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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION 

 
 Welcome to the eleventh volume of the Japan Studies Review 
(JSR), an annual peer-reviewed journal sponsored by the joint efforts of the 
Institute for Asian Studies at Florida International University and the 
Southern Japan Seminar. JSR continues to be both an outlet for publications 
related to Southern Japan Seminar events and a journal that encourages 
submissions from a wide range of scholars in the field.  
 Appearing in this issue are five articles dealing with a variety of 
topics on Japan, including Commodore Matthew Perry and Christianity in 
Japan, analysis of the disaster management of the 1995 Kobe earthquake, 
the award winning book, Snow Country, the debate over the Kurile islands 
between Russia and Japan, and a look at the establishment of modern 
Japanese language. 
 The first article, “The Japanese Fear of Christianity and European 
Nationalism in the Diplomacy of Commodore Matthew C. Perry” by 
William J. Farge, looks closely at the changing Japanese view of Christians 
and Christianity at the time of Perry’s arrival in Japan. This article is a 
product of the Southern Japan Seminar held in Atlanta in fall of 2004. 
 Following this, “Learning from Kobe: Complexity and Urgency in 
the Holistic Management Model” by Marilyn M. Helms, Ray Jones, and 
Margaret B. Takeda, studies the aftermath of the Kobe earthquake of 1995 
and critiques the use (and lack) of management techniques and suggests 
future improvements for the Japanese post-disaster management system. 
 The third article, “Symbiotic Conflict in Snow Country” by Masaki 
Mori, analyzes the significance of Snow Country, one of the most 
prominent works by 1969 Nobel-laureate for literature Kawabata Yasunari. 
The article details the particularly unusual literary style of the book and its 
innovative storytelling techniques and characters. 
 The fourth article, “Line in the Water: The Southern Kuriles and 
the Russian-Japanese Relationship” by Thomas E. Rotnem, details the 
strained relations between Russia and Japan as both sides battle for control 
over the Kurile islands. Although the islands are quite small, they represent 
much more than their physical worth: they are symbols of the power of both 
sides. 
 The final article, “The Genbun’itchi Society and the Drive to 
‘Nationalize’ the Japanese Language” by Paul Clark, focuses on the 
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Genbun’itchi Society in existence from 1900-1910 that helped reform and 
define contemporary Japanese language and standardize it for the modern 
era. The article also describes the socio-historical background for the 
establishment of the Society. 
 Also appearing in this issue are four essays. The first essay, 
“Esoteric Buddhism in the Works of Juan Valera” by Juan Torres-Pou, was 
originally from a conference in spring of 2006 co-sponsored by the Institute 
for Asian Studies (IAS) at Florida International University (FIU). The next 
two essays, “Modern Girls and New Women in Japanese Cinema” by 
Maureen Turim and “Japan through Others’ Lenses: Hiroshima Mon Amour 
(1959) and Lost in Translation (2003)” by Frank P. Tomasulo, share the 
theme of Japanese cinema and are both based on a conference at FIU 
sponsored by IAS in fall of 2004. The final essay, “Immaculate Confession” 
by Michael Alvarez details the author Mishima Yukio and his motivation 
for writing Confessions of a Mask, one of his best known works. 
 Additionally, the volume contains eight book reviews of recent 
publications on Japanese studies. Ellis S. Krauss and T.J. Pempel’s edited 
volume on U.S.-Japan relations is reviewed by Thomas E. Rotnem of 
Southern Polytechnic State University; Hamaguchi Eshun and Kaneko 
Satoru’s edited work on Tora-san, the Japanese television and print hero, is 
reviewed by Kinko Ito of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock; Ayako 
Ono’s examination of japonisme is reviewed by Linda Gertner Zatlin of 
Morehouse College; James L. Huffman’s biography of Edward H. House is 
reviewed by Daniel A. Metraux of Mary Baldwin College; Bruce L. 
Batten’s exploration of the meaning of frontiers and boundaries regarding 
Japan is reviewed by Yuki Takatori of Georgia State University; and 
Cristina Rocha’s research on Zen in Brazil is reviewed by Ronan A. Pereira 
of University of Brasilia/Victoria University of Wellington. Also, I 
reviewed a work by Duncan Ryūken Williams on the history of Sōtō Zen 
Buddhism (originally appeared in the Journal of Buddhist Ethics 12 [2005]: 
84-87). Finally, Marie Højlund Roesgaard’s book on juku, the Japanese 
cram school, is reviewed by Steven E. Gump. 
 Please note: Japanese names are cited with surname first except for 
citations of works published in English. 
 
 
Steven Heine, Editor 
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Re: Submissions, Subscriptions and Comments 
 
Submissions for publication, either articles, essays, or book reviews, should 
be made in both hard copy and electronic formats, preferably Word for 
Windows on a disk or CD (please inquire about other formats). The editor 
and members of the editorial board will referee all submissions. 
 
Annual Subscriptions are now $25.00 (US). Please send a check or money 
order payable to Florida International University to: 
 
C/o Steven Heine, Professor of Religious Studies and History 
Director of the Institute for Asian Studies 
Florida International University 
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Miami, FL 33199 
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available online. 
 
All comments and feedback on the publications appearing in Japan Studies 
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THE JAPANESE FEAR OF CHRISTIANITY AND EUROPEAN 
NATIONALISM IN THE DIPLOMACY OF COMMODORE 

MATTHEW C. PERRY 
 

William J. Farge, SJ 
Georgetown University 

 
The United States ship, Preble, under the command of James 

Glynn (1800?-1871), was in the China seas in February 1849 as part of a 
large squadron of American ships that was patrolling Asian waters. While 
off the island of Batavia, Commander Glynn received information that 
sixteen American seamen, who had been shipwrecked not far from the coast 
of Japan, were under detention and were being treated with great cruelty. 
The Americans, already detained for seventeen months by the Japanese 
when Glynn received word of their capture, had been made to trample on a 
crucifix (fumie).1 The Japanese guards told the American prisoners that the 
figure on the crucifix was the “devil of Japan,” and that if they refused to 
step on it, they would be executed. The incident was resolved favorably for 
the Americans, Commander Glynn eventually being able to negotiate the 
release of the seamen. 

This incident took place three years before Commodore Matthew 
Calbraith Perry (1794-1858) set sail from the United States in 1852 to 
negotiate trade and diplomatic relations with Japan. It shows that even as 
late as the 1850s the Japanese were still using pictures of Christian figures 
to identify adherents of Christianity, a practice that had begun in the 1620s. 
Suspects were ordered to step on Christian images on the assumption that 
those who refused or hesitated would reveal themselves to be Christians. 
The practice was rarely used after the 1660s, and an inquisitor for the office 
of religious inquisition (shumon aratame yaku) was never appointed by the 
shogunate after 1792, but inquisition by fumie continued until 1857 when, 
under the terms of an agreement negotiated by the Dutch, the Japanese 
government (bakufu) abolished the practice of trampling upon a sacred 
image. American seamen were among the last to be victimized by the fumie 

                     
1  Francis L. Hawks, ed., Commodore M.C. Perry, Narrative of the 
Expedition to the China Seas and Japan, 1852-1854 (Washington: Beverley 
Tucker, Senate Printer, 1856), p. 48. 
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ceremony, but Christianity could still not be legally propagated or practiced 
in Japan in 1857, nor could Christian literature or pictures be imported.2 

The harassment of American seamen by use of the fumie is a 
reminder that, even though Christianity had been almost totally stamped out 
two hundred years earlier, the fear of Christianity still remained. The 
foreign religion was still considered a threat to the peace and well-being of 
Japan, and the same methods were still being used to root out any vestiges 
of its influence. When Perry arrived at Uraga in 1853, Christianity was 
considered a curse, and the fear of punishment for having even the most 
tenuous connection with the “evil sect” was common. 

Peoples’ dread of Christianity was not based simply on their fear 
of punishment by the bakufu. The superstitious view of the foreign religion 
is well illustrated by an incident that has been related by an officer on 
Perry’s flagship. The American officer asked a Japanese visitor who had 
come aboard the ship to write his autograph in Japanese on the fly-leaf of 
his book. The book which the seaman held out to him was a Christian 
prayer book, and when the Japanese guest, with his brush poised to sign his 
name, saw a Christian cross on the title page, he immediately threw the 
book down and would not even touch it.3

In his negotiations, Perry had to take into account the trepidation 
with which the Japanese viewed Christianity. He displayed great skill as a 
diplomat and set in motion the process of putting to rest the concerns that 
the Japanese had with regard to possible foreign interference, especially the 
intrusion of foreign missionaries. Perry was well aware that lurking behind 
the negotiations was a long, unfortunate history of Japanese dealings with 
Christianity and of Japanese worries about how to contain it in the future. 
Perry was careful to make it clear that his government had no intention of 
forcing Christianity on the Japanese and making the same “mistake” that 
the Portuguese had made three hundred years earlier. In his letter of 7 July 
1853 to the “Emperor” 4 Perry writes: 

                     
2 George Sansom, Western World and Japan: A Study in the Interaction of 
European and Asiatic Cultures (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), p. 488. 
3 Ibid., p. 468. 
4 The letter found its way to the thirteenth Tokugawa shogun, Iesada (1824-
1858, r. 1853-1858), who followed Ieyoshi (1793-1853, r. 1837-1853). 
Perry’s Narrative of the Expedition to the China Seas (p. 11) points out that 
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[I am] commanded to explain to the Japanese that the United 
States are connected with no government in Europe, and that their 
laws do not interfere with the religion of their own citizens, much 
less with that of other nations.5

 
Perry was well aware of the history of Japanese relations with 

European countries in the sixteenth century and with the Japanese edicts 
that forbad Christianity (kinkyōrei) at that time. The commodore seemed to 
understand the Japanese position, and in spite of the history of persecution 
it was his conviction that the Japanese had always been historically tolerant 
of other religions and would have been tolerant of Christianity if 
circumstances had been different. Perry believed that it was the Portuguese 
and the Spaniards that had turned the Japanese against both Christianity and 
the West. It was, in fact, Western intolerance, in his view, and not Japanese 
intolerance that had forced the Japanese to sever ties with the European 
nations, except for the Dutch. In the Narrative of the Expedition to the 
China Seas and Japan 1852-1854 Perry writes,6

 
Indeed, no feature is more striking among the institutions of the 
[Japanese] Empire than its enlarged spirit of religious toleration. It 
was extended to Christianity on its first promulgation by the 
Portuguese; and was not withdrawn until the Japanese supposed 
that intolerance and treason lurked under the new religion. 
Christianity was driven from Japan on political not religious 
grounds….The truth is, that the Japanese government exhibits 
now, as it always has done, a very remarkable indifference to mere 

                                            
“Japan presents the singular feature of having two Emperors at the same 
time, the one secular, the other ecclesiastical…” 
5 Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition, p. 258. 
6 The Narrative is actually compiled by an editor who gathered pages from 
Perry’s own journal as well as from the reports of several of Perry’s 
officers. In the Preferatory Note, Perry writes: “The Narrative here 
presented…has been prepared under my supervision from materials 
furnished by me and is authentic. I present it as my official report, and am 
alone responsible for the statement of facts it contains.” 
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doctrinal points, so long as they interfere not with the public 
tranquility.7

 
Perry gives sound reasons for his views and does not seem to be 

influenced by a solely anti-Catholic or anti-European bias. He cited his 
belief that there were a large number of religions in Japan in the 
seventeenth century that were able to flourish unmolested, though they were 
quite distinct from Buddhism. Christianity had been one among the “large 
number of religions” and had prospered at first. Perry explains how quarrels 
among the Roman Catholic religious orders were one cause, if not the 
primary cause, of the expulsion of Christianity from Japan. 

 
Had the work begun by [Francis] Xavier [1506-1552] and his 
companions been left in the hands of men like themselves, we very 
much doubt whether the severe Japanese laws prohibiting 
Christianity in the Empire would ever have existed. But these 
prudent, inoffensive, and laborious men were soon outnumbered 
by swarms of Dominican, Augustinian, and Franciscan friars from 
Goa and Macao, who were attracted by the flattering accounts of 
the remarkable success of the Jesuits. They had not labored in 
making the harvest, yet they were ready enough to go and reap it.8

 
Perry cites as a more immediate cause of the persecution an 

incident that occurred in 1596: 
 
A Portuguese bishop was met on the high road by one of the 
highest officers of the State on his way to court. Each was in his 
sedan. The usage of the country required that, in such case, the 
conveyance of the bishop should be stopped, and that he should 
alight and pay his respects to the nobleman. Instead of conforming 
to this established act of courtesy, the bishop took not the least 
notice of the Japanese dignitary but, turning his head away from 
him, ordered his carriers to carry him on. The insult, evidently 

                     
7 Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition, p. 21. 
8 Ibid., p. 25. 
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intended, was so gross that the grandee took mortal offence…and 
presented his grievances to the emperor.9

 
The arrogance of the Portuguese was not only manifest in what 

might be considered this “minor” insult to a Japanese nobleman. Perry was 
convinced that the Portuguese had solicited the help of Japanese Christians 
in their plans to overthrow the government of Japan. In order to back up his 
suspicions, Perry gives an account of a Portuguese ship on its way from 
Asia back to Lisbon that was captured by the Dutch. On board was found a 
letter, written by a certain “Moro,” a native Japanese, to the King of 
Portugal. In the letter Moro reveals himself to be a devout Catholic, a warm 
friend of the Jesuits, and one of the chief agents and friends of the 
Portuguese in Japan. From the letter it appears that the Japanese Christians, 
in conjunction with the Portuguese, were plotting the overthrow of the 
shogunate. The Christians seemed to be requesting aid, in the form of ships 
and soldiers, from Portugal. “It may be difficult to ascertain with certainty 
all the details of the conspiracy,” the Narrative relates, “but of the 
conspiracy itself there can be no doubt.”10 Though this account is second 
hand, Perry himself was convinced that it was proof of a 
Portuguese/Christian conspiracy against Japan. As he was negotiating with 
the Japanese, he wanted by all means to distance himself from any 
suspicion of being involved in similar plots. 

Given the history of Japanese-Western relations in the sixteenth 
century, it is not surprising that the Japanese would be hesitant and 
suspicious of Perry’s intentions. The chaplain on Perry’s expedition, with 
whom the commodore regularly consulted, Mr. Jones, expressed his belief 
that the unfortunate experience that the Japanese had had with Christianity 
was now part of the past and would no longer be a reason for them to reject 
trade and diplomatic relations with the United States. In the chaplain’s 
words: 
 

I performed funeral services on shore four times: once at 
Yokohama, twice at Hakodate, and once at Shimoda; in every 
instance in the presence of the Japanese…they always behaved 
well. Japanese officers were present. I thus became known among 

                     
9 Ibid., pp. 25-26. 
10 Ibid., p. 26. 
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the people everywhere as a Christian clergyman….Instead of this 
producing a shrinking from me, as I had supposed it would, I 
found that I had decidedly gained by it in their respect, and this 
among officials as well as commoners….There was no seeming 
aversion to me because I was a minister of Christianity.11

 
Mr. Jones acknowledges, however, that there was another side to 

the impression he had received at these funeral services. The government of 
Japan was, in his view, “exceedingly jealous about our religion, but the 
cause of this jealousy was the Japanese’s confusing the difference between 
‘the Romanists’ and ‘ourselves.’” 12  He was convinced that after that 
misunderstanding was resolved there would be no difficulty with bringing 
Christianity into Japan. After discussing this matter with the chaplain, Perry 
was confident that he could convince the Japanese that his intentions and 
the policies of his government would be different from those of the 
Europeans of the past. The letter which Perry carried to the “emperor” from 
President Fillmore stated: 

 
The Constitution and laws of the United States forbid all 
interference with the religious or political concerns of other 
nations. I have particularly charged Commodore Perry to abstain 
from every act which could possibly disturb the tranquility of your 
imperial majesty’s dominions.13

 
Perry understood that it was not only the Portuguese and Spaniards 

who had set back the cause of Japanese-Western relations. The British were 
at fault as well and could easily jeopardize his sensitive negotiations. 
Looking back at the recent history of Japanese-British relations, Perry 
considered the impact that the incident of the armed warship, HMS 
Phaeton, had had on the Japanese in 1808. The British ship appeared in 
Nagasaki harbor flying the Dutch flag in order to intercept Dutch traders. 
Japanese authorities were infuriated that the British had perpetrated this 
deception. As a result, ships that arrived from Britain in 1816, 1822, and 
1849 were not welcomed by the Japanese. The Gaikokusen uchiharai rei 

                     
11 Ibid., p. 446. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., p. 256. 
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(Order for the repelling of foreign ships) had been promulgated in 1825 
because of the understandable anxiety over the foreigners. The shogunate, 
however, revoked the uchiharai order in 1842 and replaced it with the 
Shinsui kyoyo rei (Order for the provision of firewood and water). This 
newer decree, which Perry took as an indication of Japan’s good will, 
directed that foreign ships be provided with food, water, and other 
necessities, on condition that they leave Japan immediately after. Perry 
considered this final condition to be a defensive measure and not a sign of 
Japan wanting to close itself off from the rest of the world. Once the 
suspicions were gone, Perry found the Japanese extremely open. 

On the morning of 15 July 1853 Perry dispatched a surveying 
party to the shore. “people greeted the boats with every indication of 
welcome,” Perry writes, 

 
There were a few government boats lying near, and the officers on 
board gladly welcomed our people to a visit, in the course of 
which such a mutual friendliness sprung up that the Americans 
joined the Japanese in a social pipe or two of tobacco.14

 
Perry had the impression from his own experiences and those of 

his crew that the Japanese were cautious, but curious and open. 
 
Japan: A “Closed Country”? 

In the Narrative, Perry does not refer explicitly to a policy 
“Japanese isolation.” A reader of the Narrative’s descriptions of both the 
failures and successes in the long history of Japanese-European relations 
would not think of Japan as having been closed or isolated from the West in 
the manner that has sometimes been asserted. The visits of the Dutch had 
long provided the Japanese with books about Europe that far exceeded the 
amount of information Europeans acquired about Japan. The bakufu also 
received information from the Dutch through the regular reports 
(fūsetsugaki), which they were required to submit, on what was happening 
in the “outside” world. 15  Knowledge of Western art, science, medicine, 
philosophy and other disciplines was available to Dutch studies (rangaku) 

                     
14 Ibid., p. 267. 
15 Marius B. Jansen, “Rangaku and Westernization,” Modern Asian Studies 
18/4 (1984), p. 541. 
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and Western studies (yōgaku) scholars in Japan. Perry’s Narrative is a 
reminder of the Japanese interest in the Western sciences, mathematics, and 
culture in general – an interest which the Europeans had encouraged.16

Surprisingly, the Japanese word for “closed country” (sakoku), 
which has commonly been used to describe Japan’s political condition 
during and after the Christian persecutions at the turn of the seventeenth 
century, was not coined until 1801. Tadao Shizuki (1760-1806), a Dutch 
translator in Nagasaki, was ordered by the authorities to translate Englebert 
Kaempfer’s (1651-1716) defense of the “closed country” system which 
appears in a chapter of the Dutch writer’s Amoenitates (1712).17 The rather 
cumbersome title of the chapter is: “An Enquiry Whether It Be Conducive 
for the Good of the Japanese Empire to Keep It Shut Up, As It Now Is, and 
Not to Suffer Its Inhabitants to Have Any Commerce with Foreign Nations 
Either At Home or Abroad.” The chapter summarizes the European 
conception, rather than the bakufu’s policy, of Japan’s isolation. In this 
essay, Kaempfer presented two sides of the argument on whether the 
“isolation” of Japan should continue. He asserted, on the one hand that 
“closure of a country to the rest of mankind was surely against the will of 
God, who created a world without boundaries.” Kaempfer states that though 
Japan had already “emerged from its Warring States Period, Europe had so 
far failed to do so. This essay, written by a European, was to become an 
important document in the internal debate in Japan on whether to permit the 
foreigners access to its port cities.” 18  Kaempfer’s concept of a “closed 
country” is the conception of Japan that has been held in the West 
throughout much of the twentieth century. Thus, the term “sakoku” is 
actually a Western influence and translates a Western perception about 
Japan rather than actual Tokugawa policy. 

From Perry’s perspective it was Europe and the United States that 
were isolated from Japan as much as Japan was isolated from Europe and 
the United States. Though Perry’s voyage has been viewed as “the opening” 
of Japan, Japan had long been open to Europe through the Spanish, 
Portuguese, Dutch, and explorers of other nations. Even after the expulsion 

                     
16 Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition, p. 29. 
17 Jansen, “Rangaku and Westernization,” p. 541. 
18 Englebert Kaempfer, Kaempfer’s Japan: Tokugawa Culture Observed, 
ed. Beatrice M. Bodart-Bailey (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
1999), p. 19. 
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edicts, Japanese scholars were concerned and interested in Japan’s relations 
with the West, Perry tried to acquire an accurate understanding of Japan’s 
past relations with the West. His conclusion is recorded in the Narratives: 

 
the exclusive system of Japan was not the result of any national 
idiosyncrasy, but was caused by peculiar circumstances, long since 
passed and was, in fact, in direct opposition to what history proved 
to be the natural temperament and disposition of the Japanese 
people.19

 
Perry found that the responsibility for the Western nations’ 

inability to break down the barriers that kept them out did not lie with Japan 
but with the Westerners themselves: 

 
Peculiar circumstances in the then political condition of the power 
seeking admission; the rivalry of different nations striving to 
thwart each other; the indiscretion, not to say arrogance, of some 
of those entrusted with the mission, who sought to bully a brave 
people into acquiescence with their wishes; a misconception of the 
true character of the Japanese.20

 
According to Perry, in the nineteenth century it was the Dutch, not 

the Japanese who wanted Japan kept closed. “The Dutch wanted to commit 
the Japanese to agree to no treaty with any foreign power but such as they 
prescribed.”21

 
Changing Japanese Attitudes and Ideas about Christianity 

Japanese discourse on the “problem” of Christianity clearly shows 
that intellectuals in Japan were not isolated from or ignorant of the foreign 
religion. Throughout the Tokugawa period (1603-1868), but particularly 
during the years just prior to Perry’s arrival, the dangers and benefits of 
Christianity were discussed among Mito scholars. The attitude of the 
Japanese toward Christianity when Perry arrived seems to be one of fear 

                     
19 Hawks, Narrative of the Expedition, p. 76. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., p. 72. 
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and suspicion on the one hand, along with respect and admiration on the 
other. 

Maeno Ryōtaku (1723-1803), a doctor of Dutch medicine who 
studied Christianity and its potential impact on Japan represented a number 
of Mito scholars who had, what perhaps awkwardly would be described as a 
“not unfavorable” view of Christianity. Seeing that Western nations were 
concerned with the welfare of the commoners in their lands, Maeno 
concluded that the essence of government in North America and Europe 
was social concern for the people, and this concern was a direct result of 
Christian influence. In his understanding, Western nations were governed 
by officials who were invested with religious authority in order to carry out 
religious, that is, Christian works of charity. The unity of government and 
religion in the West enabled officials to rule wisely. Maeno concluded that 
in a strong nation religion had to be inseparable from government, and the 
implementation of religious teachings is, or should be, the responsibility of 
the ruler of the state, 

 
Christianity, the state religion of Holland, and the teaching of 
Africa…all have the same aim: to save and nurture widowers, 
widows, orphans, single persons, the sick and disabled, and the 
destitute and suffering and to base edification and government on 
this policy.22

 
Maeno was not a Christian himself, and was opposed to bringing 

Christianity into Japan, but he judged that the religious teaching of the 
“Western sages,” that is, of Western government officials, was a teaching 
that had proven to be an instrument of effective government policy. The 
proof of this for Maeno lay in the fact that Christianity had spread over far 
more of the globe than any other religious teaching and would continue to 
do so.23

It is difficult to gauge the direct impact of Maeno’s ideas on other 
Tokugawa thinkers, but Fujita Yūkoku (1774-1826) was certainly aware 
that Europeans were spreading Christian teachings in the territories they 
colonized. The fear that the same thing would happen in Japan affected him 
profoundly. He learned of Maeno’s vision of a Christian-dominated world, 

                     
22 Ibid., p. 49. 
23 Ibid., p. 50. 



JAPANESE FEAR OF CHRISTIANITY, WILLIAM J. FARGE 13

and the fears that Fujita held for Japan were intensified when he learned of 
Russian proselytizing and colonizing in the north:24

 
Should the Russian barbarians entice our stupid commoners with 
their wicked [Christian] teachings and sugar-sweet words, we will 
suffer the same fate as Chou, the wicked last ruler of the Shang.25

 
Aizawa Seishisai (1782-1863), Yūkoko’s student, was certainly 

familiar with Maeno’s work26 and saw Christianity as a powerful tool for 
government. Christianity was the means that Western rulers used to achieve 
jinwa, or unity and integration of the people. It was jinwa, in Aizawa’s 
opinion, that was the key to the national strength, wealth, and expansion of 
any nation. He conceived of kokutai (national polity) largely out of a desire 
to bring to Japan the same kind of popular unity and integration that, he 
believed, characterized nations in the West. Aizawa, in concert with 
Maeno’s philosophy, thought that it was Christianity that had inspired 
Western governments to achieve jinwa.27

Aizawa not only admired the West, he also feared it and looked on 
Western nations with deep suspicions. Throughout his life he believed that 
trade and Christianity were stratagems intended to facilitate a Western 
takeover of Japan. In Shinron (New thesis, 1825), he seems to echo 
Maeno’s thought arguing that the secret of Western strength lies in 
Christianity. He calls the foreign religion a state cult that Western leaders 
propagate in order to cultivate voluntary allegiance both in their own 
peoples and in those they colonize overseas.28 Aizawa’s words almost seem 
to be a warning given to prepare the next generation of Japanese leaders to 
meet Perry. 

