Fujioka argues, since the
memories of former “comfort women” can be deemed unclear and unreliable. The
government should not accept condemnation for its involvement in the scheme, he believes,
unless the specific accounts of those involved can be corroborated by concrete, objectified
“facts” that are scientifically credible 34 .
Such an argument shows very clearly the intimate relationship between modern power and
rational knowledge. Such an argument is based upon a dichotomy between the “Self” as a
modern rational subject and “Others” as pre-modern, emotional objects. The arguments of
the “Self” are scientific, objective, rational, and trustworthy. The testimony of “Others” is
partial, subjective, emotional, and unreliable.
This “scientific” orientation can also be found in the works of Hata Ikuhiko, a historian and
professor of history at Chiba University. His critique of a UN document on the “comfort
women” issue 35 best exemplifies his commitment to scientific rationalism and with it, his
commitment to anti-colonial nationalism. He criticises the UN report, for example, for its
absence of footnotes and for its lack of sufficient attention to references. He notes:
the report is a slipshod piece of work, so much so that it would have to be given a
failing grade if it were produced by a student at any first-rate Western university...
the report relies for historical background on a single popular work...by the
Australian journalist George Hicks 36 .
George Hicks’s work contains a significant number of testimonies by former “comfort
women”. Hata’s argument, however, privileges scientific objectivism, since what is at
stake, he says, is the question of the “facts” of the “comfort women” scheme 37 . The UN
report is condemned for relying on the testimonies of former “comfort women”, thereby
bringing the testimonies themselves into disrepute 38 , and Hata also criticises George Hicks,
on whose work the report partially relies. Thus Hata states:
I do not want to believe that the special [UN] repporteur intentionally distorted
facts, but her total reliance on an unscholarly book whose cover features a
photograph of a half-naked comfort women and whose chapters bear such
inflammatory titles as “Mars and Venus” (chapter 1) and “The Flesh Market”
34
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(chapter 2) does call into question her own care and responsibility 39 .
For Hata, in short, Hicks’s phenomenological accounts are “unscholarly”. Since Hicks’s
book also contains “no footnotes” 40 , Hata contends that Hicks’s book, and the testimonies
it contains, are basically unreliable. For Hata, what is reliable is “scientifically proven
evidence”. Since very little documentary evidence has survived, in fact, that mostly leaves
the memories of former “comfort women” of events that took place fifty years ago. Not,
Hata believes, a proper historical source.
How “reliable” is Hata’s argument, in turn? Continuous emphasis on the “facts” obscures
what this whole issue might mean. A seemingly technical dispute over cognition makes the
whole issue seem abstract and of little interest to ordinary people. As a result, any
individual Asian would not be to blame for thinking that this issue is something “out there”,
which has nothing to do with his or her everyday life. It encourages him or her to “neglect
the past and to look at the future”. Asianist arguments about looking to the future are likely
to be seen more constructive and forward-looking, in other words, than critical disputes
about phenomenological cognition. As a result, Asianism gets to retain its hegemonic status
in the intersubjective space of Asian political economy, and indeed, gets to gain more
popular support.
Conclusion
When we focus on the politico-cultural dimension of world affairs and deterritorialisation
of ideas, the Asian political economy in general, and the Japanese political economy in
particular, appears to be significantly different from the traditional accounts of them
provided by modernist scholars. When discussed in this light, politico-economic relations
in Asia appear to be much more clearly about the power relations of such deterritorialised
modernist ideologies as Asianism and Japanese anti-colonial nationalism. The neglect of
the politico-cultural dimension emerges as a consequence as an important reason for the
oppression of ordinary people living everyday lives.
As politico-cultural agents, Asianism and Japanese anti-colonial nationalism are mutually
reinforcing. The latter produces narratives that foster a sense of the Japanese “Self”, that is
a sub-set of the Asian sense of “Self”. It does so by alienating and silencing the unwelcome
voices of “Others”, using the logic of scientific rationalism.
What is also clear is that modernist narratives are closely associated with the dominant
regimes of political economy. They create and strengthen these regimes by employing
scientific logic. In the case of the “comfort women”, the traditional narratives of statism
and mercantilism have created an Asianist regime, which anti-colonial nationalism
reinforces using the language of science. This in turn marginalises the voices of “Others”,
which is something not to be missed, especially in the age of globalisation and
deterritorialisation of ideas.
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