 

                     
24 Ibid., p. 52. 
25 Samuel B. Griffith, trans., Sun Tzu: The Art of War (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1963), p. 98. 
26 Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, Anti-Foreignism and Western Learning in 
Early-Modern Japan: The New Theses of 1825 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1986), p. 51. 
27 Ibid., p. 69. 
28 Ibid., p. 13. 
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For close to three hundred years now the Western Barbarians have 
rampaged on the high seas. Why are they able to enlarge their 
territories and fulfill their every desire? Does their wisdom and 
courage exceed that of ordinary men? Is their government so 
benevolent that they win popular support?…Do they possess some 
superhuman, divine powers? Hardly. Christianity is the sole key to 
their success. It is a truly evil and base religion, barely worth 
discussing. But its main doctrines are simple to grasp and well-
contrived; they can easily deceive stupid commoners with 
it….Once beguiled by Christianity, they cannot be brought back to 
their senses. Herein lies the secret of the barbarians’ success. 29

 
Aizawa did not have a fondness for Christianity, nor was he 

sympathetic toward it. In fact, he viewed Christianity as a hideous religion. 
More importantly, however, he was in awe of its seeming influence and 
vitality. For him, it was a belief system that had the power to take over 
countries and topple governments. He cautioned the bakufu that the 
Westerners who came to Japan did so to trade in order to learn about the 
country’s geography and to test the nation’s defenses. Westerners would 
then bring Christianity as a prelude to conquest: 

 
They [the Western nations] propagate Christianity to subvert it [i.e. 
Japan] from within. Once our peoples’ hearts and minds are 
captivated by Christianity, they will greet the barbarian host with 
open arms, and we would be powerless to stop them.30

 
Like Aizawa and Fujita, other Mito scholars portrayed Westerners 

as rapacious barbarians intent on capturing the hearts and minds of “stupid” 
Japanese commoners. They were convinced that commoners could be easily 
converted to Christianity and induced to forsake their rulers.31 For Fujita 
Tōko (1806-1855), the West had always harbored aggressive designs on 
Japan. The Christianity (kirishitan) that had been propagated by the Jesuits 
during the first encounter with the West (1549-1639) had been an opening 
step toward conquest. Fortunately, that first step had been averted, but there 

                     
29 Ibid., p. 200. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., p. 55. 
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was no guarantee the Japanese would be as fortunate the second time. These 
scholars saw that the loyalty of the Japanese kirishitan to his object of 
worship – “the body crucified on the cross” – had taken precedence over his 
loyalty to his feudal lord, the very keystone of Tokugawa society. One of 
the arguments they leveled against the opening of trade relations with the 
United States in 1853 was that broadened intercourse with the West would 
enable the Westerners to propagate the “Evil Religion” and compromise the 
loyalty of the people.32

A different perspective on the “Christian problem” was offered by 
Yokoi Shōnan (1809-1869). A low-ranking samurai, Yokoi began to 
express his thoughts on Christianity in the 1850s, just as Perry was involved 
in his negotiations.33 He made a distinction, which the Mito scholars had 
failed to make, between the Christianity of the sixteenth century; that is, the 
kirishitan religion brought by the Spanish and the Portuguese, and 
contemporary Christianity. Yokoi did not believe that they were the same 
religion at all. Contemporary Christianity was not a threat to Japan in the 
same way that the kirishitan religion had been. He rejected the notion, held 
by Aizawa and Fujita Tōko, that Christianity would weaken the Confucian 
virtue of loyalty to one’s lord. In 1856 he wrote to a friend: 

 
[I]t appears that so-called Christianity is in harmony with both the 
will of heaven and the principle of nature.…In countries where this 
religion is believed there prevails a closeness among the people, 
from the ruler above down to the lowest commoner. The great 
virtues of loyalty to the sovereign and filial piety are practiced. 
The people do not act out of greed…there is a world of difference 
between Christianity and the kirishitan accepted at the time of 
Ōtomo [Yoshishige, 1530-1587].34

 
Like some Mito scholars, Yokoi believed that Christianity nurtured the 
benevolence of the Western governments toward their people, and that it 

                     
32 Richard T. Chang, “Yokoi Shōnan’s View of Christianity,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 21/3-4 (1966), p. 267. 
33 Yokoi Shōnan den [The Life of Yokoi Shōnan], 1942; and Yokoi Shōnan 
ikō [Manuscripts Left by Yokoi Shōnan], 1942. 
34 Chang, “Yokoi Shōnan’s View of Christianity,” pp. 266-272. 



JAPANESE FEAR OF CHRISTIANITY, WILLIAM J. FARGE 16

was consistent with Confucian virtue. Christianity also brought 
development for western countries and growth around the globe. 

Yokoi was the bakufu representative who negotiated with 
Townsend Harris (1804-1878), the American Consul general who in 1858 
succeeded in having the Tokugawa bakufu sign the first commercial treaty 
between Japan and a western power. From those negotiations, Yokoi gained 
the understanding, which had been lacking to his predecessors, that in the 
West there existed a sharp distinction between the political and the 
ecclesiastical authorities. Since there was a distinction between political and 
religious interests, Yokoi thought that the Japanese side would be able to 
successfully argue that Christian missionaries ought to be bared from 
coming into Japan. Harris, however, informed Yokoi that Christians spread 
their teachings under the auspices of their respective denominations, and 
that his government did not have the authority to prevent missionaries from 
entering Japan. Yokoi accepted this and was resigned to the eventual arrival 
of foreign missionaries. He believed that Christianity was not the threat that 
the Mito scholars had considered it to be. In 1864 Yokoi stated to Inoue 
Kowashi (1843-1895), minister of education from 1893: 

 
In the past all that Christianity did was teach the ignorant masses. 
It was a shallow religion. But lately even in the West the 
government officials do not necessarily believe in Jesus. Rather 
they have developed disciplines capable of assisting government 
and science and thereby have benefited greatly from these 
disciplines. This conforms to the action of the sages.35

 
Many of his Japanese contemporaries believed Yokoi to be a 

Christian and thought that he looked forward to the spread of Christianity in 
Japan. Although untrue, it was because of this mistaken assumption that he 
became the first important leader of the Meiji government to be 
assassinated. Yokoi was tolerant of Christianity and saw it as a valid ethical 
system. He was not a Christian advocate, however, and viewed it as inferior 
to true Confucianism. Christianity was only a dilution of the true Way of 
the ancient sages, while true Confucianism was a complete embodiment of 
the Way. 
 

                     
35 Yokoi Shōnan ikō, p. 903. 
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Christianity and European Nationalism 
The year that Yokoi Shōnan was assassinated, Guido Verbeck, a 

missionary of the Dutch Reformed Church in America, arrived in Japan as 
one of the first Christian missionaries of the Meiji period. Describing his 
missionary experiences, Verbeck reported that whenever he would bring up 
the topic of religion, he was immediately warned to drop the subject. “The 
hand [of the Japanese person with whom I spoke] would almost 
involuntarily be applied to his throat [in a gesture of cutting] to indicate the 
extreme peril of such a topic.36 Verbeck reported that Japanese servants in 
his and in other missionary households were in constant fear of spies who 
would report any contact with Christianity. 

French Catholic missionaries of the French Foreign Mission 
Society (Société des Missions Etrangères) arrived in Japan a year after 
Perry. Mermet de Cachon (1828-1879) and Abbé Girard, the first French 
missionaries to come to Japan, arrived in 1855 with Baron Jean-Baptiste 
Louis Gros, who would sign France’s first treaty of commerce and 
friendship with Japan. Under the terms of the treaty French subjects would 
have freedom of religion and were allowed to build churches and establish 
cemeteries within the treaty ports, but the Japanese made it clear that the 
terms of the treaty did not allow missionaries to go outside the treaty ports. 
For two years the French missionaries kept to the terms of the agreement. 
Girard remained in Yokohama; Mermet taught French in Hakodate; and 
another missionary, Bernard Petitjean, who came to Japan from the 
Ryukyus in 1862, worked in Nagasaki. 

Girard established a chapel in Yokohama and began to preach in 
Japanese. One day in 1862 a group of peasants, merchants, and even 
samurai wandered into his chapel, simply out of curiosity, and listened for a 
while to Girard’s sermon. Thirty-six Japanese who were in the chapel at the 
time were subsequently arrested. The French diplomatic mission learned 
that the bakufu intended to execute those who had heard Girard’s sermon. 
Eventually, the bakufu agreed that if Girard ceased preaching in Japanese 
the executions would not be carried out. Realizing that as long as the 
political situation in Japan remained unchanged, Christianity would make 
no headway, Girard insisted that France take a strong stand. He appealed to 
the French diplomatic mission, saying it would be to France’s advantage 
and to future trade relations to push the Japanese into an acceptance of 

                     
36 Sansom, Western World and Japan, p. 468. 
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Christianity. Girard had played into old Japanese fears and the prediction of 
Aizawa that the West would use trade as a prelude to the propagation of 
Christianity. 

Relations between Japan and the West began to get worse rather 
than better. The same year (1862) the English merchant, Charles 
Richardson was attacked by retainers of Shimazu Hisamitsu, daimyo of 
Satsuma (now Kagoshima Prefecture), in the village of Namamugi near 
Yokohama. Chōshū batteries were firing on American and French ships in 
the Shimonoseki straits, and the bombardment of Kagoshima by the British 
fleet followed in 1863 and 1864. Seeing such incidents, both Petitjean and 
Girard were of the opinion that the West should punish Japan. In a letter to 
a friend, dated 14 April 1863, Petitjean wrote in reference to the past 
Japanese persecution of Christianity: 

 
Despite an impunity of more than two centuries, Japan has a great 
debt to repay God for the torrents of Christian bloodshed in the 
seventeenth century. Who knows whether the hour of punishment 
is not about to arrive!!37

 
In February 1865 the Catholic Church at Oura in Nagasaki was 

consecrated to the Twenty-Six Martyrs, and the following month, Petitjean, 
as he was standing near the entrance to the church, was approached by a 
small group of Japanese who questioned him about his mission. After 
receiving Petitjean’s assurance that he was obedient to the authority of the 
Pope of Rome, that he venerated the Blessed Virgin, and that the clergy of 
his church were celibate, the Japanese told him that they were of the same 
faith. The missionaries had always suspected, or at the very least had hoped, 
that descendants of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Christians might 
still exist somewhere; and this meeting was the proof for which they had 
been waiting for so long.38 Petitjean learned that there were thousands of 
other Christians in hiding and quickly informed his colleagues. In their 
enthusiasm for having found these hidden Christians, the French 

                     
37  J.B. Chaillet, Monseigneur Petitjean (1829-1844) et la Résurrection 
Catholique du Japon au XIXe Siècle (Montceau, 1919), p. 84. 
38  Jean-Pierre Lehmann, “French Catholic Missionaries in Japan in the 
Bakumatsu and Early Meiji Periods,” Modern Asian Studies 13/3 (1979), p. 
384. 
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missionaries completely disregarded the treaties, traveling and preaching in 
areas outside of the treaty port limits. 

By June 1866 the newly-assigned head of the French legation, 
Léon Roches (1808-1901), began working to mend relations with the 
Japanese, and it appeared that he would eventually be able to gain the trust 
of the bakufu. When Petitjean visited Roches, the diplomat promised him 
that the Japanese government might be reasonably well disposed towards 
Christians when the political situation improved.39 The situation, however, 
did not improve. 

A missionary at a special inaugural Mass in Nagasaki on 2 June 
1866 announced to the congregation how France was “trebly represented at 
the Mass in Her religious force, in her civilizing power, and in her martial 
valor, by a bishop, by a minister plenipotentiary, and by an admiral.”40  
Understandably, the Japanese extrapolated from the missionary’s address 
that the religious, political, and military authorities of Western nations must 
be inseparable. No doubt, they were inseparable in the minds of the French 
missionaries and diplomats at well. This nationalistic frame of mind 
prevented the Japanese from becoming more favorably disposed toward 
Christianity. 

During the following year (1867) the ban against Christianity 
continued to be strictly enforced, and some Christians in the Urakami area 
of Nagasaki, who had attended sermons and services, were imprisoned. 
Technically, the arrests were not in violation of the treaties. The Japanese 
agreements with the Western nations specifically forbade missionaries to 
proselytize outside the port cities, and religious activities were supposed to 
be limited to the missionaries’ own compatriots. The Japanese had been 
aware of the illegal activities of the Western missionaries for some time; 
but even if they had enforced the literal terms of the agreements and 
arrested the missionaries, the Japanese officials would have had no 
alternative except to hand the prisoners back to their consular authorities. 
All Westerners in Japan, the missionaries included, enjoyed the protection 
of extraterritoriality. Although the missionaries were breaking the laws of 

                     
39 Ibid., p. 384. 
40 F. Marnas, La Religion de Jésus Ressuscitée au Japon Dans La Seconde 
Moitié du XIXe Siècle, 2 vols. (Paris-Lyon: Delhomme et Briguet, 1897), p. 
672. 
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Japan and acting contrary to the stipulations of the treaties that their own 
countries had signed, they were immune from punishment. 

Frustrated in their attempts to make the foreign missionaries 
respect the terms of the treaties, the Japanese authorities turned their anger 
against the native Christians. Roches tried to intervene with the Japanese 
government on behalf of the Christians arrested at Urakami. The Rōjū 
(council of elders) promised to release the Christians if they would not 
practice their religion openly. At this show of good will on the part of the 
Japanese, Roches, supported by the British representative, Sir Harry Parkes 
(1828-1885), urged Petitjean to show good faith as well, to obey the treaty 
stipulations and not travel or preach outside of the treaty ports. In a long 
letter to Roches, Petitjean refuted the appeals for moderation and insisted 
that their mission could not be constrained by the laws of men, as it was 
directed by the law of God. “The missionaries,” claimed Petitjean, “are the 
glory of France and in the eyes of God the persecutors should answer for 
their crimes.”41 In 1872 and 1873 the pressure of the Western powers came 
down hard on Japan and resulted in the French chargé d’affaires, Paul de 
Tureene, reporting to Paris that the Japanese Government would abrogate 
the edicts against Christianity and release arrested Christians. 

The missionaries viewed the lifting of the ban as a victory for 
France as much as for Christianity. The French identification of religion 
with nationality, which was passed on to their Japanese converts, is 
illustrated by the case of a young Christian samurai who was baptized in 
May 1873 and fell seriously ill shortly after his baptism. Unable either to 
speak or to write, he made a sign to a fellow Christian who was assisting 
him to hold his hand so that he could write. It is reported that he wrote two 
Japanese characters: “God” and “France.” He died clutching the paper in 
his hand.42 The missionaries who were with him as he lay dying saw this as 
a sign of his love for the faith and for France. There is, of course, clear 
ambiguity in their interpretation of the event. The Chinese character for 
France (futsu) is the same as the character for Buddha (butsu); and the 
character for “God” is the same as the character for “the [Shinto] gods.” 
The term shinbutsu, which the dying Christian wrote, could very well mean 
“the gods and the Buddhas” or “Shinto and Buddhism.” Rather than 
professing his love for God and for France, the samurai youth may have 

                     
41 Lehman, “French Catholic Missionaries,” p. 386. 
42 Chaillet, Monseigneur Petitjean, p. 333. 
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actually renounced his new faith and reclaimed his belief in Buddha and in 
the traditional Japanese deities.43

To what extent the Japanese authorities and the Japanese people 
realized the close link that Christian missionaries established between their 
religion and their country is difficult to ascertain. The missionaries seemed 
incapable of distinguishing between the apostolic mission and their 
nationalism. This was the same mistake that many Spanish and Portuguese 
missionaries had made in the sixteenth century. American and British 
protestant missionaries were not entirely free of this mindset either. Perry’s 
efforts to keep trade and religion separate provided an early model for 
negotiation and diplomacy with the Japanese. To the detriment of 
Christianity, however, his model was not followed. 

Perry’s successful diplomacy had gained the trust and 
understanding of the Japanese; but his efforts seem to have been betrayed or 
forgotten in the years after his arrival. Contrary to what Perry would have 
expected, the overthrow of the bakufu and the subsequent Meiji restoration 
brought an intensification, rather than a relaxation, of persecution against 
Christians. When considered in light of the European linking of trade and 
religion and the missionaries’ recalcitrance, the renewed persecution in the 
Meiji period was not entirely surprising. Japan’s policy vis-à-vis 
Christianity gradually changed and became more tolerant, but this 
improvement was not the result of European diplomatic efforts to “open” 
Japan. It was rather because of the openness of Japan toward the West that 
the government’s anti-Christian stand eventually had to be relaxed. The 
fifth article of the Charter Oath (1868),44 which stipulated “that knowledge 
be sought throughout the world,” led Japan to further contact with the West. 

Commodore Perry wrote that the victims of Western enthusiasm 
for making Japan Christian at both the beginning and at the end of the 
Tokugawa era were the native Japanese Christians: 

 
[I]t is a sad reflection that in the work of excluding Christianity 
from Japan, Romanists and Protestants alike bore their part. 
Neither can, with justice, reproach the other. If the worldliness and 
pride of the Portuguese Christian promoted him to conspiracy and 

                     
43 Lehman, “French Catholic Missionaries,” p. 389. 
44 The Charter Oath was the statement of national policy that Emperor 
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drove him and his companions from the Empire, the avarice and 
cruelty of the Dutch professed believer finished the work, and 
extirpated the last remnant of the faith in the destruction of the 
native followers of Christ. True Christianity indignantly disowns 
both.45

                     
45 Hawks, Narrative of the Exposition, p. 32. 
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Margaret Wheatley argues the vast complexity in the contemporary 
business environment has forced organizations and institutions to allow for 
the possibility of “anything” happening.1 The reality of “anything” 
happening has given rise to holistic management models requiring a total 
commitment to the system by all of its individual members and 
components. The holistic model has proven to be effective in the 
management of complex environments. The model emphasizes total 
participation, cooperation and consideration of every possible component. 
The model considers how the system as a whole can adapt and improve 
continuous training, learning and sharing of information. 

While the holistic approach is often highly effective in enabling 
organizations and institutions to adapt to uncertain situations, it is 
questionable whether holistic approaches can effectively react and adapt 
when there is a vast amount of diversity in a complex environment. The 
heavy reliance on total commitment, continuous learning and sharing of 
information makes it difficult for holistically managed crisis control to 
rapidly incorporate information and resources which are not considered to 
be “part of the system.” This analysis will examine how holistic 
management systems respond when dealing with the diversity in complex 
environments by examining the potential flaws which can arise and 
challenge previously held assumptions. When the environment presents 
such demands, they generally must be managed by an open approach to 
varying perspectives and values. As an example, analysis of the responses 
of Japan’s natural disaster preparedness system during the Kobe Disaster 
will be conducted to show when and how holistically managed systems are 
not equipped to handle diversity. 
 
 
                                                           
1 Margaret Wheatley, “Breathing Life Into Organizations,” Journal for 
Quality and Participation 18 (1995): 6-9. 
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The Holistic Management of the Kobe Earthquake 
On January 17, 1995, the most powerful earthquake to strike an 

urban area in Japan in more than 50 years rocked the port city of Kobe, 
Japan. The Hanshin Daishinsai (Great Hanshin Earthquake) was Japan’s 
first category seven earthquake, responsible for killing 5,300 people, 
injuring 30,000 and leaving another 500,000 homeless.2 The disaster relief 
effort was managed by Japan’s natural disaster preparedness system, in 
which various public and private agencies provide disaster prevention and 
relief in a holistic manner. The system is driven by Japan’s nationwide 
commitment to make earthquake detection and prevention one of its main 
national priorities. Because of the dedicated effort, Japan has one of the 
highest per capita GDP expenditures on earthquake detection and 
prevention measures in the world. This pledge to be prepared for and 
manage disasters at the national level can also be seen though the 
implementation of a rigid building code which emphasizes high strength 
buildings to withstand low strength quakes. Finally, Japan has held an 
annual nationwide earthquake drill to simultaneously carry out police 
rescues, helicopter deployment, seismic monitor testing and emergency 
train stoppage routines.3

Due to this demonstrated earthquake preparedness commitment in 
Japan, one would have expected Kobe, the “big quake,” to be the system’s 
“finest hour.” However, the system’s response to the Kobe earthquake 
created the “Kobe disaster.” Most notably, in the three days following the 
quake, thousands of people suffocated under the rubble left by the quake, 
while thousands more lost their homes to fires.4 American scholar Gavan 
McCormack argues as a result of the Hanshin Daishinsai quake: 

                                                           
2 Aoki Hidekazu and Kawamiya Nobuo, “Hanshin daishinsai de taoresatta 
mono,” Tokyo (April 1995): 97-109; and Glen Fukushima, “Lessons from 
the Quake,” Tokyo Business Today Special Issue (April 1995), p. 48. 
3 Kazuo Chinone, “The Tokyo Earthquake: Not ‘If’ but ‘When’,” Tokyo 
Business Today Special Issue (April 1995): 8-12; and H. Fukunagawa, 
“Natural Disaster, Unnatural Consequences,” Tokyo Business Today Special 
Issue (April 1995): 4-8. 
4 Sharon Begley, “Killer Quakes: Lessons of Kobe,” Newsweek (January 30, 
1995): 32-33; Michael Hirsh, “Japan: The Agony and the After Shock,” 
Newsweek (January 30, 1995): 20-23; “More than 3,000 Dead, Missing: 
Casualty Toll Rises as Rescue Efforts Gather Momentum, 187,000 
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The faith in technology, the trust in the competence of the 
bureaucracy, the confidence that the authorities would protect 
people in the event of any crisis, was profoundly shaken. Questions 
of technology and engineering standards were actually directed 
toward national identity and direction. The spectacle of 
bureaucratic and political incompetence was unforgettable, both as 
to the confidence with which Kobe had been declared earthquake-
free and so was unprepared for the catastrophe that struck it, and in 
terms of the response to the event itself.5

 
Before Kobe, the Japanese government and the Japanese people took pride 
that the nationwide disaster preparedness system could prevent such a 
tragedy. After Kobe, it has become apparent that even though Japan’s 
system focuses on a holistic approach to earthquake preparedness, this 
approach does not necessarily ensure the system can effectively manage a 
disaster. 
 
Complex Environments 
The Nature of Complex Environments 

Complex environments are characterized by rapid change, high 
volumes of information, high levels of uncertainty, increasing 
interrelatedness of parts within the whole, diverse assumptions and 
perspectives, and continuous new information driving changes in the 
fundamental structure of organizations and institutions.6 A complex 
environment is the opposite of a deterministic, predictable and controllable 
state of affairs. Instead, it is a system of relationships which weave together, 
merge, change, degenerate and evolve.7 Complex environments are a state 
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5 Gavan McCormack, The Emptiness of Japanese Affluence (Armonk, NY: 
M.E. Sharpe, 1996), p. 12. 
6 Richard Cyert and James G. March, A Behavioral Theory of the Firm 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1963), pp. 100-116; and W. Richard 
Scott, Organizations: Rational, Natural and Open Systems, 3rd ed. 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1992), p. 55. 
7 Frances J. Milliken, “Three Types of Perceived Uncertainty About the 
Environment: State, Effect, and Response Uncertainty,” Academy of 
Management Review 12 (1987): 133-143. 
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of order within disorder or disorder within order. This concept is based on 
the assumption that the world has become so complex that regardless of 
how carefully planning is carried out, unanticipated events will occur that 
will make long term planning virtually impossible. 
 
Components of Complex Environments 

Complex environments produce three types of events: continuous, 
abstract and stochastic. Continuous events are based on Richard Daft and 
Karl Weick’s concept, the reliability imperative, which emphasizes the 
“shift from efficiency to reliability.”8 The need for reliability is continuous, 
in that the overriding requirement is to keep the system doing what it is 
supposed to do. This focus on reliability shows that while efficiency was the 
hallmark of the deterministic industrial era, reliability is the hallmark of 
stochastic, continuous process technology associated with the post-
industrial era. People confronted with problems of continuity and reliability 
must manage the system’s processes instead of simply trying to achieve 
discrete and efficient outcomes. 

In addition to the reliability imperative, the explosion of new 
technology in contemporary society has made abstract events an ever 
present phenomenon in complex environments. Abstract events are those 
events which demand a great deal of cognitive effort to manage. With 
technology, a cognitive demand for inference, imagination, and problem 
solving has increased. Individuals operating in complex environments, 
therefore, must maintain a large set of cognitive skills, even though they 
may only be used infrequently.9 Operators are kept on standby, giving 
special attention to start-up and to anticipating faults that may lead to 
downtime. When dealing with abstract events, the differentiation between 
operations and maintenance is blurred, while the demand for monitoring 
and diagnostic skills becomes crucial.10

The need for response to abstract events fosters mistakes rather 
than errors, because the vast amount of information present in the complex 
                                                           
8 Richard L. Daft and Karl E. Weick, “Toward a Model of Organizations as 
Interpretation Systems,” Academy of Management Review 9 (1984): 284-
295. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Louis E. Davis and James C. Taylor, “Technology, Organizations, and 
Job Structure,” in Robert Dubin, ed., Handbook of Work, Organization and 
Society (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1976), pp. 379-419. 
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environment is difficult to comprehend, and impossible to fully understand. 
An error occurs when an individual inadvertently strays from the guide or 
prescribed course of action, and thus is blameworthy for the outcome of 
their behavior. A mistake, on the other hand, occurs when there is a 
misconception, misidentification or misunderstanding due to the vast 
amount of uncertainty faced by the individual. As a result, the system which 
the individual uses to process this information, rather than the individual, is 
responsible for the outcome of the individual’s behavior when a mistake 
occurs.11 In a system which requires an understanding of the “whole,” the 
occurrence of individual mistakes can hinder the effectiveness of the system 
and limit its ability to adapt to the rapidly changing environment. 

The other type of occurrence which is produced in a complex 
environment is the stochastic, or randomly occurring and unpredictable 
event. Daft and Weick argue “a world of alchemy is a world of stochastic 
events.”12 These crisis events challenge the system and the way it has 
always worked in the past. A crisis, by its nature, requires the system to 
rapidly produce changes in behavior, decision making, priorities, structure 
and process and is often a great challenge to the assumptions on which the 
system is based. These events test the system’s ability to deal with 
uncertainty by providing incoming data which does not fit with current 
paradigms and by providing data the system has not addressed before. In 
addition, a “crisis” creates conditions in which systems have an inability to 
deal with “certainty,” in that during periods of crisis, the system will 
frequently rely on itself to be able to handle change. This self reliance can 
have deadly consequences if it is based on false assumptions. 
 
The Presence of Chaos and Its Demand for Rapid Change 

In addition to the events identified in the literature, it is important 
to note systems must be prepared to handle the chaos which often ensues 
when there is a rapidly occurring sequence of abstract and stochastic events. 
This mix of abstract and stochastic events presents a unique challenge, since 
the stochastic nature of the sequence produces a great deal of uncertainty, 
while its abstract nature requires a great deal of attention to diagnostics and 
monitoring. In short, such a sequence produces a need for rapid change and 

                                                           
11 Paul S. Goodman, Lee S. Sproull and Associates, Technology and 
Organizations (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1990), pp. 35-57. 
12 Daft and Weick, “Toward a Model,” pp. 284-295. 
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adaptation. These types of sequences are a reality in complex environments 
and require rapid change and adaptation to be managed effectively.  

 
Holistic Management in Complex Environments 

 To manage effectively in complex environments, systems have 
become holistic, in that they operate with the imperative that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. Margaret Wheatley believes “we have 
begun to speak in earnest of more fluid, organic structures, even of 
boundary-less organizations. We are beginning to recognize organizations 
as systems, and crediting them with some type of self-renewing capacity.”13 
Wheatley adds the only means of dealing with this unsteady state is to 
design a highly flexible and adaptive decision-making system, while 
remaining true to the overall mission or goal of the organization. 

Ralph Kilmann views the holistic approach as the most effective 
means of managing the most complex world view of organizations and their 
environments. He identifies three types of worldviews, the most basic being 
the simple machine, which argues for single efforts at change, like replacing 
defective parts. The second, more intricate worldview is the open system, 
which argues for a more integrated approach in which several parts must be 
balanced simultaneously to manage the organization. The most 
sophisticated worldview is the complex hologram, a three dimensional 
image which includes above and below the surface elements and their 
integrative relationship. The complex hologram, or holistic system, provides 
depth and breadth to the environment and organization within which it is a 
part. Kilmann argues this complex hologram “represents the most 
compelling approach when complexity, imperfection and uncertainty are the 
norm – a three dimensional view of life beyond the five senses.”14 The 
holistic approach is the most sophisticated means of managing complexity 
in treating the organization and its environment as a complex hologram. 

Proponents of the holistic model, including the Japanese, believe 
the “essence of a thing” is not found in the details but in the “whole.” Thus, 
they are relatively unconcerned about the individual elements of a given 
                                                           
13 Margaret Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science: Learning about 
Organizations from an Orderly Universe (San Francisco: Berret-Kohler 
Publishers, 1992), p. 13. 
14 Ralph Kilmann, Managing Beyond the Quick Fix: A Completely 
Integrated Program for Creating and Maintaining Organizational Success 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1989), pp. 23-28. 
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system. Holistic thinking, therefore, focuses on the greater good, meaning 
the organization or the nation, rather than the individual components of 
these entities. The key elements of a holistic management system are a 
focus on the whole and an attention to process over content. Ongoing 
communication, total participation, sharing of assumptions and ideas, 
consensus decision making and group-oriented learning are hallmarks of a 
holistic approach. The existing system is the focus of continuous 
improvement, adaptation and change to be responsive and adaptive to 
changes in the environment. Coordination and commitment are the 
underlying assumptions which drive holistic management systems.15 Table 
1 below shows the attributes of a holistic management system. 

 
Learning in Holistic Management Systems  

Holistic management systems are especially useful in managing 
complex environments because they promote organizational learning.  
Herbert Simon defines organizational learning as “growing insights and 
successful restructuring of organizational problems by individuals reflected 
in the structural elements and outcomes of the organization itself.”16 
Organizational learning, concisely defined, consists of the set of cognitive, 
behavioral, and affective processes within an organizational framework 
which generate knowledge, innovation, and change driven by and resulting 
in enhanced organizational performance and adaptation to the environment. 
It represents processes by which organizations identify, interpret, process, 
and distribute knowledge to adapt to environmental influences.17

 Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi have since argued 
knowledge is produced from a dynamic interaction between tacit (informal, 
personal, contextual, experience based) and explicit (formal, codified, 
technical, written) knowledge within a framework of four main phases of 
activity among groups of individuals in the organization. These four phases 
reflect the dynamic interaction between and among individuals  and  groups 
 
                                                           
15 Ishikawa H., Kaizen (New York: Penguin Books, 1988). 
16 Herbert Simon, “Bounded Rationality and Organizational Learning,” 
Organization Science 2 (1991): 125-139. 
17 N. Adler and M. Jelinek, “Is Organization Culture Bound?” Human 
Resource Management 25 (1986): 73-90; and Chris Argyris, On 
Organizational Learning (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1993), 
pp. 20-24. 
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Table 1.  Attributes of a Holistic Management System 
 
ASSUMPTIONS: 

 
Continuity & Tradition 
Loyalty to the System & Harmony within the 
     System 
Short Term Rigidity & Long Term Flexibility 
Diffusion of Responsibility 
Low Uncertainty & High Equivocally  

 
COMPONENTS: 

 
The Whole is Greater than the Sum of Its Parts 
Deals with Massive Amounts of Information 
Composed of Generalists  

 
PROCESSES: 

 
Focuses on the Whole in Operations &  
     Maintenance 
Long Term System Level Learning 
Training Focuses on Improving the System 
Inter-Relatedness among Components 
Adherence to the System When Facing Adversity 
Minimal Consideration of the Content which 
     Drives Processes 

 
POSITIVE 
OUTCOMES: 

 
Effective Adaptation & Long Term Evolution 
Great Capability to Incorporate New Technology 
High Reliability & Continuity 
Low Rate of Errors 

 
NEGATIVE 
OUTCOMES: 

 
Inability to Deal with Problems Not Framed for the  
     “Whole”  
Inability to Deal with Problems which Require  
     Rapid Change 
High Rate of Mistakes 
Escalation of Commitment Due to Total Devotion  
     to the System 
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at various levels of the organization resulting in a “spiraling effect” of 
knowledge accumulation and growth from which innovation and learning 
results.18

Holistic learning systems include communities of meaning that 
allow for common understanding of environmental impacts, enhanced 
ability to react to changes through rapid sharing of information, diffusion of 
learning, and quick responses for the system to adapt to new external 
realities which impact organizational performance. This ability to produce 
learning when problems occur is one of the most effective ways in which 
holistic systems manage the complex environment. 

 
Holistic Management in Practice in Japan 

The Japanese management model is characterized by the holistic 
approach, in both business and government.19 Japan’s industrial system is 
characterized by interdependent relationships among government, private, 
non-profit and community organizations. The keiretsu or “lineage” systems 
consist of a parent firm and trading company with the main bank as the 
institutional triumvirate which guides the activities of the entire keiretsu. 
Each of these primary resource and power centers maintains close 
relationships with counterparts in the non-private sectors. The bank is 
guided by the Ministry of Finance (MOF), the trading company with the 
Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI, formerly MITI), 
and the parent firm with other government and non-private institutions 
(Ministry of Education, major universities, etc.). Companies such as 
National Telecom (NTT), for example, are closely tied with Ministry of 
Posts and Telecommunications (MOPT). Other examples of these 
institutional relationships include the company labor unions and the 
Keidanren and Nikkeiren (advisory councils) with both public and private 
sector participants.20

                                                           
18 Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi, The Knowledge Creating 
Company: How Japanese Companies Create the Dynamics of Innovation 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 57-94. 
19 Robert Cole, Strategies for Learning: Small Group Activities in 
American, Japanese, and Swedish Industry (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1989); and Daniel Okimoto and Thomas Rohlen, eds., 
Inside the Japanese System: Readings on Contemporary Society and 
Political Economy (Los Angeles: Stanford University Press, 1988), p. 254. 
20 Ibid. 
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In addition to reliance on the interdependencies in the holistic 
structure of Japanese industry, there are institutionalized practices which 
maintain the informal ties between government and business. These 
amakudari (“descent from heaven”) practices enable government to 
maintain formal and informal authority and control over business via high 
level retirement transfers (or shukkō) to force transfers out of business and 
into the public sector. 

Japanese organizations of all types are likely to utilize aspects 
(structures and processes) of a holistic management approach. Some 
examples include nemawashi (the process of preparing others through 
persuasion and sharing of information for a decision-making process which 
results in a fait accompli); ringi (group decision making through memos, 
meetings and formalized information and authorization gathering which 
results in a consensus decision); habatsu (informal and formal cliques of 
people which form to maintain information flows, control and power in 
stratified cross-sections of the organization); and small group decision 
making (problem solving via meetings and small group discussions).21

The model is characterized by a group oriented learning system 
called kaizen, which consists of continuous improvement and total 
participation in information gathering and decision making. The kaizen 
approach is based on a long-term commitment to improving organizational 
performance and a generalist approach to training and development at all 
levels of the organization.22 In the holistic Japanese model, successes come 
from small ideas that are incremental improvements on the existing 
system.23

The Japanese systems of continuous training, education and job 
rotation provide the “totality” of learning and experience required to survive 
in a complex environment. Systems are nonlinear and inexact. The more an 
individual is able to understand the whole by synthesizing the different key 

                                                           
21 Thomas Rohlen, For Harmony and Strength: Japanese White Collar 
Organization in Anthropological Perspective (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1974), pp. 236-238; and Cole, Strategies for Learning. 
22 Cole, Strategies for Learning; and Matthews M. Hamabata, Crested 
Kimono: Power and Love in the Japanese Business Family (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1990), pp. 88-94. 
23 Ishikawa, Kaizen. 
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dimensions of a process, the more likely the remedy to a problem will not 
disrupt the continuity and reliability of outcomes in that process.24

Through constant communication, education and training, all 
individuals in an organization must interpret information with the intent of 
benefiting the organization, and change their behavior to meet this 
perception. The necessity of being able to adapt one’s individual behavior 
to benefit the whole shows how the Japanese devotion to determination and 
commitment underlies the continuous change required by the kaizen 
approach. This group decision-making process then serves as a buffer 
system to random chaotic events and the uncertainty and stress of the 
environment. A focus on learning, training, and information gathering 
provides a solid foundation for learning in complex systems while the need 
for sensing and redesigning facilitates technological development and 
value.25

 
The Holistic Management of Diversity in Complex Environments 

While the holistically managed organizations and systems can 
often adapt effectively in complex environments, a further review of the 
Japanese model reveals a number of flaws which make it unsuitable for 
dealing with “outside” information and “outside” resources. 

 
Issues of Level in Assessing the Holistic Management of Complex 
Environments 

The system complexity placed similar demands on individuals, 
organizations and the system as a whole but, an explicit consideration of 
levels or unit of analysis has intentionally been disregarded. This lack of 
specification of levels is necessary because each component of the system, 
regardless of their level within the system, must be able to recognize and 
respond to such demands. This minimal treatment of levels supports 
Wheatley, who intentionally does not address level issues in her analysis of 
leadership and organizations, since she uses chaos theory as an 
encompassing metaphor for all systems, human and non-human, intertwined 
within an ordered complex universe.26

 
                                                           
24 Rohlen, For Harmony and Strength, p. 238. 
25 Arthur M. Whitehill, Japanese Management: Tradition and Transition 
(London: Routledge Press, 1992), pp. 68-81. 
26 Wheatley, “Breathing Life Into Organizations,” pp. 6-9. 
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Diversity and Holistic Management Systems 
Holistic management systems shared traits: 

1. An emphasis on sharing information via total participation, the 
development of shared meanings throughout the system and the 
achievement of a consensus. 
2. A focus on continuous learning for innovation and adaptation. 
3. Small group decision making which enhances total commitment 
to the system. 

 
While these aspects of holistic management systems can help organizations 
and institutions manage a complex environment, each of these aspects has 
the potential to have a dysfunctional influence on the system’s performance. 

Table 2 shows the dysfunctional responses which can occur when 
holistic management systems face “outside” information and “outside” 
resources. 
 
Table 2  Normal Responses vs. Responses to Diversity in Holistic 
Management Systems 
 
               Normal Response                               
          Information/Resources                         Response to “Outside”     

 
Sharing of Information via Total 
Participation, Shared Meanings 
and Consensus 

 
Slow Response Time and 
Decentralization of Responsibility 
in Decision Making 

 
Focus on Continuous Learning for 
Innovation and Adaptation 

 
Adherence to the System’s 
Unchanging Set of Norms, Values 
and Assumptions 

 
Small Group Decision Making to 
Enhance Commitment to the 
System 

 
Escalation of Commitment to the 
System’s Failing Course of Action 

 
The Presence of Diversity in the Kobe Earthquake 

Considering the potential flaws of a holistic management system 
that have been identified, an analysis of how Japan’s natural disaster 
preparedness system responded to “outside” information and “outside” 
resources during the Kobe earthquake will now be presented. 
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Even though Japan focuses heavily on its preparations for 
earthquakes, the Kobe earthquake was an unusual event which shocked the 
nation and the world.  The Kobe quake itself was a stochastic event, in that 
most Japanese experts had expected Japan’s next major earthquake to strike 
Tokyo.27 Because of the concentration on preparing for an earthquake in 
Tokyo, few Japanese experts considered the possibility of a major 
earthquake hitting Kobe.28 The impact of this stochastic event was 
magnified by misunderstandings of the first seismograph readings from 
Kobe. Even though the earthquake “only” registered a 7.2, the quake itself 
was unusually destructive for its size.29 This aspect of the quake was an 
abstract event, since it challenged the technical assumptions and 
conclusions of the experts monitoring it. The earthquake itself, therefore, 
was the first of a rapid sequence of stochastic and abstract events which 
made the Kobe disaster an unusual event.  

 
The Holistic Nature of Japan’s Natural Disaster Preparedness System 

Even though Kobe was obviously an unexpected occurrence, the 
people of Japan trusted that its world renowned disaster preparedness 
system could manage the events of the quake and its aftermath. The 
Japanese people had just cause for this high level of trust, because the 
natural disaster preparedness system in Japan is designed to involve 
decision-makers, technicians, and community leaders from the public and 
private sector in a holistic fashion which encourages total participation. 
When a natural disaster occurs in Japan, the system’s initial response is to 
gather accurate and complete information while providing efficient and 
effective disaster relief. Local authorities in the cities, towns and villages 
where the disaster occurs are to inspect the damaged area and alert the 
prefectural (state) authorities, who are responsible for collating all of the 
information from the local sources. Once the prefectures have processed the 
information, they issue reports to the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) and 
the Fire Prevention Agency (FPA) in the central government. The MHA 
and FPA then collate the information and report to the National Land 
Agency (NLA). Finally, the NLA gives a report on the situation to the 
                                                           
27 Gregory Clark, “Japan Fiddles While Kobe Burns,” Tokyo Business 
Today Special Issue (April 1995): 23-24. 
28 Fukushima, “Lessons from the Quake,” p. 48; and B. Powell, “End of the 
Age of Hubris,” Newsweek (January 30, 1995), p. 37. 
29 “Killer Quake,” Time (January 30, 1995): 24-34. 
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Prime Minister’s Office. A parallel reporting channel also runs from local 
Police Departments to the Prime Minister through similar channels.30

This process follows the classic holistic Japanese small group 
decision making model at the system level. Vital information is collected 
and analyzed at different levels and stages of the disaster to identify, 
distribute, share and create a common meaning before it moves up the 
hierarchy to the top decision making position. This holistic approach to 
disaster management was something which the Japanese could rely upon to 
effectively manage such events, since it emphasizes gathering accurate 
information and achieving shared meanings of the disaster at every level of 
the system.  

When the earthquake devastated Kobe, however, the system failed 
to produce the necessary and/or appropriate responses to manage the 
disaster. For example, even though the system stressed how local authorities 
should establish and maintain the local water, food and emergency supplies, 
the local police and firefighters needed to carry out these tasks were almost 
nowhere to be found after the quake hit Kobe. As a result, the water supply 
was cut off as fires raged uncontrolled for hours. There was an almost 
immediate shortage of food and emergency supplies. As the disaster 
preparedness system crumbled, lives were lost, homes destroyed, and 
families left homeless in the worst disaster to hit Japan in decades.31 As 
Gavan McCormack stated, “No measurement, whether of human lives or of 
physical damage, can represent the scale of the catastrophe, much less the 
shockwaves it sent through society.”32

 
Slow Response Time and Decentralized Decision Making 

Holistic management systems rely heavily on consensus decision 
making when managing complex environments. In the Japanese 
management model, the vast complexity of organizations and the need to 
gather massive amounts of information to make decisions has created a 
heavy reliance on meetings. While this information sharing helps to reduce 
uncertainty, it also requires large amounts of time and effort. Meetings are 
held so decision makers can discuss problems and share ideas. The heavy 

                                                           
30 Fukunagawa, “Natural Disaster, Unnatural Consequences,” pp. 3-5. 
31 Clark, “Japan Fiddles While Kobe Burns,” pp. 23-24; “Killer Quake,” pp. 
32-38; and “Quake Kills Over 1500 in Kansai,” pp. 1-3. 
32 McCormack, The Emptiness of Japanese Affluence, p. 10. 
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reliance on sharing of information hinders the system’s ability to take swift 
and decisive actions. 

In addition to the heavy reliance on the sharing of information, the 
holistic Japanese model is also based on the decentralization of 
responsibility, in which a large number of people have decision making 
responsibilities in the system. This decision making system is based on the 
belief that once a consensus is achieved, implementation will be smooth and 
timely. In the model, the mechanism used to achieve group consensus is 
designed to absorb the magnitude of the responsibility for data gathering 
and processing and to act as a buffer to the threat of random occurrences 
and operator error.33 This heavy reliance on the sharing of information in a 
system which depends on the achievement of a consensus before making 
decisions, will have difficulty responding to a rapid demand to incorporate 
“outside” information and resources. 

When the system faces such a demand, its continued reliance on 
consensus decision making and sharing of information throughout the 
system is likely to produce a slow rate of response to the vital need to 
change and adapt as quickly as possible. The system is also faced with 
decentralized decision making, which hinders its ability to rapidly consider 
“outside” information and rapidly employ “outside” resources. In short, the 
heavy reliance on consensus decision making and the decentralization of the 
process are barriers to a swift analysis and implementation of “outside” 
information and resources. 

 
The Slow Rate of Response in Kobe 

The reliance on a multi-layered bureaucratic decision-making 
process made it difficult for the disaster preparedness system to respond 
quickly and efficiently in the aftermath of the Kobe earthquake. While a 
number of agencies had authority over the various parts of the system, there 
was a heavy reliance on shared information. For the first two days following 
disaster, the only organizations to mobilize and provide disaster relief were 
the Yakuza crime syndicate, the Buddhist political movement Sōka Gakkai, 
and some other minor groups.34

The local government, police and firefighters of Kobe, on the other 
hand, were unable to mobilize effectively to provide relief. A key Hyogo 
Prefectural police facility, including the emergency command and 
                                                           
33 Cole, Strategies for Learning. 
34 Hirsh, “Japan,” pp. 20-23. 
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information operation center, had been relocated to make room for land 
development, and thus was unable to provide any assistance in the 
aftermath of the quake. This caused some of the confusion and lack of 
traffic control in the immediate aftermath.35 In the hard hit center of the 
Nada-ward, almost 48 hours had passed after the earthquake before the first 
troops from the national Self Defense Forces (SDF) arrived. Within those 
48 hours, most of the area’s houses burnt to the ground, while people 
trapped beneath building rubble suffocated. Because of this inability and 
unwillingness to take action, there were even reports of large scale 
dehydration and starvation.36

This Kobe example shows how the information sharing and total 
participation upon which the Japanese holistic management model depends 
can produce dysfunctional responses to the demands to consider “outside” 
information. There is no mechanism in the system for rapid decision 
making at the proper levels of authority. It is interesting to note that in 
Kobe, the only rapid decisions were made by people, groups and 
organizations that were virtually outside the system. 

 
Adherence to the System’s Unchanging Norms, Values, and Assumptions  

Just as consensus and the sharing of information have potential 
positive and negative effects when holistic systems manage in complex 
environments, the emphasis on continuous learning also has a number of 
potential benefits and risks. While learning enables the system to make 
continuous modifications in response to the changing environment, the 
emphasis on learning can be dysfunctional when it socializes individuals in 
the system to adhere to the beliefs, values and assumptions of the system. 37

Socialization refers to the processes by which individuals acquire 
positive affective and evaluative orientations toward aspects of a system 
while acquiring the necessary knowledge and skills to operate effectively in 
the system. In holistic systems, it corresponds with the continuous learning 
process in which a variety of manual, interpersonal, perceptual and problem 
solving skills are developed. When individuals rely heavily on continuous 
learning in a system, socialization can lead to a high level of understanding 

                                                           
35 McCormack, The Emptiness of Japanese Affluence, pp. 146-157. 
36 “Killer Quake,” pp. 32-33. 
37 Argyris, On Organizational Learning, pp. 68-75. 
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of the system, which in turn causes individuals to adhere to the system’s 
“local” framework of norms, values, and assumptions.38

While socialization facilitates a commitment to the system and a 
commitment to further learning, it can also lead to an inability to properly 
consider relevant outside information when facing an unusual event. 
“Relevant outside information” is defined as any information, individual or 
activity which is not currently part of a system, but relevant to the task(s) 
faced by the system. This inability to properly consider relevant outside 
information consists not only of a reluctance to analyze outside information, 
but also includes a disdain for accepting assistance from actors outside of 
the system and an aversion to using activities which are not already part of 
the system. 

When the system faces a demand to rapidly consider “relevant 
outside information,” the fact that individuals within the system have been 
socialized through continuous learning to adhere to the system’s local 
framework of norms, values and assumptions is likely to produce a great 
deal of reluctance toward the consideration and use of such information 
when managing the crisis. This negative aspect of a holistic system causes 
the system to ignore information and/or assistance from sources outside of 
the system which could potentially help the system respond to the event. It 
must be emphasized this reluctance exists simply because individuals within 
the system have been conditioned to adhere to the system’s localized 
framework of norms, values and assumptions. 
 
The Refusal to Consider Outside Information in Kobe 

The response of the individuals in the natural disaster preparedness 
system when presented with “outside” information and the opportunity for 
“outside” help was predictable in that the system ignored “outside” 
information and refused “outside” help. Even though there was a 
tremendous shortage of medical supplies and a great need for medical 
attention among the victims of Kobe, Japanese bureaucrats refused to accept 
medicine donated by foreign countries and made it extremely difficult for 
foreign relief personnel to assist the victims of Kobe. Amazingly enough, as 
heavily undermanned searches for survivors were being conducted, the 
Japanese government refused to allow teams of internationally renowned 
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rescue dogs from Switzerland to participate in the relief efforts.39 In the 
end, of the sixty-two offers of assistance that were made from foreign 
governments, only twenty were accepted. As McCormack notes in his 
assessment of the Hyogo Prefectural government’s refusal to accept an 
Okayama businessman’s generous offer of a load of tatami mats for the 
refugees, this same spirit of refusal to accept “outside” assistance even 
permeated into local levels.40

This refusal to accept “outside” help stems from the deeply 
ingrained national pride and the ethic of self-sufficiency which decision 
makers in the natural disaster preparedness system were socialized to 
adhere to and value. The continuous learning which had been facilitated 
during the system’s previous preparations for disasters created an almost 
unfailing trust and belief in the system which did not fade, even in the face 
of disaster. This was especially the case when the Japanese absolutely 
refused help from countries which the Japanese perceived as “less 
developed.”41 It appears that even though the system did not produce its 
intended response, it would have been a greater tragedy to accept help from 
a source that was clearly inferior to what the Japanese system was supposed 
to provide. 
 
Escalation of Commitment to the System’s Failing Course of Action 

In addition to the socialization of a powerful sense of loyalty to 
“the way things are done” by the system, one of the primary structures of 
holistic management systems produces a dysfunctional response when the 
system faces a demand to consider and include “outside” information and 
resources. One of the most significant components of the informal structure 
in the holistic Japanese management model is its heavy reliance on group 
decision making. This model relies on the continuous sharing of 
information, experiences, and opinions of all group members in the 
decisions which affect the group and the organization. This group decision 

                                                           
39 Begley, “Killer Quakes,” pp. 32-33; Fukunagawa, “Natural Disaster, 
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making structure is driven by a sense of total commitment of group 
members to their leader and vice-versa.42

These groups are bound together by highly emotional and personal 
ties, in which individual identity is shaped by one’s group membership. The 
fact that individuals are intensely committed to their groups, leaders and 
organizations makes decision making in holistic systems a matter of 
obtaining and sustaining the support of the small groups which make up the 
greater whole. Having the support of the small groups within the greater 
whole is essential, because they drive the holistic Japanese management 
model.43 While this level of commitment and loyalty to one’s groups within 
a system is one of the reasons holistic management systems are able to 
produce such effects as commitment to the whole and consensus decision 
making, this absolute loyalty to the greater whole also has the potential to 
hinder the system’s ability to identify and to react appropriately when the 
system is following a failing course of action. 

The idea that extreme loyalty and commitment to a greater whole 
produce a reluctance to identify or abandon a system’s failing course of 
action is based on prospect theory which holds that people will “throw good 
money after bad.”44 Prospect theory suggests those “sunk cost effects” 
naturally occur once an investment in money, effort or time has been made, 
since individuals are reluctant to halt a failing course of action after they 
have a “personal stake” in the outcome of the action.45

This “sunk cost effect” manifests itself in organizations when 
individual actors become locked into a costly course of action by beginning 
a cycle of escalating commitment in an attempt to recoup their losses.46 
When individuals become committed to failing courses of action, negative 
consequences will actually cause decision makers to increase their 
commitment of resources and undergo the risk of further negative 
consequences. While escalation starts because of the individual need to 
                                                           
42 Ishikawa, Kaizen; and Hamabata, Crested Kimono. 
43 Whitehill, Japanese Management. 
44 Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of 
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Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 35 (1985): 124-
140. 
46 Barry M. Staw, “The Escalation of Commitment to a Course of Action,” 
Academy of Management Review 6 (1981): 577-587. 
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avoid failure, it actually can evolve into a structurally supported behavior if 
an individual’s group, organization or institution supports their behavior.47

While this concept has been studied at the individual and 
organizational levels, it can easily be argued that the same phenomenon 
occurs at the system level, particularly when holistic management systems 
face a demand for the rapid consideration and use of “outside” information 
and resources. A holistic management system’s first response, naturally, is 
to rely on how the system has worked in the past to deal with such events. 
This response is natural, because individuals within the system have an 
intense feeling of loyalty to their groups, organizations, and the system as a 
whole. As a result, the strong commitment to the whole makes it difficult 
for the system to change its behavior, even if its response to the presence of 
“outside” information is a complete failure. Escalation of commitment, 
therefore, is a naturally occurring phenomenon when holistic management 
systems must rapidly consider and use information and resources which 
have not traditionally been considered as “part of the system.” 
 Escalation of commitment is typical to decision making in a 
number of circumstances. When people make choices under risk and find 
themselves losing initially, they may tend to choose riskier actions that may 
even have negative expected gains if there is a chance to make up for some 
prior losses.48 For example, this behavior has been documented with losing 
stock market investors,49 troubled firms,50 gamblers,51 software projects,52 
                                                           
47 Joel Brockner and Jerry Z. Rubin, Entrapment in Escalating Conflicts: A 
Social Psychological Analysis (New York: Springer Verlag, 1985), pp. 247-
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Analysis of Conflict, Choice and Commitment (New York: The Free Press, 
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workers facing a wage cut,53 and purchasers who pay full price (or a “sunk 
cost”) for theatre tickets.54  
 
Escalation of Commitment in Kobe 

The response of Japan’s Prime Minister and his cabinet to the 
initial reports that the disaster preparedness system was failing in its 
management of the Kobe earthquake is an excellent example of how a 
holistic management system produces escalation of commitment. A report 
by the Japanese newspaper, the Daily Yomiuri, suggests the cabinet 
ministers became aware that an earthquake had struck Kobe from television 
reports during a previously scheduled cabinet meeting which took place 
shortly after the quake hit Kobe.55 It is important to note the Japanese 
television reports, at this time, were emphasizing the mass destruction 
which had occurred in Kobe, as well as ongoing suffering due to the 
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inadequate disaster relief efforts. It can be argued, therefore, that the 
ministers were receiving information which strongly suggested that the 
earthquake preparedness system was not responding properly. While the 
situation in Kobe was not the focus of the meeting, the discussion of who 
was responsible for handling the disaster suggests the existence of 
escalation of commitment to the system’s failing course of action. 

Vice Chief Cabinet Secretary Ishihara Nobuo argued that the 
direction of relief efforts following an earthquake came under the authority 
of the Anti-Disaster Bureau of the National Land Agency, which was under 
the control of Ozawa Kiyoshi. Ozawa’s response to Ishihara’s claim, as well 
as the suggestion of another minister who felt that Ozawa ought to be sent 
to inspect the damage, was “I don’t think it’s necessary for me to go that far 
just yet. We have to watch the situation for a little while.” 

While Ozawa’s reaction may be dismissed in other circumstances 
as an exercise of caution and judgment in support of the way the system 
works, it is indicative of the manner in which Kobe was handled by the 
group of leaders who had the most power and authority to make a difference 
in how it was managed. When Secretary Ishihara revealed the governor of 
Hyogo Prefecture, where Kobe is located, had issued a request for a 
dispatch from the Self-Defense Forces, Defense Agency Chief Tamazawa 
Tokuichiro simply stated he was not concerned about the matter since his 
agency has not yet received any report. Tamazawa argued “The earthquake 
occurred at about 6:00 a.m. Why has the notification been delayed for so 
long? Maybe it’s not such a big thing. Can we really dispatch men from the 
SDF?” 

It can be argued the ministers had fallen into an escalation of 
commitment to the failing effort of the natural disaster preparedness system 
since Ozawa’s evaluation of Kobe essentially became the conclusion of the 
Cabinet meeting. Even though they had witnessed the mass destruction that 
was ongoing in Kobe, none of the ministers exhibited a sense of urgency in 
regard to providing a proper response to the situation. The ministers 
apparently decided to maintain their belief and trust in the system, even 
though the system was not providing effective relief as more people were 
dying and homes were destroyed. Although he was aware that Kobe was in 
the midst of a terrible disaster, the Prime Minister refused to divert his 
attention from his normal schedule. Over the course of the day of the 
earthquake, he canceled only one of his regularly scheduled appointments to 
deal with the earthquake, apparently preferring to let the system take care of 
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the disaster, even though it was obvious that the system was not responding 
properly. By the end of this first day, the death toll in Kobe exceeded 1,000. 

 
The End Result of the Holistic System’s Response to Kobe, an Unusual 
Event  

The natural disaster preparedness system’s response to Kobe, in 
which the system faced numerous demands to consider and use “outside” 
information and resources, shows how and when holistic management 
systems have difficulty managing in complex environments. Table 3 below 
shows the types of responses which were both necessary to manage a 
disaster like Kobe and expected from the holistic natural disaster 
preparedness system, as well as the system’s actual response. 
 
Table 3  An Overall Evaluation of the System’s Response to Kobe 
 
     What Was Needed to Manage           How the System Managed 
     the Disaster                   the Disaster 

 
Proper Identification of the 
Impact of the Earthquake and a 
Swift and Decisive Response at 
the Local Level 

 
A Mis-diagnosis of the True 
Magnitude of the Earthquake and an 
Inadequate Response at the Local 
Level in Regard to Securing and 
Maintaining Necessary Supplies 

 
Willingness to Accept All 
Sources of Aid, Particularly 
When the Outside Sources 
Provided Items and Services 
Which Were Scarce in Japan 

 
Reluctance to Consider “Outside” 
Sources of Aid and Assistance, 
Particularly if It Was Offered by a 
Nation Which Was Perceived as 
“Inferior” to Japan 

 
Willingness by Decision Makers 
at All Levels, Particularly at the 
National Level, to Critically 
Evaluate the System’s Response 
to the Disaster and Make 
Necessary Adjustments 

 
Continued Trust in and Commitment 
to the Natural Disaster Preparedness 
System at All Levels, Even Though 
Its Response to the Disaster Was 
Obviously Inadequate  

 
The system’s slow response time and failure to take swift and 

decisive actions led to mass death and destruction in the aftermath of the 
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Kobe earthquake. The system’s refusal to accept help from any source 
“outside” of the system caused the Japanese to forgo the use of a vast 
amount of supplies and services which could have been a tremendous help 
to the disaster relief effort in Kobe. Finally, the system’s refusal to admit 
the failure of the disaster management effort and make changes led to the 
unnecessary loss of lives and homes. Quite simply, the holistic natural 
disaster preparedness system was ill-equipped to handle this demand to 
rapidly acknowledge and use “outside” information. While the Kobe case 
and Japanese management models have been emphasized, the theory behind 
the failure can be generalized to predict and explain how holistic 
management models produce inadequate and/or inappropriate responses 
when facing these situations. 
 
Potential Challenges to the Analysis 

Due to the intricacy of complex environments and the vast number 
of interpretations of the Japanese management model and Hanshin 
Daishinsai, there will naturally be a number of challenges to the claims 
made in this interpretation. For example, a challenge could possibly be 
made on the grounds that the use of the Kobe case as an example of a 
management failure which is the product of an inherent flaw of the holistic 
management approach was actually the result of a failure in the political 
leadership of the Japanese politicians and bureaucratic officials. Another 
lens which could be applied both to our critique of the holistic management 
model, as well as the Kobe case, is that of administrative ethics. This theory 
implicitly considers the fair and/or legitimate use of resources; and the 
Kobe case, in particular, deals with a situation where human life was lost as 
a result of administrative failure. These are interesting and important ethical 
concerns to be considered. 

An alternative explanation to the idea that escalation of 
commitment in holistically managed systems leads to paralysis in times of 
crisis is the phenomenon of “bystander” behavior. According to this 
approach, an inability to respond in time of crisis is not the product of 
devotion to the system, but rather the result of an ignorance of or an 
unwillingness to take responsibility to intervene. In fact, the inaction could 
be part of the neoclassical behavior of individuals, who in group settings 
have a diffusion of responsibility for helping along with a diffusion of 
blame for not helping so they do not behave altruistically. Another 
possibility is someone unperceived has already begun a helping action so 
the individual will conform to the group by not helping. In addition, the 
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conformity to the group can be explained from an economic viewpoint in 
terms of maximizing individual utility by not going against the group 
norms.56  

Differing national culture may also be a reason for agency effects 
and escalation of commitment. Stephen Salter and David Sharp agree that 
case evidence indicates apparently small cultural differences, even between 
the United States and Canada, is noted, and the effect of adverse selection 
conditions was stronger among managers from the more individualistic U.S. 
society.57 Scott Geiger, Christopher Robertson, and John Irwin also studied 
the impact of cultural values on escalation of commitment and called for 
further research to study the relationship between cultural dimensions and 
determine which cultures are more likely to experience escalating 
commitment.58 Sharp and Salter point to Daiwa (a Japanese bank in the 
U.S.) as an international example of escalation of commitment,59 while 
other studies provide evidence that Asian subjects demonstrate higher levels 
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of overconfidence in general knowledge tasks and might be expected to be 
more willing to escalate commitment to risky projects.60

Finally, our assessment of the Kobe case did not explicitly 
consider the behavior of business factors in response to Hanshin Daishinsai. 
There were a number of examples of businesses which responded in a 
similarly inappropriate and ineffective manner. For example, a large 
Japanese bank with outlets in the affected areas implemented relief 
operations in Osaka dispatching volunteers to Kobe to offer assistance to 
bank employees affected by the quake. This contributed to the massive 
delays and gridlock on the national highways going into Kobe that 
prevented relief workers and supplies from entering the area. In addition, 
the bank (and numerous other firms) set up phone relays between Osaka 
and Kobe to achieve constant communication via cellular phone between 
both offices. This contributed to the already overloaded phone lines and 
severely hindered communication among relief organizations. The bank 
even attempted to provide housing and food and medical care for employees 
affected by the quake. The problem with this well-intentioned effort was 
that the main Osaka office was located several kilometers away, making it 
nearly impossible for the employees to reach the desperately needed 
supplies. This shows how holistically managed business organizations faced 
the same types of “management problems” as the Natural Disaster 
Preparedness System in responding to the Kobe quake. 

 
Lessons from Kobe: the Need to Incorporate “Outside” Views 

The effective management of diversity is imperative if an 
organization or system wants to operate effectively in the global business 
environment. Today’s organizations face many difficult and complex issues 
to reduce uncertainty, to change and adapt rapidly and to increase the 
organization’s ability to compete globally. To survive in such a diverse 
environment, organizations must be equipped with a management system to 
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support learning and facilitate continuous growth and development, as well 
as promote flexibility when managing diversity.  

The increasing interdependencies among all components of a 
system in complex environments, has created a management imperative 
toward more holistic models of management. Recent research, theory 
development and model application have pointed toward the many 
advantages of holistic management approaches with a focus on total 
participation, information sharing, continuous learning, and commitment to 
the system as ideal for “matching wits” with the complex environment. 
Margaret Wheatley, Peter Sense, Karl Weick and others have all called for 
the increased diffusion of information and participation in contemporary 
organizations, so the effects of the complex environment can be efficiently 
and effectively managed in a manner which leads to competitive advantage. 

The ideal model of holistic management, however, may be 
unattainable. The Japanese management model presents an excellent 
example of the practical application of many of the fundamental elements of 
a holistic model. Yet, the model’s application to the Kobe earthquake, 
revealed certain aspects of the holistic model that hindered, rather than 
helped, the system’s ability to produce rapid change and adaptation. In 
attempting to achieve totality, sharing of learning, and commitment to the 
system, the Japanese model actually resulted in a disastrous outcome. 
Clearly, this holistic management model was not only unable to absorb the 
initial shock, but was also ill-designed to function effectively in its 
aftermath. 

In theory, a “total” approach to issues of uncertainty may logically 
make sense. If a system considers and prepares for all possible 
contingencies, then nothing will be left to chance. The danger in this 
thinking lies in the belief there is a way to consider and prepare for all 
possible contingencies. As the Kobe disaster has shown, the misguided 
belief that the system can and will manage anything can lead to disastrous 
results. 

 
Areas for Future Research 

A comparison of other disasters and large-scale events is needed to 
further validate the bureaucratic models of management that rely on 
commitment and the forces that contribute to the escalation of commitment. 
The war and U.S. occupation in Iraq may be another example of a 
bureaucratic system with an escalating commitment to a course of action. 
The September 11 events of 2001 on the surface seem to exhibit an example 
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of an opposite or entrepreneurial system, which absorbs shock events better. 
The September 11 events, characterized by fast action, 24 hour work, 
planning meetings between shifts, central control augmented with 
volunteers, and control centers to focus briefings as well as debate led to 
more effective decision making and action than is typically seen in a rigidly 
controlled system. Also, with no real centralized planning in place for such 
an unexpected terrorist attack, the response had to rely on entrepreneurial 
systems and to take gambles and strive to improve upon ongoing 
conventions. Further study into such events, particularly the idiosyncratic 
innovative activities, is needed, particularly in times of intense crisis when 
stochastic events bombard a system.61  
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SYMBIOTIC CONFLICT IN SNOW COUNTRY 
 

Masaki Mori 
University of Georgia 

 
 The plot structure of Snow Country [Yukiguni] (1935-1948 [1971]) 
by Kawabata Yasunari appears irregular because the story reaches its 
climax just a few pages into the story with the first mirror scene as an 
aesthetic moment that at once determines the lyrical nature of the entire 
work and reveals the author’s poetics.1 Another focal point occurs at the 
very end in the form of a fire in snow, which critics call the story’s only 
dynamic, sensational scene.2 In spite of its conventionally climactic 
position, however, the fire scene has caused authorial uneasiness and 
interpretative debate.  This is partly due to the fact that the story reaches its 
conclusion even more abruptly than generally accepted with an open 
ending, and partly to the unreal nature of character portrayals and the scene 
itself. Unless textual negligence and eventual abandonment on the author’s 
part account for such termination, the last scene has to justify itself with a 
certain basis for the position it assumes. Symbols centering on the two main 
female characters, which run entwined throughout the story, give coherence 
not only to the ambiguous ending but also to the apparently random plot 
structure. 
 Kawabata’s ambivalence toward the ending is well documented in 
many of his somewhat inconsistent remarks. For instance, when he was 
writing the story’s early version in 1937, he says that “he has had an idea 
about the last section [yet to be written after the ‘The Pillow of Fire’ 
installment] for quite a long time.” But he now finds it “hard to write that 
part” because he feels that would be “more like a superfluous addition.”3 A 
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3 Kawabata Yasunari, “Hana no waltz to Yukiguni,” 1937, in Inoue Yasushi, 
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decade later after World War II, he states that, “while he was writing the 
early parts, the materials for the later section were just forming.” Calling the 
piece “a kind of work terminable at any moment,” he confesses to the 
uneasiness he nevertheless felt about the incomplete condition of the prewar 
version, citing its “ill correspondence between beginning and end.” Then, 
asserting that “he had the fire scene in mind since he was writing a part 
before the middle,” he comments on the newly finished version that “many 
strains and difficulties were inevitable after a blank of ten years.” He even 
wonders if “it might have been better without a new addition.”4 Toward the 
end of his career about twenty years later, however, he reminisces, saying 
that “he had the idea of correspondence between beginning and end before 
he started writing [the story].” He claims to have made all at once the plan 
to start with “entering the Snow Country” that is white even at night with 
snow accumulation and to end with “looking up at the Milky Way at the fire 
scene in snow.”5 Thus, although the author himself is not certain when he 
conceived the idea of a fire scene, he stresses the importance of that scene 
for the story’s conclusion. He also repeatedly expresses the necessity of the 
ending to correspond well with the beginning and a less than satisfactory 
feeling about the extended, final version. 
 The entire plot also reveals irregularity. Kawabata often started 
writing a short story, and, realizing still unexhausted lyricism, he added one 
sequence after another over years in the form of independent short pieces 
without necessarily having a structurally solid plan in mind. Taking full 
advantage of the magazine publication that favors short pieces and a long 
work in monthly installments, he wrote some of his novels in this manner, 
of which Snow Country is a typical example. As a result, the plot of this 
novel, which is easy to summarize, sounds haphazard and uneventful. A 
man comes to a hot spring resort in early winter to see a young geisha while 
remembering their first encounter the previous spring. After a short stay, he 
departs. He comes back in autumn, only to leave her again at the onset of 
winter. Another woman is involved, but her presence is not essential to the 
chain of episodes. Consequently, Kobayashi Hideo argues that Kawabata 
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“has not written even a single novel” because he is not interested at all in 
such important, novelistic elements as social reality, its influence on people, 
and conflict between individuals.6

 Against this view that deems the opus devoid of a meaningful plot 
and deficient as a novel, one can attempt to justify Kawabata as not 
constrained by the Aristotelian plot structure. Conventional reliance on a 
coherent chain of action has lost its validity in modernism and 
postmodernism after centuries of experimentation with a novel’s story line. 
Kawabata himself wrote several modernistic pieces, such as Crystal 
Fantasy [Suishō gensō] (1931), that employs a Joycean stream of 
consciousness. Furthermore, in Kawabata’s case, one cannot ignore the 
influence of the Japanese literary tradition from the Heian period on. In the 
fundamentally lyric-based literary tradition, a prose piece well structured 
with a beginning, a middle body, and especially a clear-cut ending appears 
highly artificial and untrue to life, unlike the drama-oriented Western 
counterpart. In addition, Kawabata’s manner of composition is ascribable to 
his familiarity with short forms of Japanese poetic tradition, including 
tanka, haiku, and renga. He wrote a great number of very short stories, 
which he called palm-of-the-hand stories (tenohira no shōsetsu). Because of 
their extreme brevity, they lack a well-developed plot, often aiming rather at 
an impressionistic, lyrical effect. In a sense, he made some of his novels by 
combining palm-of-the-hand-like stories in a renga fashion.7 For these 
reasons, classical and modern, the lack of a seamlessly developing plot in 
many of Kawabata’s works should be considered not a shortcoming 
inherent in his writing method but simply an artistic device or a convention 
tinged with idiosyncrasy. 
 The view that dwells on the apparently random plot structure of 
Snow Country as defective can also be altered by demonstrating that the 
story does have coherent inevitability even though it is not based on the 
action of characters. As Kawabata’s remarks cited above indicate, the 
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author’s creative mind felt an underlying necessity that compels the story as 
a whole to have certain consistency and harmony, but not the oppositions 
that might appear on the plot level. The domain of symbols that center on 
the two female characters, Yoko and Komako, offers a possibility of such 
reading. Concerning them, Kawabata testifies that, while Yoko is a product 
of his pure imagination, Komako is modeled on someone even though her 
characterization notably differs from the actual model.8 Relevant here is not 
a search for a model’s biographical data but the contrast that Komako’s 
physical origin offers with Yoko’s un-physical source. 
 At the beginning of the novel, the reader finds Yoko’s presence on 
the train that comes out of a long tunnel into a snow-covered region at dusk. 
At this stage, Komako, referred to only as “the woman” in Shimamura’s 
recollection and for many pages to come, is conspicuously missing, while 
the assiduous care for a sick, young man by “the girl,” that is, Yoko, has 
been attracting his attention for a few hours. This situation is exceptional. 
For the rest of the novel, the story unfolds Shimamura’s dragging relation 
with Komako, and Yoko’s sporadic appearance tends to incite her 
displeasure. Nevertheless, the initial scene actually highlights Yoko’s 
segmented beauty and Komako’s recollected physicality. During his solitary 
ride on the train, Shimamura attempts to remember the woman, meaning 
Komako, in vain. With nothing else to do, he plays with his left hand and 
thinks that the hand alone, especially its index finger, “seemed to have a 
vital and immediate memory of the woman he was going to see.”9 In sharp 
contrast to this implied, keen sensuality of Komako’s body, Yoko is viewed 
as the possessor of beauty detached from the body. Just a few lines after the 
story’s onset, Shimamura is entranced to hear her call to a station master out 
of a nearby window with a voice that is later described repeatedly as clear 
and beautiful. Three hours earlier at twilight, she similarly impresses him 
with a sense of “something coolly piercing about her beauty.” Then, 
surprised to see one of her eyes reflected on the half transparent window, he 
is even more moved “at the inexpressible beauty,” “not of this world,” when 
“a distant, cold light” in the background mountains glimmers through the 

                                                           
8 Kawabata repeatedly made this statement. See, for instance, his “Dokuei 
jimei,” pp. 387-388. 
9 Kawabata Yasunari, Snow Country, trans. Edward G. Seidensticker (New 
York: Vintage International, 1996), p. 7. Unless otherwise noted, all 
references to this text are to this edition. 
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pupil.10 Thus, already at the beginning of the story, Komako’s tangible 
being is clearly contrasted to Yoko’s aerial nature. 
 Komako stands for passion of the desiring/desired body, whereas 
Yoko is a voice or a cold, distant light without a body. Shimamura stands 
between them at first as an observer of their unresolved conflict concerning 
Yukio who is the sick young man on the train, then increasingly as the 
object of their rivalry. In other words, the man with the narrative 
perspective himself functions as a half-transparent mirror that reflects on his 
consciousness the evolving dynamism between two female forces, or as a 
camera lens that selectively determines the framework and all the detail of 
composition in it.11 Significantly, however, the two women are closely 
related to each other rather than being simply contrasted as opposites. 
Suggestive of their correlation, Shimamura suddenly encounters Yoko’s 
mirrored eye when he wipes the steam-clouded window with the forefinger 
of his left hand that alone assures him tactually of Komako’s existence in 
recollection. Both Komako and Yoko combine, in reverse proportions, a 
quality of heat-induced intensity with the snowy nature of coldness. This 
paradox associating the two women, which can be traced throughout, 
defines the story’s symbolic structure, and the women attract each other 
toward an eventual convergence, with Shimamura’s consciousness 
positioning itself as a medium for resolving their almost elemental 
confrontation. 
 Several levels of this symbolism involve the two females, starting 
with their names. While the name Yoko (yō=leaf) suggests static, fragile, 
non-animal life, Komako (koma=horse), the occupational sobriquet of the 
other woman whose real name is never given, readily stands for 
unrestrained vitality in the body and emotions. More important than the 
names is what the two women are. Komako is a geisha, a professional who 
performs entertaining arts, and who sells her acquired talents to a customer 
like Shimamura who can afford her time-measured service. In contrast, 
                                                           
10 Kawabata, Snow Country, pp. 8-10. 
11 Stating that “[o]bviously, the camera is Shimamura,” Richard Torrance 
discusses Kawabata’s interest in cinema, including the usage of “[a] 
technique resembling montage,” in “Popular Languages in Yukiguni,” in 
Alan Tansman and Dennis Washburn, eds., Studies in Modern Japanese 
Literature: Essays and Translations in Honor of Edwin McClellan (Ann 
Arbor, MI: Center for Japanese Studies, University of Michigan, 1997), pp. 
252-254. 
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Yoko is presented as a girl with no substantial merit. Apart from her claim 
to have been a would-be nurse in Tokyo, she does not have any specialized 
skills, intermittently working either in non-field odd agricultural labor or in 
non-customer-serving functions at a hot spring inn. Unlike Komako who 
has become a geisha to pay for Yukio’s medical bills and might also support 
her unsteady income, she is free insomuch as she is not bound to any 
profession by a contract or a debt. Despite little difference in age, Yoko is 
essentially an artless late teenager whose undeveloped, yet earnest mentality 
verges on idiocy or childlike simplicity, while Komako is a young adult 
thoroughly familiar with the way of the world. Many interspersed 
references, including those to dying insects and a senior co-worker named 
Kikuyū who quits her job because of trouble with a man, foreshadow 
Komako’s fated maturation as a woman of unfortunate circumstances.12 
Thus, in terms of occupations, financial obligation, and maturity, they stand 
in sharp contrast to each other. 
 The difference typically manifests itself in what kinds of songs the 
two women sing. At one point, Komako performs for Shimamura one of the 
traditional geisha repertoire that she has practiced all by herself through 
radio and music scores in the absence of an able teaching master. She 
accompanies her song with a stringed instrument, the shamisen, which is 
another traditional geisha attribute. She is expected to learn how to play it. 
Her strong-willed professionalism in a situation where her efforts can 
hardly be rewarded or appreciated strikes Shimamura as futilely beautiful, a 
main sentiment he repeatedly feels about her way of life. In comparison, he 
hears Yoko singing twice in the story: during his walk when she is thrashing 
red beans on the roadside; and then in the hotel when she helps a child of 
the hotel owner to take a bath. On both occasions, Yoko’s songs are simple 
folk songs that she supposedly learned artlessly in her childhood and has the 
habit of singing to herself while engaged in some tasks. In fact, from the 
very first moment she calls to the station master out of a train window, 
Shimamura tends to hear her voice as a kind of natural music that does not 
require any training. 
                                                           
12 As to Kikuyū as an adumbration of the future Komako, see Hirayama 
Mitsuo, “Yukiguni nenritsu ron no shiten kara,” Kyojitsu no himaku: 
Yukiguni, Kōgen, Bokka, in Kawabata bungaku kenkyūkai ed., Kawabata 
Yasunari kenkyū sōsho, vol. 5 (Tokyo: Kyōiku shuppan sentaa, 1979), pp. 
20-21; and Tsuruta Kin’ya, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu: Junsui to 
kyūsai, Kokubungaku kenkyū sōsho (Tokyo: Meiji shoin, 1981), pp. 83-84. 
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 Shimamura gets attracted not to Yoko’s physical presence as a 
whole but to her voice as well as to her eyes. While, as a mode of 
professional entertainment, Komako’s singing presupposes an audience 
even though a rural resort area does not abound in music connoisseurship, 
Yoko does not sing on any public occasion. Shimamura overhears her songs 
that are open to anybody who happens to be nearby. This demonstrates her 
essential aloofness from others. Even when he finds himself face to face 
with her, he is at once fascinated and kept away by her eyes that he always 
feels are piercingly beautiful. In addition to the glimmering eyes, her mask-
like, exceedingly earnest face short of expressed emotions helps to keep 
him at a distance. Her aloofness thus produced is not coincidental. 
Compared with almost ever-present Komako, Yoko is basically absent from 
the story except for short, infrequent appearances. In this way, in spite of 
being an individual character, she is actually represented by two elements of 
the body alone, a trait that reminds us of one of Kawabata’s later works, 
The Arm [Kataude] (1963). But, unlike the detached arm that nevertheless 
persists to imply the rest of the absent body in the novella, Yoko’s voice 
and the light of her eyes are not body parts but unsubstantial acoustic waves 
and optical, reflected rays that emanate from the body. Komako’s physical 
features are intimately observed, and even her voice represents “an 
extended vibration of her flesh.”13 In sharp contrast, Yoko embodies, 
without a solid body, “the star on the night sky” as a clear light that flickers 
in the distance,14 or a haunting echo to which her beautiful voice is often 
compared.15 The author perceives her character metaphorically “blinking on 
                                                           
13 Liman, “Kawabata’s Lyrical Mode in Snow Country,” p. 277. 
14 Satake Isamu, “Kawabata bungaku ni okeru ‘kagami’ ni tsuite: Yukiguni 
to Suigetsu o chūshin ni,” Kōka joshi daigaku kenkyū kiyō 19 (1981), p. 63. 
15 Referring to the comparison of Yoko’s voice to an echo, Kin’ya Tsuruta 
points out the etymology of an echo [kodama] as an arboreal spirit, in “The 
Flow-Dynamics in Kawabata Yasunari’s Snow Country,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 26/3-4 (1971), p. 254. Thomas E. Swann agrees, calling her an 
Oread, in “Kawabata no Yukiguni no kōsei,” in Matsuura Katsuo, trans., 
Kawabata Yasunari: Gendai no biishiki, in Takeda Katsuhiko and 
Takahashi Shintarō, eds., Kokubungaku kenkyū sōsho (Tokyo: Meiji shoin, 
1978), pp. 20-21. See also Kawasaki Toshihiko, “Yume ka utsutsu ka 
maboroshi ka: Yukiguni to kyōzō no bigaku,” Yukiguni no bunseki kenkyū, 
in Hasegawa Izumi and Tsuruta Kin’ya, eds. Kenkyū sōsho, vol. 4 (Tokyo: 
Kyōiku shuppan sentaa, 1985), p. 21; and Moriyasu Masafumi, Kawabata 
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and off” as a frail light, while Thomas E. Swann thinks that Yoko only 
represents “celestial beauty or what is unknown and mysterious.”16 
Bodiless, she lacks capability to support herself.17 Her intense earnestness 
approaching idiocy or infantilism derives from her star-like ethereal 
intangibility, because such extreme purity and simplicity defy logical 
argument and self-interested calculation. 
 Some critics attempt to demonstrate Yoko’s physical existence. 
For instance, Akatsuka Masayuki argues that Yoko “lives in day-to-day 
reality with one physical body,” citing the urinal she carries from Yukio’s 
sickroom.18 The urinal, however, is utilized as a tool to contextualize her in 
particular social circumstances on the plot level, and the body part that 
should hold it is deftly left unmentioned. Likewise, Kawasaki Toshihiko 
pays attention to Yoko’s hand holding Yukio’s on the train as an example of 
her physical reality.19 But the text actually describes Yukio’s emaciated 
hand tightly holding Yoko’s, thereby making her hand covered and much 
less visible. The plot does demand that Yoko the character possess 
physicality to interact with her surroundings, but the text carefully avoids 
making direct references to her corporality. Her figure unencumbered with 
physical weightiness is thus secured. 
 If Shimamura’s perception reduces Yoko to the purity of light and 
voice, he invariably views Komako as a presence of cleanness for the better 
part of the story. As a professional woman of entertaining arts, she cannot 
                                                                                                                           
Yasunari: Horobi no bungaku (Tokyo: Kokusho kankōkai, 1989), pp. 320-
321, 334. 
16 Kawabata, “Dokuei jimei,” p. 391; and Swann, “Kawabata no Yukiguni 
no kōsei,” p. 21. 
17 Ueda Makoto, “Yukiguni no sakihin kōzō,” Kyojitsu no himaku, vol. 5, 
pp. 82, 89. See also Hasegawa, Kawabata Yasunari, p. 105; Tsuruta, 
Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 73; Hayashi Takeshi, Kawabata 
Yasunari, Kanshō Nihon gendai bungaku, vol. 15, ed. Hayashi Takeshi 
(Tokyo: Kadokawa shoten, 1982), p. 140; and Tsuruta Kin’ya, “Yukiguni,” 
Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 56/9 (1991), p. 88. 
18 Akatsuka Masayuki, “Yukiguni ron,” in Shigematsu Yasuo, ed., Genkei to 
shazō: Kindai Nihon bungaku ronkō (Fukuoka, Japan: Genkei to shazō 
kankōkai, 1986), p. 458. 
19 Kawasaki Toshihiko, “Kawabata Yasunari Yukiguni: Yuki to hi to,” 
Kawabata Yasunari, in Nihon bungaku kenkyū shiryō kankōkai, ed., Nihon 
bungaku kenkyū shiryō sōsho (Tokyo: Yūseidō, 1973), pp. 188-189. 



SYMBIOTIC CONFLICT IN SNOW COUNTRY, MASAKI MORI 59

be pure like the virgin figure Yoko, and he never calls her beautiful in the 
same way as he does with Yoko. But she is described as exceptionally clean 
in the impression she gives as well as in the tidiness of her everyday life 
from the very first moment of their encounter. As Tsuruta Kin’ya points 
out, the cleanness that defines Komako applies to a solid matter while 
Yoko’s purity does not accompany a body.20 Shimamura is initially 
attracted to Komako because he finds her too clean as an object to satisfy 
his pent-up desires. Kawabata sometimes used this technique to create the 
cleansed, likeable image of a “tainted” woman figure. For instance, at the 
end of a palm-of-the-hand story titled “The Morning Nail” [Asa no tsume] 
(1926), the author implies a fresh start in marriage of a poor, young 
prostitute by placing her in the midst of a new, white mosquito net that is 
compared to a lotus bloom. 
 In Snow Country, a device to symbolize Komako’s cleanness on 
the surface is the whiteness of snow that is often associated with her 
carefully powdered skin. The cosmetic powder is applied on the exposed 
face and neck in order to cover, in her case, not a dark complexion or a 
rough skin but fresh redness of the healthy body. The color is inborn to 
Komako who grew up in the snowy mountain area, often enhanced by 
drunkenness or a sudden shift of emotions. At their reunion after a lapse of 
several months, Shimamura finds a part of her face “red under the thick 
powder,” which reminds him of “the snow-country cold,” and yet he feels 
“a certain warmth in it.”21 In fact, aware of her warm bodily temperature, 
she even calls herself, when heavily inebriated, a metaphorical “pillow of 
fire.”22 The underlying red visible through a clean white layer is indicative 
of her robust, unspoiled health that dispels her professional stain and, more 
significantly, of her intense passion and fundamental life force.23 Next 
morning after the reunion, a scene involving another mirror further relates 
                                                           
20 Tsuruta Kin’ya, Kawabata Yasunari ron, Sekai no Nihon bungaku series, 
vol. 4 (Tokyo: Meiji shoin, 1988), p. 110. 
21 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 39. 
22 Author’s translation of Kawabata Yasunari, Yukiguni, Kawabata 
Yasunari zenshū, vol. 10, p. 99. Kawabata used this phrase as the title of an 
independently published segment of the story, indicating the importance of 
this metaphor. 
23 See Kawamoto Kōji, “Geisha no koi: Janru shōsetsu toshite no Yukiguni,” 
in Hirakawa Sukehiro and Tsuruta Kin’ya, eds., Nihon bungaku no 
tokushitsu (Tokyo: Meiji shoin, 1991), p. 293. 
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Komako to snow and the color red. At sunrise, Shimamura sees her face and 
the snow outside reflected together on a mirror of his room, with her “bright 
red cheeks” sharply contrasted to the surrounding snow that appears to be 
“burning icily.”24 Later in the story, the same motif appears once and again 
in the form of, for instance, colored red leaves covered with the first snow 
on the mountains. Her occasionally glimpsed undergarment, which is 
traditionally red under the geisha kimono, might externalize the innate color 
in her case. 
 Evidently, the two mirror scenes early in the novel, each of which 
reveals the reflected image of a female character set against the surrounding 
landscape, are intended to enhance the two women’s marked difference that 
is hinted in the first mirror scene. Yoko’s eye glimmers ephemerally with a 
superimposed distant fire while the rest of her translucent image floats 
amidst the indistinct, constantly moving wilderness. Komako’s body that 
exudes vitality with red luster forms a vivid, matching contrast to the 
radiant snow, thereby emphasizing its solid contour. While Yoko’s essence 
is reducible to a cold, aloof light, Komako stands for the soft, clean, thick 
layer of snow that covers their village during a long winter. Together, clear, 
distant light and white, embracing snow constitute a cloudless, serene 
winter night of the region, such as what the evening in the ending would be 
like if it were not for the fire. At the same time, like a hot spring in the 
snowy locale, both cases contain a paradox of inherent warmth in a cold 
element, dually as characters and symbols of purity and cleanness. No 
matter how remote and heatless the wild or starry light appears, it originates 
in fire. As to Komako who “hides a consuming fire within her cool, clean 
exterior,”25 redness inherently underlies the white, snowy covering. 
Because of the vehement passion inside, her initial, strenuous effort to 
maintain a professional distance from Shimamura fails dismally. For all her 
isolationist demeanor, Yoko interests Shimamura at first with her tender, 
undistracted nursing of the sick Yukio on the train, then with her frequent 
visits to his grave and motherly care of the innkeeper’s small daughter in 
bathing. Komako also likes looking after the same girl and other children. 

Although Yoko and Komako exhibit remarkable difference, they 
are not presented as two opposing incompatibles. They rather share certain 
traits and complement each other, which the ecological symbiosis on the 
level of naming hints, with Yoko’s formation as “flora in harmonious 
                                                           
24 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 48. 
25 Tsuruta, “The Flow-Dynamics,” p. 255. 
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rivalry with Komako as fauna.”26 Despite their strained relationship, they 
need each other. They live together with Yukio until he dies in the house of 
his mother who is Komako’s palsied music teacher. Komako, who 
considers Yoko likely to be her future burden, apparently supports Yoko at 
least partially on a financial basis even when they no longer share a living 
space. In conversation with Shimamura, each expresses her concern with 
the other’s future welfare, hoping that Shimamura will take good care of the 
other woman. 
 The seemingly unrelated episode about chijimi linen further 
reinforces this symbiotic relation. Late in the autumn, before the story’s 
final scene, Shimamura takes a short train ride to a few villages where the 
special fabric was once produced. The production of fine chijimi required 
both nimble, diligent hands of unmarried girls between fifteen and twenty 
five and direct exposure to snow in the very cold weather. Shimamura, who 
wears it as his summer kimono and undershirt, feels a special attachment to 
this textile because of the young weavers’ labor and the sense of coolness it 
offers. In his associative, dilettantish mind, chijimi stands both for Yoko 
and for Komako. The fabric was woven by young girls like Yoko, whom he 
actually imagines having sung at work over her handloom if she had been 
born decades ago. Like Komako’s shamisen performance, art and nature 
conspired to create the fabric with an acquired skill in the rural, 
mountainous environment. A city dweller like Shimamura who can afford 
and appreciate the fabric wears it only seasonally, as he occasionally visits 
to enjoy her service at his convenience. 
 The idea that chijimi retains the coolness of snow in summer’s heat 
holds deeper significance. In addition to the paradoxical nature that recalls a 
similar trait in the two women, the narration explains, citing an old local 
history book,27  that chijimi involves snow in every process of its 
production, including spinning, weaving, and bleaching. Shimamura sends 
his chijimi garments to the snow country every winter to have them 
bleached in a traditional, rigorous method that exposes them to snow and 
the cold air after an overnight soak and early morning wash for several 
days. Chijimi thus derives its distinct coolness and cleanness from the two 
women’s phenomenal extensions: ground-covering snow and the freezing 
                                                           
26 Hasegawa Izumi, “Kindai bungakushi ni okeru Yukiguni no ichi,” 
Kyojitsu no himaku, vol. 5, p. 103. 
27 Kawabata read Hokuetsu sekifu (1836) by Suzuki Bokushi after he wrote 
the early, prewar version of Snow Country. 
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air that the star-lit, clear night sky brings. In Shimamura’s imagination 
aided by the information that the old book provides, the white linen turns 
vermilion with the surrounding snow at dawn, similar to Komako’s face in 
the second mirror scene. He naturally compares Komako to the special 
cloth, feeling her “at center cool” with “remarkable, concentrated 
warmth.”28 As part of his aesthetic, sentimental indulgence, he even 
considers his relation with her to be of shorter duration than a piece of 
chijimi worn over decades with care. As the snow that regionally exists 
during the long winter underlies local people’s psyche even in summer, so 
does Komako’s being constantly imply snow, bringing forth his longing for 
her as well as his dreamy perspective on the snow country when he stays 
away in Tokyo during warm seasons. 
 It is evident that Shimamura regards Komako as a kind of human 
chijimi, and that he expects from her not only sensual/sensuous pleasure but 
also a sense of being cleansed by an embrace that is at once cool and warm. 
When he wears chijimi linen in summer, he relishes visualizing the beauty 
of chijimi spread out and dyed with the color of sunrise, feeling “that the 
dirt of the summer had been washed away, even that he himself had been 
bleached clean.”29 He needs that sense, because he is socially useless, 
considered a critic of the Western dance or ballet, the stage performance of 
which he has never seen, thereby earning little livelihood and probably 
living on inherited wealth. Cynically aware of his position, he escapes from 
the city of dreary married life to a remote hot spring, primarily to enjoy 
Komako’s company. As a man of typical modern sensitivity, however, he 
has a fundamental urge to be cleansed of self-loathing and regain “honesty 
with himself,” initially by exposing himself to the pristine natural 
environment through mountain climbing, and later more intimately by way 
of Komako’s healthy, impeccable cleanness.30 He even receives a cleansing 
effect from her shamisen performance, which, in this sense, is “closer to 
religious salvation than music.”31 Terada Tōru states that “her cleanness 
resuscitates him rather than fascinates him” after he has come to physical 
contact with her.32 He eventually realizes that he might have unknowingly 

                                                           
28 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 154. 
29 Ibid., p. 152. 
30 Ibid., p. 17. See Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 87. 
31 Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 70. 
32 Terada Tōru, “Yukiguni ron,” Kindai bungaku 8/4 (1953), p. 62. 
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been using Komako, who now habitually clings to him, like his fantasized 
ballet and personal chijimi linen. 
 What he does not really understand is that Yoko is Komako’s other 
self, not in appearance or temperament but in their competing yet 
complementary functions. Because Komako’s character endowed with 
corporal femininity is “by no means compatible with ugliness,” Kawasaki 
calls her “at once the opposite to and an extension of Yoko” and Yoko her 
metaphorical doppelgänger that reveals both identicalness and 
heterogeneity.33 In a similar vein, other critics regard Yoko as Komako’s 
“aspect,” “repressed self,” and “extension...ghost [of the bygone, lost self], 
and conscience,” while the women are considered “originally one” or 
“almost tantamount to each other’s alter ego.”34 The two of them in tandem 
form the whole of Shimamura’s perceived snow country, the only locus that 
offers the cleansing effect he seeks. He needs not only Komako’s 
exceptional cleanness but also Yoko’s influence that lies behind it as a 
powerful source of purification. In a sense, since the two female characters 
reveal common elements along with sharply contrasted difference, their 
symbiotic relationship approaches the yin-yang system, with Komako 
foregrounded as the principle of light and Yoko mostly latent as the 
principle of darkness. The old local history book actually mentions yin-yang 
to explain the cool feeling one can savor in summer’s heat when wearing 
the chijimi garment, the crucial symbol that entwines the implicitly paired 
women. As in the yin-yang symbol, both principles are needed to achieve 
an entirety of the desired purging of the excessive modern self-
consciousness. 
 In this respect, Shimamura is Yukio’s double, for the young man 
also finds himself placed between the two female competing yet 
complementary principles, although factual details of their triangular 
                                                           
33 Kawasaki, “Kawabata Yasunari Yukiguni,” p. 190; and Kawasaki, “Yume 
ka utsutsu ka maboroshi ka,” pp. 16-25. 
34 Michael C. Brownstein, “Kawabata Yasunari’s Snow Country,” in 
Barbara Stoler Miller, ed., Masterworks of Asian Literature in Comparative 
Perspective: A Guide for Teaching, (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1994), p. 
489; Tajima Yoko, “Komako no shiten kara yomu Yukiguni,” in Etane 
Mitsuko and Shitsuta Kazuyo, eds., Onna ga yomu Nihon kindai bungaku: 
Feminizumu hihyō no kokoromi (Tokyo: Shin’yōsha, 1992), p. 167; Tsuruta, 
Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, pp. 82, 84; Hayashi, Kawabata Yasunari, 
p. 140; and Swann, “Kawabata no Yukiguni no kōsei,” p. 21. 
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relationship, including Komako’s rumored engagement to him, remain 
ambiguous and fragmentary. She and townspeople, such as a blind 
masseuse, ascribe his failed health and eventual death at the age of twenty 
six to his overworking as an evening school student in Tokyo and resulting 
intestinal tuberculosis. The presence of the two women in his life is 
supposed to have an effect of sweeping off the city dirt that has 
accumulated on him. On a symbolic level, however, he cannot sustain the 
combined intensity of two opposing forces of femininity, which, instead of 
removing the cause of his damaged health, consumes him gradually to his 
ultimate demise. After his death, without reflecting on herself, Komako 
half-jokingly calls Yoko frighteningly jealous by nature to the point of 
killing the object of her affection.35

 Yukio and Shimamura are poised in a parallel situation particularly 
when Yoko rushes to the train station where Komako is seeing off the older 
man as a customer. Yoko urges Komako to come back immediately to the 
critically ill young man who wishes to see her for the last time. Either man 
is departing one way or another, subjected to the power of the two women 
at once, with Yoko in her simple, intense earnestness and Komako 
vehemently holding to her principle of cleanness by flatly refusing to 
witness death. Komako’s strong reaction might partially stem from her 
ambivalence toward the two men,36 but her almost Shinto-like rejection of 
death as a source of taint is so psychologically thorough that it causes in her 
a violent physical reaction of orally purging her interior, albeit without 
output.37 At this critical juncture, the two male figures switch their 
                                                           
35 Interestingly, she makes this short remark between the two written 
messages Yoko delivers to Shimamura upon her request, occasioning his 
only private talk with the younger woman. This illustrates the two women’s 
ambivalent relationship that is at once interdependent and mutually 
antagonistic. 
36 In Kawabata Yasunari ron, p. 112 and Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 
101, Tsuruta ascribes her violent reaction to self-disgust caused by an 
internal conflict between clean self as Yukio’s childhood friend and mature 
self in love with Shimamura. 
37 Komako is indeed associated with Shinto once when, followed by 
Shimamura, she walks into a shrine’s precincts shortly after their initial 
acquaintance. According to her, it is the village’s coolest place with a 
soothing breeze even in midsummer, which alludes to her own paradoxical 
nature as fire in the cold. 
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positions, with Yukio the passer forever gone as his name suggests,38 and 
Shimamura the lone traveler taking the precarious place of converging 
forces. Afterwards, not to mention Komako who becomes more and more 
attached to Shimamura against her will, Yoko also shows more interest in 
him towards the end of the story. What happens at the train station when he 
is leaving for Tokyo thus foreshadows the ending scene. 
 In the novel’s last scene of a winter evening, Komako and 
Shimamura rush to a warehouse used also as a theater on fire, and they 
realize that Yoko is still inside. Calling this scene “a beautiful fiction,” “a 
surrealistic world of recollection,” and a “fantastic scene...in daydream-like 
brightness,”39 critics regard the ending as unrealistic. This is partly due to 
the surrealistic merging of the fire with descending stars, and partly to the 
unnatural action/inaction of the two female characters. Evidently, 
Shimamura’s perception is largely responsible for this unreality. The 
previous year, during his second night with Komako, he found the star-
filled nocturnal sky inharmonious with the dark yet snow-covered 
landscape. Now, significantly at her beckoning, he looks up at the Milky 
Way.40 While the situation is tense with a collapsing building, excited 
people’s commotion, and possibility of a fatal accident, Shimamura is 
entranced, as usual, to see an illusion of fire, erupted from the thinly 
snowed ground, merging with the magnificent Milky Way that runs vividly 
across the sky. Rather than uproar, he senses a kind of quietude immersing 
the entire, disastrous site. 
 In this mindset, he feels himself “pulled up” between the Milky 
Way that “seemed to dip and flow” into the fire and the sparks of the fire 
that “spread off into the Milky Way.”41 His consciousness is finally being 
cleansed and purified by the two kinds of flames metaphoric of Komako’s 
                                                           
38 Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 101. Tsuruta also understands 
Yukio as a character who functions, without a single line of speech of his 
own, to induce and enhance Komako’s cleanness and Yoko’s purity based 
on their unrewarded self-sacrifice to him, in Kawabata, “Yukiguni,” pp. 89-
90; and Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari ron, pp. 103-115. 
39 Hasegawa, Kawabata Yasunari ronkō, p. 342; Isogai Hideo, “Yukiguni no 
shasei,” Kawabata Yasunari: Gendai no biishiki, p. 37. Needless to say, it is 
irrelevant here to speculate upon the historical veracity of this fire in 
Kawabata’s life. 
40 See Hirayama, “Yukiguni no kyo to jitsu,” p. 131. 
41 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 171. 
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and Yoko’s influences. The fire in snow symbolizes an eruption of 
Komako’s passion that, synonymous with underlying red, has largely been 
suppressed until now. Mishima Yukio, who probably understood Kawabata 
as a fellow contemporary writer better than anybody else, reportedly made a 
pointed insight in a dialogue with him, calling the fire “the novel’s most 
basic image” because “Komako herself is something like a fire in snow.”42 
Or, as Kawasaki puts it, “her unrequited passion” translates into the blaze, 
which itself is her “last, and greatest metaphor.”43 In response to the upward 
outburst of flame, the star dust, vicarious of Yoko’s essence as a cold, 
distant fire, flows down to the mid-air into which Shimamura’s imagination 
lifts itself up. The celestial and earthly flames appear to vie for his floating 
mind while finally meeting to forge its transmutation from opposite 
directions. 
 When the fire in snow externalizes Komako’s passion, why does 
the ultimate metaphor of Yoko, who tends to stay in the background, 
assume such a cosmic dimension as the Milky Way? This Milky Way, in 
which Shimamura feels “a terrible voluptuousness,” is “clearly endowed 
with a female persona.”44 Due to Komako’s prominence in the last scene, 
some critics associate her with the Milky Way,45 which nevertheless fails to 
prove a sustained correlation between her and stars. It is Yoko who is linked 
to starry light throughout the story, and a certain parallel in the fire scene 
can also be drawn between Yoko and the Milky Way, such as linear stretch, 
descent toward the ground, and the disarrayed hem. The reason, however, 
lies deeper on three levels. First, her essence of a cold, remote fire clearly 
corresponds with “the distant, chilly Milky Way.”46 As Richard C. 
Buckstead states, there is “a direct correlation” of her image on the first 
mirror with the Milky Way of the concluding scene, because Yoko as a 
symbol “relates to the stars and planets.”47 In addition, recognizing 

                                                           
42 Kawasaki, “Kawabata Yasunari Yukiguni,” pp. 195-196. 
43 Kawasaki, “Yume ka utsutsu ka maboroshi ka,” pp. 24-25. 
44 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 165; and Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no 
geijutsu, pp. 91-92. 
45 See, for instance, Kawasaki, “Kawabata Yasunari Yukiguni,” pp. 197-
198. 
46 Liman, “Kawabata’s Lyrical Mode in Snow Country,” p. 283. 
47 Richard C. Buckstead, “The Search for a Symbol in Kawabata’s ‘Snow 
Country,’” Asian Profile 1/1 (1973), p. 160. 
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occasionally “a certain voluptuous charm” in her,48 Shimamura is attracted 
to Yoko not for purely aesthetic reasons. His interest is tinged with 
“something vaguely erotic,” and, in spite of her “distant, cold inaccessibility 
like that of a star...Yoko is symbolically a sexual experience” for him, 
however sterile that experience might be.49

 Second, as a symbol of purity with purifying force, Yoko 
epitomizes the virginal figure that persists in charming male protagonists 
throughout Kawabata’s oeuvre, starting with the eponymous teenager in 
The Izu Dancer [Izu no odoriko] (1926). As Tsuruta states, “the women in 
Snow Country are the manifested images of male desire.”50 If Komako 
stands for an archetypal female with a matured body accessible to male 
desire, Yoko typifies the virgin that remains “still unravish’d” as the object 
of devout, yet sexually implicit adoration, at least until the story reaches the 
final scene.51 Yoko is considered a “sacred” or “eternal” virgin that Maria 
and a bodhisattva represent, even compared to Kaguya-hime in The Tale of 
the Bamboo Cutter [Taketori monogatari] (the late ninth century) whom 
Kawabata adored.52 In more human terms, she stands for “the ideal of 

                                                           
48 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 57. 
49 Buckstead, “The Search for a Symbol in Kawabata’s ‘Snow Country,’” p. 
160. 
50 Tsuruta, “Yukiguni,” p. 90. 
51 John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” l. 1, in Jack Stillinger, ed., The 
Poems of John Keats (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1978), p. 372. Mishima Yukio ascribes Kawabata’s 
interest in the virginal figure to “the mechanism in which she is eternally 
inviolable as long as she remains to be a virgin although, when violated, she 
is no longer a virgin,” in “Eien no tabibito,” Bungei dokuhon Kawabata 
Yasunari, Kawade paperbacks, vol. 16 (Tokyo: Kawade shobō shinsha, 
1962), p. 10. 
52 See Kobayashi Yoshihito, Bi to Bukkyō to jidō bungaku to: Kawabata 
Yasunari no sekai (Tokyo: Sōbunsha, 1985), pp. 212-214; Ueda, “Yukiguni 
no sakihin kōzō,” Kyojitsu no himaku, vol. 5, p. 91; Tsuruta, Kawabata 
Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 73; Tsuruta, “Yukiguni,” pp. 88, 90; Tsuruta, 
Kawabata Yasunari ron, p. 108; Tajima, “Komako no shiten kara yomu 
Yukiguni,” p. 151; and Yamada Yoshirō, “Yukiguni ni okeru Yoko zō,” 
Tōhoku daigaku bungei kenkyū 97 (1981): 50-51. 
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virginal purity” or “the ultimate of a pure female character.”53 The two 
female archetypes, however, do not stand on an equal basis in the sense that 
every woman of the first type once belonged to the second type without 
exception. In other words, the physical type presupposes the virginal figure, 
and the latter envelopes the former in its wider base. 
 As part of their characterization, Yoko and Komako share the 
motherly tenderness that implies the third female type idealized by male 
fantasy. For instance, Shimamura would not be attracted to Yoko nursing 
Yukio “like a young mother” on the train “unless he had a strong, latent 
desire to be likewise cared for.”54 Similarly, on his first night with Komako, 
he feels motherly warmth in the palm placed upon her bosom. But 
motherliness remains a relatively minor element that connects the two 
women sharply contrasted in terms of physical (in)accessibility. 
 The third point relates to symbolism in the women’s naming. In 
addition to the horse, Komako is associated with other forms of animal life, 
especially a variety of insects, such as moths. She is also closely linked to 
the silkworm or the larva of a domesticated moth from the very first 
moment of her encounter with Shimamura. Summoned by him for the first 
time before she becomes a full-fledged geisha, she comes to his hotel room 
out of a cocoon warehouse used also as the town’s theater where a large 
party is taking place. Later, he visits her room that used to house silkworms. 
Unsteady as he feels as if suspended in the air, he finds the old attic room to 
be thoroughly clean like the inhabitant due to her minute care, even directly 
comparing her to a silkworm whose body turns translucent when it is ready 
to close itself up in a cocoon. As Swann points out, the cocoonery always 
has to be kept very clean because “an unsanitary environment is the 
silkworm’s greatest enemy.”55 Here, considering the silkworm clean in 
association with its habitat and the end product, the traditional Japanese 
fondness for silk overlaps Shimamura’s fascination with Komako. Finally, 
                                                           
53 Brownstein, “Kawabata Yasunari’s Snow Country,” p. 489; Yamada, 
“Yukiguni ni okeru Yoko zō,” p. 51. 
54 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 6; and Nakazawa Kei, “Shimamura to iu 
okoto: Yukiguni,” Shinchō 89/6 (1992), p. 281. See also Tajima, “Komako 
no shiten kara yomu Yukiguni,” p. 151; Kawasaki, “Yume ka utsutsu ka 
maboroshi ka,” pp. 21-23; Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari ron, pp. 104-105; 
Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, pp. 71-72, 81-82; and Tsuruta, 
“Yukiguni,” p. 88. 
55 Swann, “Kawabata no Yukiguni no kōsei,” p. 26. 
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the inflammable film sets the cocoon warehouse on fire when movies are 
screened, and Komako rushes “back” into the burning structure, like a moth 
in the wild, to rescue the inert Yoko single-handedly. In imagery, Komako 
is further connected to the silkworm in terms of the whiteness of thread it 
produces as well as the delicateness of woven cloth, apart from the material 
difference from chijimi. Similar to the horse/leaf symbiosis, although 
artificially manipulated, the silkworm requires a large quantity of mulberry 
leaves to produce thread, while the mulberry tree multiplies as the source of 
a thriving local industry for the luxury market. Therefore, symbolically as a 
leaf on the foundation of the food chain, Yoko, whose actual economic 
basis is never specified, feeds Komako as the growing silkworm that 
depends on an inexhaustible supply of regenerative vegetation. 
 By the time of Shimamura’s third visit, the two women undergo 
changes unpalatable to his fantasizing, causing him to feel “anxiety and 
even a chill.”56 Komako becomes physically matured, emotionally 
trammeled, preoccupied with monetary concerns, and socially unscrupulous 
about her liaison with him. Not impressing him with a sense of exceptional 
cleanness as before, she increasingly gets “soiled” with aging, experience, 
and his metaphorical use of her as human chijimi. At the same time, Yoko 
no longer stays in the background as a figure to be savored at a distance. 
She asserts herself in a direct conversation with him, expressing at once her 
hatred of and sympathy with Komako. She even expresses a request for him 
to take her to the city, almost like elopement. At the end of the story, the 
time is ripe for the inherently signifying vehicles of symbolization to be 
released from the social/physical attributes with which the characters are 
equipped. 
 It is the ignited film that unleashes potential forces in the 
respective women. The silkworm references indicate that Komako as a 
metaphoric silkworm has always found herself socio-economically 
encapsulated within such manmade shells as the theater/cocoon warehouse 
and her first room in which silkworms were raised not long ago. The 
burning of the warehouse dismantles the confinement, releasing her essence 
from the artificial shell and metamorphosing her into an unrestrained flame 
of passion instead of an expected moth. In fact, the fire has a smell similar 
to the cocoon boiling, with which to kill off the pupa as a process of thread 
                                                           
56 Yamada, “Yukiguni ni okeru Yoko zō,” p. 47. See also Swann, 
“Kawabata no Yukiguni no kōsei,” p. 27; Ueda, “Yukiguni no sakihin kōzō,” 
pp. 86-89; and Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, p. 98. 
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harvest. This implies the termination of Komako as a grown silkworm as 
well as the removal of her accumulated stain by fire at the end.57 At the 
story’s onset, Yoko is caught as a tenuous, intangible image superimposed 
on a half-transparent train window against the shifting background 
landscape as part of a cinematic composition. She stays trapped in her own 
way as “a virtual image” or “a mere image of the body” centering on the 
eye and the voice within this cinematic framework throughout the story.58 
The accidental ignition of the celluloid film liberates and magnifies her 
essence of a cold, distant fire into a gigantic arch of stars stretched full 
across the night sky. As Shimamura observes, it is the bright, untamed, 
profound Milky Way that Matsuo Bashō views over the rough oceanic 
expanse in one of his most celebrated haiku poems. 
 On the level of human action, the two women meet for a final 
resolution. As the Milky Way appears to pour down, so Yoko’s horizontally 
stretched body makes a short fall from the low upstairs onto the ground, 
and, disregarding her own safety, Komako runs into the building on fire to 
hold it. Yoko remains unconscious in a transitional state, notably with the 
piercingly beautiful eyes closed. By coming down to the ground level of 
ordinary reason, her figure as an embodiment of purity can no longer be 
sustained in the realm of everyday consciousness. Shimamura thus feels a 
certain fundamental change, rather than death, taking place in her 
motionless body. Suggestive of the change, he notices a spasmodic 
movement in the bared calf as a result of the fall, which is the text’s only 
straightforward reference to her un-abstracted exposed body part, except for 
the tightly grasped, hardly visible hand in kinetic action. More directly, 
holding Yoko in her arms, Komako shouts out just a few lines before the 
story’s closure that the girl is going insane. Actually, as her impulsive 
action like a mad woman suggests, Komako is also losing her old self.59 By 
finally accepting Yoko without reservation, she destroys the subtle balance 
of mutual antagonism and dependence that has defined their identities on 
both human and symbolic levels. 
 At the critical moment of two women’s lives, Shimamura indulges 
himself in his aestheticism. As in the first mirror scene, which he recalls 
with a thrill at Yoko’s closed eyes, he finds in her falling body “a phantasm 
                                                           
57 See Tsuruta, Kawabata Yasunari no geijutsu, pp. 78-81, 87-88, 91. 
58 Tajima, “Komako no shiten kara yomu Yukiguni,” p. 168; and Ueda, 
“Yukiguni no sakihin kōzō,” p. 77. 
59 See Hayashi, Kawabata Yasunari, p. 142. 
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from an unreal world.”60 He further associates the fire scene with the 
story’s beginning by setting his memory of the wild fire flared through 
Yoko’s eye several months ago against the time that he has spent with 
Komako, that is, the novel’s temporal entirety. At the very end, he feels 
again “the Milky Way flow[ing] down inside him with a roar,”61 thereby 
supposedly completing his own inner metamorphosis at the expense of the 
two women. As Komako mentions earlier about glowing charcoal brought 
from the sick man’s room, fire has the power to keep itself clean and 
eliminate a tainting source. The open-ended quality of the ending might 
suggest that, consumed by the two cleaning/purifying flames to a symbolic 
death as they brought about Yukio’s physical end, Shimamura’s psyche 
undergoes the cleansing and rebirth he has always been seeking. With his 
fundamental wish finally satisfied, he feels that it is time for him to leave 
Komako and the snow country. 
 From the perspective of the conventional Western reading of the 
form, the novel Snow Country appears to lack the genre’s essential element, 
that is, a consistently evolving story line based on a series of conflict-
fraught actions with a well-defined beginning, a logically following middle, 
and a clear, unifying ending. When we look into the symbiotic 
confrontation that involves the two main female characters, however, even 
apparently disjoined sections, such as the deviational chijimi episode and 
the inconclusive fire scene at the end, prove not only integral but 
indispensable to the work’s formation as a novelistic whole. It is not quite 
certain whether and to what extent the author himself was aware of this 
symbolic structure. Dissatisfied with the kind of plot structure terminable at 
almost any moment, however, Kawabata’s creative mind actually demanded 
a definite, climactic ending that corresponds well with the beginning and 
gives a final coherent settlement to the gradually unfolded story. It is 
irrelevant, then, to debate whether the story remains unfinished or to 
surmise a sequence he might have written after the given closure.62 In spite 
of some residual uneasiness due to unsolved details of the characters’ fates 
                                                           
60 Kawabata, Snow Country, p. 173. 
61 Ibid., p. 175. 
62 In “Dokuei jimei,” p. 391, Kawabata mentions “Komako who lives 
nursing the mad Yoko” as an image of their post-factum lives that the 
ending conjures up on his mind. In his strenuous revision extending over 
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and their unrealistic portrayals, the author sensed that the story is complete 
with the fire scene where symbols are mobilized on a grand scale, elemental 
as well as cosmic, to the full realization of their potentiality. 
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Throughout history, the global state system has known no dearth of 

territorial conflicts. Indeed, disputes over territory have produced 
horrendous wars with untold millions of casualties. Short of resorting to 
warfare, such conflicts have also been the most intractable to resolve. 

To be sure, among the hundreds of major and less significant 
territorial disputes present in the world today, Ethiopia and Somalia are 
engaged in a bloody conflict that is at least partly inflamed by a decades-
long territorial disagreement that has its origins in the Western colonization 
of the Horn of Africa. Similarly, the possibility of a sustainable peace in 
southeastern Europe depends in no small measure upon which entity will 
eventually control the long-disputed province of Kosovo, the Serbian 
government in Belgrade or the Kosovo Albanian authority itself. 

Certainly one of the longest-simmering territorial disagreements 
extant today concerns Japan and the Russian Federation, two powerful 
countries vying for control of the southern Kurile island chain, known by 
the Japanese as their “Northern Territories.” The origins of the sixty-two 
year conflict lie in the waning days of World War II, as Stalin’s armies 
belatedly joined the war against Japan in the Pacific, capturing much of the 
Korean peninsula, the southern half of Sakhalin Island, and the southern 
Kurile islands of Etorufu, Kunashir, Shikotan, as well as the Habomai islets, 
located mere miles from Japan’s main northern island, Hokkaido. 

Since this time, successive Japanese and Soviet governments were 
involved in negotiations to resolve the issue and to sign a formal peace 
treaty, but to no avail, as the conflict became embroiled in the developing 
Cold War confrontation between East and West. With the collapse of 
communism in 1991, however, renewed interest in resolving the dispute has 
at times been seen on both sides. 

After a fishing dispute in August 2006 left a Japanese citizen dead 
and brought Russo-Japanese relations to a post-war nadir, both sides 
attempted to repair their relationship and seemingly entertained a novel 
resolution to the Kurile conundrum, one that borrowed from Russia’s own 
recent experience in settling its longstanding territorial difficulties with the 
People’s Republic of China. 
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This essay examines the territorial dispute in its historical context, 
while discussing more specifically the recent twists and turns in the 
evolving Japanese-Russian relationship. After evaluating the newest 
proposal brought forward by Prime Minister Abe Shinzō’s government in 
late 2006, the essay also explains why – although it is increasingly in the 
interests of both countries to settle their territorial differences – it is unlikely 
that a resolution to the conflict can be found in the near- or medium-term. 
 
The Southern Kuriles (“Northern Territories”) Today and in Historical 
Perspective 

The Kurile island chain, or as the Japanese prefer, the Chishima 
island grouping, is composed of 56 islands arrayed along the borders of a 
major tectonic plate intersection that stretches 700 miles from the 
Kamchatka peninsula to the northernmost Japanese island of Hokkaido.1 
Those islands in question here include the three southernmost islands, 
Etorufu, Kunashir, and Shikotan, as well as the tiny outcroppings of land 
comprising the Habomai islets. The closest of these, Kunashir, lies just 
fifteen miles from Hokkaido. While the Russians regard these islands 
fundamentally as constituent parts of the Sakhalin Oblast’s territorial 
administrative region, the Japanese claim these islands as their “Northern 
Territories.” 

Roughly 30,000 people inhabit the southern Kurile islands today, 
with approximately 16,800 Russians making up the majority of the residents 
on the three largest islands.2  Thousands of ethnic Ukrainians, 
Byelorussians, Tatars, Koreans, Nivkhs, Oroch, and Ainu make up the 
remainder of the disputed islands’ population.3 For most of the islands’ 
                                                           
1 Keiji Hirano, “Residents Still Dream of Return to Russian-held Isles,” The 
Japan Times (October 8, 2006). 
2 Only Russian border guards are stationed in the Habomai islet groupings. 
Anatoly Koshkin, “Kuril Islands Dispute Still Haunting Japan and Russia,” 
Moscow News (October 20, 2006). 
3 In particular, the Ainu, considered the original inhabitants of ancient 
Japan, regard the Kurile island chain (including the southernmost 
complement that are the subject of this essay) as their indigenous 
homelands. Indeed, many ethnic Ainu organizations regard both Russian 
and Japanese claims to the islands as illegitimate. As Akibe Tokuhei, a 
leader of the Ainu Association of Hokkaido, commented, “It is 
unacceptable that the four islands are historically Japan’s own territory.” 
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inhabitants, fishing is the primary occupation; however, the islands also 
employ workers in a variety of extractive industries, as significant deposits 
of sulfur, pyrite, and other metallic ores are found on the isles.  

Originally, the Ainu inhabited the islands, though beginning in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Japanese and Russian explorers began 
to survey and settle the island chain. By the middle of the nineteenth 
century, the expanding Russian and Japanese empires were coming into 
more frequent contact, making the delimitation of respective “spheres of 
influence” in the Far East an increasingly important matter. The Treaty of 
Commerce, Navigation, and Delimitation (also known as the Treaty of 
Shimoda) signed by Russian Admiral Yefimy Putyatin and officials in the 
Japanese government on February 7, 1855 established official diplomatic 
relations between the two rising powers, while also initiating commercial 
links and resolving certain navigational and border issues. Among the 
borders delimited by the treaty were those that recognized Japanese control 
over all of the southern Kurile islands, placing the southern boundary of the 
Russian-controlled Kurile archipelago to include the island of Urup.4 
Twenty years later, the two states signed yet another treaty, the 1875 Treaty 
of St. Petersburg, which, while extending Russian control over Sakhalin 
island, also reaffirmed Japanese ownership over not merely the southern 
Kurile islands, but also now the entire Kurile (Chishima) archipelago. 

With the turn of a new century, the moribund tsarist state waged 
war with a renewed, rising, and self-confident nation in the Far East. 
Russia’s poorly equipped army and navy proved to be no match for Japan’s 
military forces on either land or sea. Indeed, the crushing Russian naval 
defeat in the Straits of Tsushima in May 1905, besides bringing long 
simmering social and political tensions to the fore in St. Petersburg, forced 
an obstinate, obtuse Tsar Nicholas II to authorize his emissary to initial the 
Treaty of Portsmouth. Brokered by President Theodore Roosevelt in New 
Hampshire during the late summer of 1905, the peace treaty encroached 
upon Russia’s empire in the East, granting to the Japanese rights over 

                                                                                                                           
The organization argues that the southern Kuriles should be turned into an 
“autonomous area of the Ainu nation”; Hirano, “Residents Still Dream”; 
and Sergei Mingazhev, “Ainu Nation Claims Kurile Islands,” ITAR-TASS 
News Agency (November 14, 2005). 
4 Urup is located just to the north of Etorufu (Iturup), the northernmost of 
the southern Kurile islands in question. 
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Russian-controlled Korea, the southern half of Sakhalin island, as well as 
the entire Kurile island chain. 

As Russian White armies under Kolchak, Denikin, and Wrangel 
fought Lenin’s Bolsheviks in 1918-1921, Japan gained strategic outposts in 
Russia’s Maritime Provinces, most significantly the northern remnants of 
Sakhalin island. When the Communists vanquished their enemies, Japan 
was forced to relinquish control of these captured Russian lands, finally 
ceding control over its remaining possession, the northern half of Sakhalin 
island, by the mid-1920s. 

Thus, by the time Josef Stalin and Emperor Hirohito’s government 
signed a non-aggression pact in 1941, the historical record had clearly 
demonstrated that successive Russian and Soviet governments recognized 
the southern Kuriles as definitive Japanese possessions. 
 
Spoils of War or Stolen Goods? 

As World War II was ending, Stalin made good on statements he 
had made earlier to Churchill and Roosevelt beginning in 1943 that his 
armies would not only join the Allies in the war against Japan within three 
months of the end of hostilities in Europe, but also re-take former Russian 
possessions in the Far East, including Sakhalin island and the Kurile island 
chain. As such, on August 8, 1945 – two days after the atomic bombing of 
Hiroshima – the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics declared war on Japan 
and began attacking hastily retreating Japanese forces in northern China. 

Ten days later, a Soviet amphibious force of 8,300 attacked the 
northernmost Kurile island, marshy Shumshu Island, located a mere seven 
miles from the Kamchatka Peninsula. Fierce fighting ensued, as the island 
was the home of a major Japanese naval base; however, by August 21, 
Japanese forces surrendered on the island, leaving the way open for a Soviet 
“island-hopping” advance down the remainder of the Kurile archipelago. 
By the fifth of September, three days after the signing of a peace treaty 
between the United States and Japan, the Soviet’s Kurile campaign ended 
with the capture of the southernmost Kurile islands now in dispute. In the 
aftermath of this invasion, Stalin ordered the immediate deportation of the 
17,300 ethnic Japanese inhabitants of the southern Kuriles to Hokkaido. 
Over time, these inhabitants were soon replaced with primarily ethnic 
Russian, Ukrainian, and Byelorussian settlers.5

                                                           
5 Of those Japanese displaced, approximately 8,000 still reside in Japan. 
Many of this group remain committed to the return of the isles to Japan, 
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In the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty that Japan signed with all 
its wartime opponents, save the U.S.S.R., Japan gave up “all rights, titles 
and claims to the Kuril Islands and the part of the Sakhalin Island and 
adjacent islands over which Japan acquired sovereignty under the 
Portsmouth Treaty of September 5, 1905.”6 Although historians are unsure 
exactly as to why the United States pressured Japan to renounce these 
possessions in the background of an increasingly tense global inter-bloc 
rivalry, in the end Japan succumbed to U.S. inducements.7

Several problems emerged from these negotiations. Firstly, and 
perhaps most importantly for the long-term confusion that has eventuated, 
the 1951 treaty document does not clarify which specific islands are 
considered as part of the Kurile island chain. This allowed Japan to claim 
subsequently that Etorufu and Kunashir were not to be considered as part of 
the 1951 renunciation of claims, as these islands – along with Shikotan and 
the Habomais islet grouping – had been under Japanese jurisdiction since 
1855, the year Japan and Russia first divided the island chain. Truth be told, 
however, Japan’s position on this is not in keeping with the historical 
record, as even Yoshida Shigeru, the Japanese Prime Minister at the time of 
the 1951 signing, claimed in his memoirs quite the reverse. John Foster 
Dulles, the U.S. Secretary of State, agreed at the time that perhaps only the 
Habomais islets might be excluded from the list of the Kurile islands so 
renounced by Japan in the 1951 treaty.8 Regardless, the treaty’s failure to 
enumerate those islands comprising the Kurile chain has brought about the 
dilemma that plagues the two states to this day. 

More immediately, however, the document’s failure to designate to 
whom Japan was renouncing its claims of jurisdiction and ownership 
                                                                                                                           
serving as vocal supporters of nationalist groups who attempt to press 
irredentist claims upon both the Japanese government and the Russian 
“occupiers”; Hirano, “Residents Still Dream.” 
6 “Treaty of Peace with Japan,” September 8, 1951 (downloaded February 
9, 2007, http://www.isop.ucla.edu/eas/documents/peace1951.htm). 
7 Some historians claim that the U.S. forced Japan’s hand in order to 
preserve the Yalta framework for the sake of negotiating an eventual Soviet 
withdrawal from divided Austria; Gregory Clark, “Northern Territories 
Dispute Highlights Flawed Diplomacy,” Glocom Platform, March 25, 2005 
(accessed  December  26, 2006, http://www.glocom.org/debates/20050325_ 
clark_northern/index.html). 
8 Clark, “Northern Territories.” 
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caused an infuriated Stalin to give explicit orders to Andrei Gromyko, the 
Soviet emissary sent to San Francisco to negotiate Japan’s surrender of 
these lands, to withhold his signature from the final Peace Treaty. To be 
sure, the fact that other Soviet demands were not reflected in the document 
also doomed their participation in the post-war settlement;9 however, the 
fact that Soviet de jure ownership was not recognized in the document 
caused Stalin to feel that the U.S. was attempting to go back on 
commitments it had made at Yalta in 1945.10

Further Japanese-Russian negotiations over the territories would 
await the passing of Stalin and the evolution of a new Soviet foreign policy 
doctrine, “peaceful coexistence.” By September 1954, the new post-Stalin 
government of Georgiy Malenkov and Nikita Khrushchev desired to pursue 
normalization of relations with Japan once again, this time in the hopes of 
establishing Japan as a neutral power, as was being done with Austria that 
same year. 

According to Clark, the Japanese delegation to the renewed talks 
had orders in 1954-1955 to demand only the return of the Shikotan and 
Habomais islands, as – from the Japanese perspective – these were 
administratively subordinated to Hokkaido, not the Kurile territorial 
government, prior to 1945.11 After initially rejecting this demand, the 
Soviets later agreed to return them, if Japan promised not to enter into an 
alliance system that might threaten third parties. However, by early 1956 
the Japanese delegation hardened their position to include demands for 
Etorufu and Kunashir, as well.12

                                                           
9 The Soviets listed a further thirteen demands at the negotiations, including 
one sure to draw objections from the Americans, the removal of all foreign 
troops from Japan; James William Morley, “The Soviet-Japanese Peace 
Declaration,” Political Science Quarterly 72 (1957): 370-379. 
10 Koshkin, “Kuril Islands.” 
11 Clark, “Northern Territories,” p. 1. 
12 Matsumoto Shunichi, head of the Japanese delegation, later blamed 
conservative Prime Minister Shigemitsu and certain unnamed officials 
within the Foreign Ministry for these additional territorial demands. As 
well, Matsumoto indicts Dulles, as the U.S. Secretary of State dissuaded 
Japan from settling claims with the U.S.S.R. in order to anchor, it is argued, 
Japan into the Western alliance; Morley, “The Soviet-Japanese Peace 
Declaration,” p. 378. 
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After initially demanding all of the “Northern Territories” (Japan 
was only now beginning to refer to the four islands as such) from the Soviet 
Union and suffering a vigorous Soviet rejection, the Shigemitsu government 
finally reversed itself again in summer 1956. It was at this time that 
Shigemitsu was called to London to consult with Secretary Dulles again, 
this time allegedly to discuss the developing Suez Crisis in the Middle East. 
At this meeting, Dulles, apparently concerned over the prospects of a 
sustained Soviet-Japanese thaw, put forward a veiled threat to the Japanese 
prime minister, arguing that should Japan settle with the Soviet Union over 
Etorufu and Kunashir, the United States might be granted similar territorial 
rights to Okinawa.13 The Secretary of State also pointed out that an 
assistance program being developed for Japan might be delayed.14

Nevertheless, in late 1956 Prime Minister Hatoyama declared his 
readiness to accept the U.S.S.R.’s invitation to initial a revised agreement. 
Hatoyama, now in declining health, decided to go forward with an 
agreement with the Russians, something he had promised the Japanese 
people he would do upon coming to power in December 1954. Thus, the 
two parties finally resolved in October to sign a Joint Declaration, later 
ratified by the two countries’ parliaments in December. The Joint 
Declaration established that the two powers were hereby normalizing 
relations and ending the state of war that existed between them since 
August 8, 1945. In addition, the Soviet government waived Japanese war 
reparations, resolved to return Japanese prisoners of war, and backed 
Japan’s bid for membership in the United Nations. Most importantly, the 
statement promised further talks on a formal peace treaty and, after 
successfully concluding and signing such a treaty, the Soviet government 
promised to return the Shikotan and Habomais islands to Japanese 
jurisdiction. 
                                                           
13 Dulles was alluding to Article 26 of the 1951 Peace Treaty, which reads 
in part, “Should Japan make a peace settlement or war claims settlement 
with any State granting that State greater advantages than those provided by 
the present Treaty, those same advantages shall be extended to the parties to 
the present Treaty” [“Treaty of Peace with Japan”]. Dulles later wrote that 
the 1951 Peace Treaty signed by Japan doesn’t give Japan the right to 
transfer “sovereignty over the territories renounced by it therein”; Matthew 
J. Ouimet, “The Stalemate North of Hokkaido,” SAIS Review 26 (2006): 93-
108. 
14 Koshkin, “Kuril Islands.” 
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The Joint Declaration appeared to be a breakthrough of sorts, but 
for the remainder of the year the Soviets failed to respond to Japanese 
overtures for early treaty negotiations.15 When newly-inducted Prime 
Minister Kishi later suggested a peace treaty was not in the offing unless all 
four islands, including Etorufu and Kunashir, were returned to Japan, no 
further progress on the issue was possible for the remainder of the 1950s.16 
With the signing of the U.S.-Japan Mutual Security Treaty in 1960, Japan 
was brought fully into the Western military alliance; as a result, the Soviets 
abrogated the 1956 Joint Declaration, thus leaving the status of the south 
Kuriles in legal limbo for the remainder of the Cold War. 
 
Post-Communism and the Elusive Deal 

It wasn’t until Mikhail Gorbachev came to power and enunciated 
his “New Thinking” that the frost overlaying the Soviet-Japanese 
relationship began to thaw. Understanding that economic reform at home 
could not be pursued successfully without an end to the global arms race 
and a reduction in tensions between East and West, Gorbachev sought to 
gain the support of the Western bloc – including the Japanese government – 
for his perestroika reform program. As such, he became the first Soviet 
leader to visit Japan in 1991 and set the ground for “people-to-people” 
diplomacy by authorizing visa-free travel between the Japanese mainland 
and the southern Kurile islands.17 However, Gorbachev made little headway 
over the territorial issue, as criticisms of weakness by hard-line communists 
and nationalists undermined his negotiating position. 

Throughout his tenure as President, Boris Yeltsin suffered from 
many of the same nationalist and communist criticisms as had General 
Secretary Gorbachev. Yeltsin was viewed by many of his opponents as 
more accommodating to the West than was his predecessor;18 to be sure, 
                                                           
15 Morley, “The Soviet-Japanese Peace Declaration,” p. 379. 
16 Kishi’s new condition brought the Japanese negotiating stance in line 
with the United States’ legal finding (held since September 1956) that all 
four islands “have always been part of Japan proper and should in justice be 
acknowledged as under Japanese sovereignty”; Ouimet, “The Stalemate 
North of Hokkaido,” p. 98. 
17 Since then approximately 12,000 citizens from Japan and Russia have 
made visa-free trips; Hirano, “Residents Still Dream.” 
18 At least Gorbachev had not purposefully destroyed the Union, as had 
Yeltsin in December 1991. 
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Yeltsin’s own Foreign Minister, Andrei Kozyrev, had publicly denounced 
the Soviet abrogation of the 1956 Joint Declaration.19

At the same time, President Yeltsin was also faced with an equally 
dysfunctional economy, a fact that in part compelled his administration to 
curry favor with the Japanese. Indeed, the Japanese government, certain that 
they held the upper hand in view of Russia’s dire economic and political 
straits, continued to link economic assistance to progress on the territorial 
issue20. As a result, Yeltsin met Prime Minister Hosokawa Morihiro in 
Tokyo, Japan in October 1993 and initialed the Tokyo Declaration, a 
landmark document of sorts that gave greater leverage to Japan in its quest 
to pry the “Northern Territories” from Russia’s grasp. 

In the document, the two governments pledge themselves to 
undertake “serious negotiations on the issue of where Etorufu, Kunashir, 

                                                           
19 Kozyrev offered the Japanese a deal along the lines of the 1956 Joint 
Declaration, i.e., a formal peace treaty in exchange for the Shikotan and 
Habomais islands. After the Japanese responded with demands for Etorufu 
and Kunashir as well, the Russian administration was forced to retract their 
proposal; Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, “Why Did Russia and Japan Fail to Achieve 
Rapprochement?” in Gilbert Rozman, ed., Japan and Russia: The Tortuous 
Path to Normalization, 1949-1999 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), p. 
146. In order to placate his enemies, Yeltsin ultimately would be forced by 
an intensifying opposition to sacrifice his pro-Western foreign secretary. 
20 Although the dismal state of the Russian economy is often regarded as the 
chief motivating factor for the document’s signing, it should be recognized 
that the Tokyo Declaration was signed less than two weeks after the 
parliamentary rebellion (miatyezh) took place in Moscow and Yeltsin 
fervently desired international support for his actions in the events. Indeed, 
the very first principle discussed in the Tokyo Declaration conveys a 
“message from the leaders of the G7 countries and the representatives of the 
European Community” that declares “[w]e regret that the armed clash in 
Moscow which was provoked by the supporters of the former parliament 
resulted in many victims. We nevertheless welcome the fact that the 
situation has ended and law and order is being restored including respect of 
human rights. We reconfirm that our support remains unchanged for 
democratic reform and economic reform pursued by President Yeltsin”; 
Tokyo Declaration on Japan-Russia Relations, October 13, 1993. 
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Shikotan and the Habomai Islands belong.”21 By succeeding in enumerating 
all four islands – and not merely Shikotan and the Habomai grouping – in 
the joint statement, the Japanese government believed it had scored a 
diplomatic triumph, as the document explicitly recognizes that both 
countries view the two larger islands of Etorufu and Kunashir as part and 
parcel of the ongoing territorial row. As such, whenever the two sides have 
since returned to negotiations over ownership of the southern Kuriles, the 
Japanese trumpet loudly the significance of the 1993 Tokyo Declaration. 

At various levels, Japanese and Russian government officials met 
between 1993 and 1999 to try to hammer out a deal. Though both sides 
repeatedly confirmed their resolve to bring about an early conclusion to 
peace talks, frequent government changes on Russia’s side and Japanese 
insistence for the return of all of the “Northern Territories” doomed these 
consultations. Although by 1997 the two sides agreed to set the year 2000 
as the ultimate deadline for the signing of a peace treaty (while agreeing to 
pursue joint economic development of the disputed territories as the 
negotiations went forward), the Japanese final proposal for Russia to 
renounce sovereignty over the islands, while allowing it to administer the 
territories for some years to come, was ultimately unworkable from the 
Russian perspective. The Yeltsin administration came to a close on 
December 31, 1999, bequeathing to its successor the task of resolving the 
thorny predicament. 

Soon after becoming President, Vladimir Putin signaled that he 
viewed the 1956 Joint Declaration as “the key” to resolving the ongoing 
dispute; this position ultimately stymied negotiations during his first visit to 
Japan in September 2000. At their meeting in Irkutsk in mid-2001, 
President Putin and Prime Minister Mori signed a compromise communiqué 
that, while defining the 1956 Joint Declaration as the “basic legal 
document” that would function as the foundation for the peace treaty 
negotiations, also agreed the sovereignty issue involving the four islands 
should be determined “on the basis of the 1993 Tokyo Declaration.” 
Opposition howls regarding a “sell-out” greeted the young Putin 
                                                           
21 They further “agree that negotiations towards an early conclusion of a 
peace treaty through the solution of this issue on the basis of historical and 
legal facts and based on the documents produced with the two countries’ 
agreement as well as on the principles of law and justice should continue, 
and that the relations between the two countries should thus be fully 
normalized” (Tokyo Declaration on Japan-Russia Relations). 
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government in parliament, causing the administration to back down and 
hold back on additional negotiations.22

The deadlock was broken in April 2002 when the reform-oriented 
Koizumi Junichirō emerged as Japan’s new Prime Minister, signaling early 
on his intention to improve relations with Russia along a broad spectrum of 
issues.23 In particular, Koizumi was interested in improving the prospects 
for fossil fuel deliveries from Russia to Japan, especially given the growing 
instability brewing in the Persian Gulf region. President Putin responded by 
announcing 2003 as the “Year of Japan,” sponsoring numerous cultural 
exhibits and activities throughout Russia. 

For the next two years, the territorial row took a back seat to a 
calculated broadening and deepening in the Russian-Japanese relationship, 
something the Japanese had not permitted during the previous decade as – 
from their earlier perspective – the territorial issue trumped all other 
interests. Motivated in part by Koizumi’s desire to establish for his 
government a foreign policy legacy and his belief that a strategy of 
meaningful engagement would prompt Putin – once reelected in 2004 – to 
reciprocate by compromising over the territorial dispute, the new 
relationship was exemplified best with the signing in Moscow of the 2003 
Plan of Action, a comprehensive agenda that included not only peace treaty 
and territorial negotiations, but also anticipated cooperative developments 
in the security, trade, and energy arenas, in particular.24

In the aftermath of an election that garnered Putin 70% of the vote, 
the Japanese believed the President now had the freedom to maneuver to 
deliver the goods. When the Russian government failed to respond 
throughout the summer of 2004, the Japanese ratcheted up the pressure, 
with a planned “inspection” of the southern Kuriles by Koizumi in 
                                                           
22 Ouimet, “The Stalemate North of Hokkaido,” p. 100. 
23 The optimism surrounding the new Japanese government’s ability to 
establish better relations with Russia was dampened in June 2002 with the 
arrest of Suzuki Muneo, an important member of the Japanese House of 
Representatives, who was in charge of Tokyo’s policy towards Russia. 
Ultimately charged with corruption and sentenced to two years in prison in 
2004, Suzuki had actively taken part in searching for a far-reaching 
compromise with Russia over the peace treaty and the territorial dispute; 
Vasily Golovnin, “Maker of Russia Policy Sentenced in Japan,” TASS 
(February 17, 2005). 
24 Ouimet, “The Stalemate North of Hokkaido,” p. 101. 
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September. Ignoring warnings from the Russians that the expedition would 
harm bilateral relations, Koizumi viewed the islands from a coastguard 
vessel, remarking that the islands were “native Japanese territories.”25

True to their words, and buffeted by resurgent economic growth 
and windfall natural resource profits, the Putin administration responded 
negatively to Koizumi’s provocations. Since then, the Russian government 
has vigorously insisted that the 1956 Joint Declaration – and not the 1993 
Tokyo accords – be the basis of continued negotiations over the fate of the 
southern Kuriles. Apparently not wanting to needlessly irritate the Koizumi 
administration further, however, Putin took pains to reiterate in December 
2004 that a pipeline route to Japan was still in the offing, although a firm 
timeline for the project was not established. 

From here, relations soured further. Parrying Putin’s remarks, 
Chief Cabinet Secretary Hosoda Hiroyuki pointed toward the Tokyo 
Declaration of 1993 as the only way forward toward “solving the problem 
of ownership of all the four islands.”26 To this challenge, Putin responded 
that the “1956 Declaration was ratified by both the U.S.S.R. and Japan and 
Russia is the U.S.S.R.’s legal successor and will fulfill all its international 
obligations.” He further expressed astonishment that Japan was now raising 
questions over a document its parliament had ratified, stating “it is 
incomprehensible that Japan is now seeking the return of the four  
islands.”27 He further alluded to a possible postponement of his planned 
state visit to Japan in early 2005. Furthermore, during his speech at the 
Japan Institute of International Affairs in February 2005, Russian 
Ambassador to Japan, Aleksandr Losyukov, argued that the President’s visit 
would not produce a resolution to the territorial dispute in any case. Soon 
thereafter, Putin’s visit to Japan was put on “indefinite hold.” In the weeks 
that followed, both houses of the Japanese parliament unanimously 
endorsed a resolution that expanded territorial claims against Moscow; in 
addition, Japan’s Education Minister, Nakayama Nariaki, publicly 

                                                           
25 Vladimir Solntsev, “Japan Minister Travels to South Kuriles,” TASS (July 
7, 2005). 
26 Andrei Antonov, “Japan to Settle Territory Issue with Russia on Tokyo 
Declaration,” TASS (December 24, 2004). 
27 Keizo Nabeshima, “A Return to Northern Basics,” The Japan Times 
(January 24, 2005). 
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demanded that textbooks use the word “occupied” when referring to the 
Soviet Union’s acquisition of control over the “Northern Territories.”28

In advance of an eagerly anticipated, albeit now postponed, 
summit meeting in Japan, Koizumi apparently sought to mollify the Russian 
President by his arrival in Moscow for 60th anniversary V-E celebrations in 
May. Koizumi waxed expressively regarding the potential for a “strategic 
relationship” between Japan and Russia; however, the Russian leader, 
seemingly aware that the advantage now lay with Russia, did not respond, 
even failing to confirm a date for his eventual arrival in Japan. To this, 
Aleksandr Losyukov added further fuel to the fire in the Japanese-Russian 
relationship, by stating in early June that Tokyo “insists on talks only on its 
own conditions, which is unacceptable for the Russian side….We believe 
that this provision of the declaration of 1956 on the islands is just a step 
towards a compromise in solving the problem. If this is unacceptable for the 
other side, then such a proposal is recalled. And we end up in the situation 
that exists, that is, we control these four islands and there is no question 
about the turning over of any islands.”29

Chief Cabinet Secretary Hosoda reacted to the troubling signals 
coming from Moscow, by stating unequivocally in July, “We will 
determinedly continue the talks maintaining our fundamental attitude 
envisaging the solution of the problem of ownership of the four islands that 
are our original territories.”30 Along with this, it was announced that 
Japan’s State Minister for Okinawa and Northern Territories Affairs, Koike 
Yoriko, was visiting the disputed territories, calling for the “consolidation 
of the Japanese society” for the sake of resolving the escalating conflict.31

                                                           
28 Losyukov stated, “As there is no base on which both sides can make 
concessions at the moment, I am afraid we have no other choice but to 
accept the fact that the possibility of us reaching any agreement on the issue 
in the near future does not exist”; “Russian Envoy Says Japan Makes No 
Concessions on Territorial Dispute,” BBC Worldwide Monitoring 
(February 9, 2005). Also, Artur Blinov, “A Loser’s Ultimatum,” 
Nezavisimaia Gazeta (March 10, 2005). 
29 Vasily Golovnin and Vladimir Solntsev, “Old Promise of Islands to Japan 
Not Binding – Ambassador,” TASS (June 3, 2005). 
30 Sergei Mingazhev, “Japanese to Continue Territorial Dispute Talks with 
Russia,” TASS (July 8, 2005). 
31 Vladimir Solntsev, “Japan Minister Travels to South Kuriles,” TASS (July 
7, 2005). 
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In the tit-for-tat, verbal exchange that had been evident ever since 
Koizumi’s own inspection of the “Northern Territories” the year prior, 
senior Russian military officials, including Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov, 
spoke out in late July for the continued presence of military units on 
southern Kurile bases, while calling for major improvements in military and 
civilian infrastructure to be made in the region.32

At approximately the same time, however, it was announced that 
the 2005 Putin state visit to Japan was scheduled for late November. In the 
weeks before the meeting, Putin nonetheless made clear during an 
appearance on Russian television that the four-island group existed now 
under Russian sovereignty and there was no intention to discuss the issue at 
the upcoming summit, until the dispute had been settled under international 
law.33 Apparently not wanting to scuttle the upcoming talks, Prime Minister 
Koizumi took a softer line, arguing that he did not “take the position that it 
is impossible to develop bilateral relations without the resolution of 
territorial problems.”34

In the end, the 2005 Summit came and went without much 
discussion of the territorial dispute, although twelve other bilateral 
agreements were signed on issues ranging from Russia’s accession to the 
World Trade Organization and the decommissioning of Russian nuclear 
submarines to the Pacific Pipeline Project and an anti-terrorism action 
plan.35 At least one major Japanese newspaper placed partial blame for the 
lack of an islands agreement at the doorstep of the prime minister’s office; 
the editorial concluded that Koizumi’s Foreign Ministry had sent 
“confusing signals” to Russian diplomats in recent years over an acceptable 
formula for resolving the dispute, while arguing that the prime minister’s 
office had failed to properly recognize new realities on the ground, that is, 
Russia’s enhanced economic and political leverage and Japanese firms’ 
heightened interest in the Russian market, despite the enduring territorial 
row. The authors maintained that such realities should have long ago 
compelled the government to rethink and discard its longtime (and 
                                                           
32 Alexander Konovalov, “Russian Minister Calls for Adopting Federal 
Program for Southern Kuriles,” TASS (July 29, 2005). 
33 “Japan-Russia Relations,” Asahi Shimbun (November 23, 2005). 
34 Hiroko Tabuchi, “Japan Says Better Ties with Russia Not Dependent on 
Disputed Islands,” Associated Press (November 14, 2005). 
35 “Japan, Russia Adopt 12 Documents Including Anti-Terror Package,” 
Japan Economic Newswire (November 21, 2005). 
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increasingly outdated) strategy in dealing with the Russians, that is, 
leveraging Japan’s economic power against Russia’s territorial 
intransigence.36

Thus, no major breakthrough on the territorial issue was initiated, 
nor would one occur during the remainder of Koizumi’s tenure as prime 
minister.37 To be sure, the waning days of the Koizumi government were 
beleaguered by a fishing dispute near Habomais islands that led to the 
Russian capture of a Japanese crab fishing trawler and its three crewmen 
and the shooting death of another.38 This incident garnered wide coverage 
in both Japanese and Russian media, bringing the Russian-Japanese 
relationship to a new post-war low. 
 
Abe’s New Deal? 

With his election as leader of the Liberal Democratic Party, former 
Chief Cabinet Secretary Abe Shinzō formally took the reins from Japan’s 
most popular post-war prime minister on September 26, 2006. Although 
possessing little foreign policy experience, Abe signaled from the start a 
desire to put his own imprint on Japan’s foreign relations. As Chief Cabinet 
Secretary, Abe had previously discussed his intentions to revisit Japan’s 
pacifist constitution; once in power he has sought to gain popular support 
                                                           
36 “Japan-Russia Relations,” Asahi Shimbun (November 23, 2005). 
37 Indeed, before long the conflict heated up again, as in early 2006 the 
Russian Foreign Ministry issued a “stern warning” to the Japanese 
government concerning its territorial claims and “interference in Russian 
domestic affairs”; “Russia’s Foreign Ministry Warns Japan,” RFE/RL 
Newsline (February 22, 2006). 
38 Two crewmembers were released from Russian authorities by the end of 
August. However, the captain, Sakashita Noboru, was held until October 3, 
when he admitted his guilt and paid an $18,500 fine for illegal entry into 
Russia’s territorial waters and “harm caused to the environment”; “Russian 
Patrol Guards Kill Japanese Fisherman,” EuroNews (August 16, 2006); 
“Russia Tells Japan it Will Release Detained Boat Skipper Tuesday,” Japan 
Economic Newswire (October 2, 2006). Since then, two additional incidents 
– ending with Russian seizures of Japanese fishing vessels – have occurred 
in the region, as Japanese authorities argue that Russian border patrol ships 
have stepped up harassment of fishing boats that have operated in these 
waters without incident for many years; “Russia Seizes Japanese Fishing 
Boat,” RFE/RL Newsline (January 22, 2007). 
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for revising Article IX, thereby allowing Japan to assume its rightful place 
as a major power in world affairs. Abe also signaled his intention to 
establish greater comity with China by completing a successful visit to 
Beijing in autumn.39

Abe’s new government also made an important overture to Russia 
in autumn. After the Cabinet’s first session ended, the newly reappointed 
Foreign Minister, Asō Tarō, stated that Tokyo was ready to modify its 
“tough stance” on the “Northern Territories” issue, arguing, “We must not 
keep saying that we will win if we get the four islands, or they will win if 
they get two. If there are no mutual concessions, the two parties will never 
be able to secure advantages for them.”40 Three months later, Asō backed 
up Tokyo’s words with a suggestion to divide the southern Kuriles based 
upon the “Chinese model.”41 Using this area-based approach, Japan stood to 
gain the uninhabited Habomais island group, Shikotan, Kunashir, as well as 
25% of the largest island, Etorufu.42

Whether or not Asō’s move was an officially sanctioned 
government proposal or a probe designed to reveal Russia’s flexibility on 
the issue, the approach was met with considerable interest by Russian 
                                                           
39 This development was made possible by a decision to eschew visits to the 
controversial Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo. At the summit meeting, President 
Hu and Prime Minister Abe agreed to establish a joint academic 
commission to undertake a study of the historical relationship between the 
two countries and certain historical questions of great import. 
40 Andrey Ivanov, “Tokyo Moved A Little,” Kommersant (September 28, 
2006). 
41 In 2005, the Russian Federation and China resolved their remaining 
territorial differences by calculating the square mileage of three disputed 
islands and dividing these possessions equally. It was this method that Asō 
was proposing, declaring that “If we continue to debate over the ‘two 
islands,’ or ‘three islands’ or ‘four islands’ without taking into consideration 
their actual size, these discussions will never get anywhere”; Velisarios 
Kattoulas, “Split Kuriles in Two, Says Minister,” The Times (December 14, 
2006). Another source claims that the impetus for the “equal shares” 
approach initially came from the Russian side in late November; “Russia 
Said to Offer Japan New Formula on Territorial Dispute,” RFE/RL 
Newsline (January 3, 2007). 
42 The line dividing Etorufu was proposed as the boundary between the two 
states; Kattoulas, “Split Kuriles in Two, Says Minister.”  
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authorities and experts.43 While warning Japan’s government from sending 
“mixed messages” to its Russian counterpart, Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov did raise expectations that Russia’s “strategic dialogue” with Japan 
– top-level negotiations covering an entire gamut of issues – would begin in 
earnest in 2007.44 By January’s end, both sides claimed to have been 
satisfied with the outcome of high-level, “intensive meetings” held in 
Moscow; indeed, the talks ended with an announcement of an upcoming 
visit to Russia by Prime Minister Abe in early 2007.45

 
Prospects for Resolution 

As this article goes to press, there appears to be a very small 
window of opportunity for Japan and Russia to achieve a breakthrough over 
the territorial row. If struck, such a compromise could lead to further 
important agreements in the economic, energy, and security arenas. Indeed, 
a Kurile compromise would altogether transform the existing bilateral 
relationship, perhaps finally adding substance to the “strategic dialogue” 
that has been entertained for the better part of the last decade. Yet, while 
certain common interests encourage moderation on either side, others 
constrain the two actors from making meaningful, historic concessions. 

For the Japanese, paramount among the former are concerns over 
obtaining access to long-term supplies of energy resources, particularly in 
view of the mounting instability in the Middle East. Japan imports roughly 
5.5 million barrels of oil per day (bbl/d), with approximately 4.2 million 
bbl/d arriving from the destabilized Persian Gulf region; indeed, Japan’s 
dependence upon Persian Gulf oil deliveries has increased from 57% of its 
oil needs to a high of 78% in 2003.46 Diversifying energy imports is, 
                                                           
43 “Japanese Foreign Minister Calls for Dividing Kuriles with Russia,” BBC 
Monitoring (December 14, 2006); and “Update: Aso’s Kurils Proposal 
Unrealistic, But May Spur Talks – Experts,” RIA Novosti (December 14, 
2006). 
44 “Russia Plans to Open Strategic Dialogue with Japan Next Year,” RIA 
Novosti (December 16, 2006). 
45 Jonathan Eyal, “Russia-Japan Relations Set to Improve with Visits,” The 
Straits Times (January 26, 2007). 
46 C.I.A.  World   Factbook   (http://www.cia/gov/cia/publications/factbook/ 
print/ja.html). Also, “Persian Gulf Oil and Gas Exports Fact Sheet,”, E.I.A. 
Country Analysis Briefs (September 8, 2004, http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/ 
cabs/pgulf.html). 
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therefore, an important strategic goal of Japan, leading the government to 
support – both symbolically and financially – the construction of a costly, 
$10 billion, 4,200 kilometer Russian pipeline from Taishet near Lake Baikal 
to Nakhodka on the Pacific coastline. Thus, energy is one arena in which 
Russian and Japanese interests arguably coincide; however, since the 
Pacific Pipeline Project was announced in 2002, Russia appears to have left 
undecided the pipeline’s initial destination – either to Daqing, China or 
Nakhodka on the Pacific – as a tactic to squeeze the best deal from either 
Beijing or Tokyo.47 Finding the middle ground in the southern Kuriles 
dispute may permit Japan to diversify oil imports while allowing Russia to 
diversify the costs of a pipeline that could ostensibly deliver oil to not only 
Japan, but also to other Pacific Rim importing countries, China included.48

In the backdrop of a comprehensive territorial agreement, the 
budding bilateral trade relationship would also be enhanced and expanded. 
Indeed, the past several years have witnessed considerable trade growth; the 
volume of trade between the two countries has increased from $6.4 billion 
in 2003 to well over $10 billion in 2005.49 At the same time, however, even 
though trade grew almost 60% over the period, the aggregate bilateral trade 
numbers pale in comparison with the value of that between either Russia 
and China or China and Japan, in particular.50 To be sure, the removal of 
the Kurile controversy would also eliminate a major barrier to improved 
                                                           
47 Kozo Mizoguchi, “Japan Official Urges Russia on Pipeline,” Associated 
Press (April 21, 2005); Kaori Kaneko, “Pipeline Takes Center Stage 
Between Japan, Russia,” Agence France Presse (November 22, 2005); and 
Peter Harmsen, “Ukraine Row Has China, Japan Worry About Over-
Reliance on Russian Energy,” Agence France Presse (January 8, 2006). 
48 To the author’s knowledge, there is presently no plan to extend the 
“China spur” beyond Daqing; if constructed first, this spur destination 
would leave the volume of Russian exports wholly dependent upon 
domestic Chinese demand.  
49 Dmitry Kosyrev, “Japan and Russia,” The Statesman (November 19, 
2005). 
50 In 2004, Russia accounted for only 0.7% of Japan’s foreign trade. Trade 
between the two countries in 2004 was a mere 4.5% of Japan’s trade with 
China. Vladimir Solntsev, “Russia-Japan Trade Turnover May Reach 8,000 
Million USD – View,” TASS (October 20, 2004); and Sergei Mingazhev, 
“Talk About Border Delimitation with Japan Premature – View,” TASS 
(November 2, 2004). 
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economic ties, opening Russia fully to Japan’s formidable electronics and 
automotive industries while securing for Russia’s extractive industries an 
additional market. 

In the Northeast Asian geo-political realm, the interests of Russia 
and Japan also converge over North Korea, as well as the growing political, 
economic, and military influence of a resurgent China. Japan, in particular, 
is concerned about the illicit drug trade that Kim Jong-Il’s regime engages 
in, while both powers have substantial cause to worry about North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons and missile production programs.51 In the absence of any 
lingering territorial dispute, Japan and Russia working closer together in the 
context of an ongoing Six-Party Process may help to avert the worst 
excesses of Kim’s maladministration. Above all, though, both Russia and 
Japan have reason to be troubled about an emerging, expansionist China. 
On the Japanese side, recent polls indicate the number of citizens who felt 
fearful of China has hit the highest level in 30 years.52 Especially with 
Japan paring back its military expenditures over the next decade, the 
government of Japan would like to develop a closer relationship with Russia 
to counter-balance China in Asia. As a Teikyo University expert in defense 
matters stated, “As long as Japan and Russia are in cooperation, China 
would not be able to move against us.”53

As for Russia, the government is extremely concerned about the 
“economic isolation” of the Far Eastern provinces from the rest of the 
country, worried that a depopulated East could encourage bordering states 
to encroach upon Russia’s sovereignty in the region.54 Since 1990, for 
example, the Far Eastern provinces’ population has declined by over 20%, 
while Chinese immigration – both legal and illegal – has increased by over 
half a million annually.55 Such developments have caused President Putin 
                                                           
51 North Korea’s communist regime is reportedly the source of much of 
Japan’s methamphetamine troubles. As well, Russia has expressed 
reservations concerning the increasingly close connection between Iran and 
North Korea’s nuclear and medium-range missile experts. 
52 James Brooke, “Quietly, Japan and Russia Build Closer Ties,” The 
International Herald Tribune (January 11, 2005). 
53 Ibid. 
54 Oleg Shchedrov, “Putin Hopes Giant Resort will Revive Far East,” 
Reuters (January 29, 2007). 
55 “Population of Russian Far East Shrinking by Almost 300 a Day – 
Envoy,” Interfax (December 20, 2006). 
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to convene a series of high-level Security Council meetings to discuss the 
Far Eastern region and to establish a special governmental Commission on 
the Socio-Economic Development of the Far Eastern Federal District, 
which will reportedly consider measures to revive the region’s dilapidated 
transport infrastructure and encourage the development of extractive-based 
industries.56 Putin believes that, without an increase in population levels 
brought about by an improvement in the overall socio-economic 
development of the region, a “serious threat to our political and economic 
positions in the Asia-Pacific region, and to Russia’s national security, 
without exaggeration” will develop.57 Thus, substantial Japanese 
investment into the region – ushered in by a lasting territorial agreement 
concerning the southern Kurile islands – could assist the Russian 
government in reversing the socio-economic decline in the Far East, while 
averting growing Chinese influence. 

While Japan and Russia share certain economic and strategic 
interests, one cannot deny the existence of still other economic and political 
barriers that serve to limit movement forward toward substantial territorial 
concessions. For one, the interests of Japan’s vital fishing industry would 
best be served by obtaining an exclusive right to angle in the lucrative 
waters surrounding the “Northern Territories.”58 As well, for any Japanese 
government to consider a territorial compromise, it has to deal with a small, 
but very vocal refugee community, that is, those 8,000 living Kurile 
islanders who were exiled from their homeland at the end of World War II. 
Since the average age of this cohort in early 2006 was 73.5 years, to avoid 
opposition from this quarter it may be prudent for the Japanese government 
to eschew an agreement with the Russians for another decade.59

Political pressures from the outspoken and overtly nationalist 
extreme right in Japan also may leave the present government with little 
room to maneuver. The “Northern Territories” has become a cause celebre 
for nationalists, who were angered by former Prime Minister Koizumi’s 
initial overtures to the Russians in 2002 but were ultimately placated by him 
                                                           
56 “Isolation of Russian Far East Threat to National Security – Putin,” RIA 
Novosti (December 20, 2006). 
57 “President Warns of Far East’s Isolation,” RFE/RL Newsline (December 
21, 2006). 
58 Others claim rich oil and natural gas deposits are located in the immediate 
environs of the southern Kuriles. 
59 Hirano, “Residents Still Dream.” 
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in part due to his controversial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine.60 In view of 
the considerable degree of maneuver that will be required to reach a Kurile 
settlement, one wonders whether Prime Minister Abe would be able to 
withstand the political mudslinging from this important electoral 
constituency, particularly in view of his recent visit to China.61 In the final 
analysis, Abe’s own plummeting poll numbers may scuttle the chance for a 
desired breakthrough. As his approval ratings have slumped by 30 points 
since taking office, the Prime Minister’s policy response will perhaps 
become more cautious and conventional, especially in view of his party’s 
defeat in the upper house elections of summer 2007.62

At the same time, Russia’s hand is today perhaps more constrained 
than Japan’s to offer major concessions in the Pacific. Indeed, as a result of 
important domestic economic and political considerations, Russia under 
Putin is unable to give Japan more than that offered in 1956. Added to these 
pressures, too, is the necessity for Putin (and his chosen successor) to 
project Russia as a rising global power that is reclaiming its once vaunted 
position of influence on the world stage. 

First off, Russia’s empowered military continues to view the 
southern Kuriles as important geo-strategic possessions. By retaining 
control over them, Russia’s navy, in particular, can check access to the Sea 
of Okhotsk, effectively preserving it as an internal “Russian lake.”63

Also, due to Russia’s phenomenal economic growth of the past 
eight years, as well as record high oil and natural gas prices that have 
contributed to a $300 billion stabilization fund, Russia’s government is 
aware it holds the economic upper hand vis-à-vis the Japanese. Thus, the 
“investment card” – once bandied about by successive Japanese 
governments as an incentive to previous Russian governments to grant 
territorial concessions – has much less leverage today than it did prior to 
1998. Furthermore, with Japanese business interests making major 
                                                           
60 David Pilling, “Japanese in Push to Get Islands back from Russia,” The 
Financial Times (February 8, 2005). 
61 Although Abe’s proposals to revisit Article IX of the Japanese 
Constitution and promote greater patriotism have garnered him the support 
of the nationalists, his recent overtures to China and South Korea have not 
played well in nationalist circles. 
62 David Pilling, “Budget Boycott Puts Abe under Pressure,” The Financial 
Times (February 5, 2007). 
63 Konovalov, “Russian Minister Calls.” 
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investments in Russia’s economy, Japan’s economic leverage is further 
undermined.64

Furthermore, Russia’s leaders are cognizant of Japan’s 
overwhelming energy vulnerability, in particular since the 2003 Iraq 
invasion. Indeed, the recent Sakhalin-II imbroglio between the Russian 
government, on the one hand, and Royal Dutch Shell and its Japanese 
partners, Mitsui and Mitsubishi, on the other, conveniently demonstrates 
that on energy matters, Russia once again holds all the cards.65

Certain political factors also may preclude a comprehensive 
territorial settlement. For one, domestic public opinion is solidly against 
returning the southern Kuriles to Japan, with few believing the issue to be 
an urgent one. Recent opinion polls have shown that at least 73% of 
Russian respondents have gone on record as opposing their return, while 
another 64% stated that they would take a less favorable view of the 
President if the Kuriles were returned.66  At the same time, Japanese 
officials and commentators – and at least one noted Russian analyst – 
believe that, were President Putin to spend some political capital and 
persuade the Russian public how territorial concessions would benefit the 

                                                           
64 For example, Toyota Motor Corporation, Japan’s largest automobile 
manufacturer, is building a manufacturing plant in St. Petersburg that will 
have the capacity to make 15,000 vehicles per year; Kozo Mizoguchi, 
“Japan Says it will Endorse Russia’s W.T.O. Bid,” Associated Press (April 
22, 2005). 
65 Russia’s Gazprom acquired a majority stake in the massive Sakhalin-II 
natural gas project, formerly controlled only by Shell, Mitsui, and 
Mitsubishi, in late 2006. The Russian Environmental Ministry charged the 
foreign operators were damaging the region’s environment, although many 
critics claim the government’s real intentions were to both assert state 
control over important natural resource deposits and to use “energy supply 
as a diplomatic card” with Japan; “Russia Ready for ‘Fair’ Energy Deals 
with Asia: Putin,” Agence France Presse (November 17, 2006); Arkady 
Ostrovsky, “Russia Seals Deal for Shell Project,” The Financial Times 
(December 22, 2006); and Abraham Lustgarten, “Shell Shake Down,” 
Fortune (February 5, 2007). 
66 “Focus: Japan, Russia Avoid Islands Dispute,” TASS (November 23, 
2005); and “Public Opinion in Russia, Japan Reject Any Compromise on 
Territorial Dispute,” BBC Monitoring (November 18, 2006). 
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country, ultimately Russian society would accept a territorial compromise 
that would redraw the borders.67

Still, this argument disregards other important factors constraining 
Putin’s maneuver: the rising influence of the “siloviki” under Putin and his 
own concerns for his “legacy.” Should Putin step down from a position of 
real influence in Russian politics after 2008, it appears probable he would 
want to safeguard his record for history as the first Russian leader in the last 
quarter-century who has restored Russians’ self-confidence and re-
established Russia as a major world player.68 Also, if Putin were to grant 
Japan significant territorial concessions this would place him at odds with a 
core group of supporters he has successfully promoted to positions of power 
throughout his tenure, the “siloviki.” The “siloviki” (from “silovye 
struktury” or “power structures”) are high-ranking members of the 
intelligence, law enforcement, and armed services bureaucracies who are 
centralizing statists, economic nationalists, and “great power” 
conservatives.69 During the last three years, this group has increasingly held 
greater sway over Russian policy, as privately-held natural resource 
monopolies have been taken over by the state. As evidenced in a recent 
foreign policy briefing, the “silovik” line also appears to eschew 
compromise where issues of sovereignty arise: 
 

Foreign policy autonomy for Russia is an unconditional 
imperative. In the modern, increasingly globalized world, by no 
means everyone can afford that. But for us it is a key issue, a 
question of sovereignty. Our country is not suited to being 
managed, or having its foreign policy managed, from outside. We 

                                                           
67 Rustem Falyakhov, “Continuing the Old Dispute Deprives both Sides of 
Potential Benefits,” Gazeta (November 18, 2005). The Japanese, in 
particular, believe that with 70% approval ratings, President Putin now has 
a political opportunity that certainly his predecessor did not. 
68 Many experts believe that Putin may stage a “constitutional coup” to 
remain as Russia’s leader after 2008. Such scenarios include either 
inaugurating a constitutional amendment that would remove the present 
two-term limit or re-establishing Russia’s regime as a parliamentary 
republic, with Putin holding executive power as prime minister. 
69 Ian Bremmer and Samuel Charap, “The Siloviki in Putin’s Russia: Who 
They Are and What They Want,” The Washington Quarterly 30 (2006-07): 
83-92. 
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do not try to please everyone – we simply proceed from our own 
clear and pragmatic interests. Let me remind you that our country 
tried particularly hard to ‘please’ others in the age of Czar 
Nicholas I and in the last Soviet years: we know what that led to.70

 
In addition, President Putin and the siloviki would probably not 
countenance a Kurile turnover for the precedent this might set for other 
territorial-based conflicts with which Russia is currently engaged, such as 
ongoing discussions with the Baltic states, Ukraine, and Georgia over 
disputed territories and access to Russian military bases, as well as, of 
course, the Chechen armed conflict. 

It appears, therefore, that from the Russian perspective a 
breakthrough in the negotiations along the lines of the “Chinese model” has 
limited chances for success. The opportunity that exists, such as it is, grows 
ever more remote the closer Russian parliamentary and presidential 
elections come.71 It is surely not Putin’s intention to saddle his Unified 
Russia party and his chosen presidential successor with controversial and 
potentially unpopular concessions in the immediate run-up to the elections; 
to be sure, opposition communist and nationalist parties have not hesitated 
to take advantage of the issue in the past.72 

 
Conclusion 

The southern Kurile or “Northern Territories” issue has plagued 
the Russian-Japanese relationship for over sixty years. Movement toward a 
permanent resolution early on was frozen by an ensuing Cold War. In the 
1990s, a deal again seemed possible, yet in hindsight it appears the Japanese 
asked too much of a weakened Yeltsin administration, criticized by 
opposition forces for being far too compliant to the West. 

Circumstances have changed: Russia is now led by a popular 
politician, who has restored the country’s equilibrium, both in terms of 
Russia’s domestic economic footing and its international standing. And, 
both Russia and Japan have certain mutual economic and political goals in 
                                                           
70 “Foreign Minister Lavrov Argues Foreign Policy Autonomy ‘Imperative’ 
for Russia,” Moskovskiye Novosti (January 19, 2007). 
71 Parliamentary and presidential elections are to be held in December 2007 
and March 2008, respectively. 
72 Yulia Petrovskaya et al., “Kremlin Isn’t Giving Islands to Japanese Yet,” 
Nezavisimaya Gazeta (November 16, 2004). 
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common, particularly in view of increasing global natural resource 
vulnerabilities and opportunities, as well as a resurgent China. It may 
appear to some, therefore, that the time for a comprehensive territorial 
agreement has come, with the broad outline of the eventual compact within 
view. 

In the final analysis, however, certain critical factors work against 
this territorial understanding. For one, Japan’s leverage has been 
unquestionably weakened since Putin first met Prime Minister Mori in 
2000, while domestic political interests continue to constrain an enfeebled 
Abe administration. Also, the reinvigoration of Russia’s economy and the 
revitalization of its oil and natural gas industries strengthen Russia’s hand in 
the dispute, while domestic political considerations also reduce the 
maneuverability of even an extremely popular and altogether dominant 
president. Thus, for a successful territorial deal to be brokered – and, 
consequently, for a full flowering in a potential Russian-Japanese “strategic 
relationship” to transpire – actors on both sides of the dispute would have to 
transcend such overwhelming obstacles and offer greater flexibility than it 
appears is currently possible. 
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 The Genbun’itchi Society was established in 1900 and disbanded 
in 1910. In the first few years of its existence, it was the single most 
important and influential organization championing the cause of language 
development in Japan. It was responsible for defining issues of language 
reform, making them a primary concern of the ruling elite and providing an 
ideological framework for educators, intellectuals and policy makers as 
they considered the future of the Japanese language. Though opposed by 
representatives of more traditional elements of society such as the kangaku 
(Chinese learning school), the members of the Genbun’itchi Society 
persevered in their quest to rationalize the written forms of Japanese. 
Without the support of the Genbun’itchi Society, modern Japanese (kokugo) 
would not have come into existence when it did – and certainly not in the 
form that it did. In spite of its importance, the role of the Genbun’itchi 
Society in the formation of modern Japanese has not been fully illuminated. 
Most often, Japanese language scholars have characterized the Society as 
just one more of many language-reform groups in the Meiji era.1 This 
perspective obscures the value of the work its members completed. My 
primary objectives here are to illustrate the motivations of Society 
leadership and to demonstrate how it was able to finish the task that so 
many other Meiji-era language organizations left undone. 
 The Japanese word genbun’itchi means “unity of the spoken and 
written language.” The spoken forms of all languages are organic, however, 
and evolve at a much faster rate than their written forms. Thus, no written 
language is in complete accord with its spoken form. Nonetheless, the 
leadership of the Genbun’itchi Society wanted to transform written 
Japanese into something that more closely resembled the spoken form and 
which could be used as a tool for the continued development of a more 
cohesive nation. Indeed, the movement which supported the Genbun’itchi 
Society is best characterized as a central component of the nationalizing 
campaigns of the 1890s. In particular, the Genbun’itchi Society is linked to 
                                                           
1 See Nanette Twine, Language and the Modern State: The Reform of 
Written Japanese (New York: Routledge Press, 1991). 
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the resurgence of the kokugaku (nativist school), the discourse of primacy 
of state, the divinity of the Emperor and absolute devotion by Japanese 
subjects to the Imperial Household. 
 
Language Reform and the Imperial Society for Education 
 The Genbun’itchi Society was established by and responsible to 
Meiji Japan’s most prestigious body of educators, the Teikoku kyōikukai 
(Imperial Society for Education). In the late Meiji era, the Imperial Society 
for Education was without peer among pressure groups interested in 
educational pursuits. Indeed, it has been characterized as something of a 
semi-governmental body because of the influence it exercised over 
education policy and the eminence of its members. The organizers of the 
Society were focused on the task of building a first-rate education system 
for Japan and wrote into their charter: “the aim of the Imperial Society for 
Education is, through the cooperative agency of our society, to reform 
education and to plan for its advancement.”2 Its president and sponsor was 
Prince Konoe Atsumaro (1863-1904), President of the House of Peers and 
highest ranking noble in the land outside of the primary Imperial 
household.3 Other leaders included Tsuji Shinji (1842-1915), Director of 
Educational Affairs in the Ministry of Education and former Meirokusha 
member; Sawayanagi Masatarō (1865-1927), Vice-Minister of Education in 
1906 and future president of Kyoto Imperial University; and Izawa Shūji 
(1851-1917), who is perhaps most well known for his contributions to 
music education through the publication of Japan’s first music textbook.4 
Izawa sought to develop “national music” (kokugaku) for the purposes of 
“moral education,” which he believed was insufficient in Japan at that 
time.5 Izawa also was one of the first to make known his opinions on 
language education in the colonies when he was appointed by the first 
Governor-General of Taiwan to the position of Head of the Bureau of 
                                                           
2 Shin kyōikugaku dajiten, vol. 5 (Tokyo: Daiichi hōki, 1990), p. 231. 
3 Prince Konoe’s renown was eclipsed by that of his son, Konoe Fumimaro, 
Prime Minister of Japan from 1937-1939 and 1940-1941. 
4 Tsuji and Izawa were influential leaders of two education organizations, 
the Dainihon kyōikukai (The Greater Japan Education Society) and the 
Kokka kyōikukai (National Education Society), which merged in 1896 to 
create the Imperial Society for Education. 
5 Ury Eppstein, “Musical Instruction in Meiji Education: A Study of 
Adaptation and Assimilation,” Monumenta Nipponica 40/1 (1985): 13, 28. 
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Educational Affairs. Only two days after taking control of the Bureau, he 
reportedly stated that the primary function of education in Taiwan was to 
“make the new citizens learn Japanese.”6 Sawayanagi, Tsuji and Izawa, 
were all adherents of kokugaku philosophy.7

In general, the Imperial Society for Education’s main goal was to 
promote state education. In order to achieve that goal, they delineated their 
assignments into eight tasks:  

 
1)  To hold meetings on various kinds of short training courses. 
2)  To publish education textbooks and a society bulletin. 
3)  To recognize individuals with the Distinguished Men of 

Education Service Award. 
4)  To become associated with a library. 
5)  To study and investigate various (educational) issues. 
6)  To hold general meetings of educators from all over the nation. 
7)  To endeavor to fund fully education. 
8)  To sponsor and to participate in international education 

conferences.8 
 

It is not surprising that the Society should turn its attention to the 
development of a national language, since its purpose was to reform and 
develop state education. In contrast to the advocates of the genbun’itchi 
style in literature, however, the Imperial Society for Education was 
interested in how education might become a more effective tool for the 
inculcation of state values if a colloquial form of the language were to be 
used. As indicated by several of the most prominent members of the 
Society, education was intended to serve the interests of the State. For men 
like Tsuji, Sawayanagi and Izawa, a standard language written, read and 
understood by all Japanese was intended to both facilitate communication 
between teacher and student and to be a means through which state values 
could be more effectively conveyed in the education system. The Imperial 
Society for Education thus served to legitimize the efforts of intellectuals 
                                                           
6 Si Cheng Hong, ed., Linguistic Politics and Policy (Taipei: Chian Ui, 
1996), p. 115. 
7 Sawayanagi Masatarō, Sawayanagi zenshū, vol. 1 (Tokyo: Sawayanagi 
zenshū henshū iinkai, 1925), pp. 430-431. 
8 Shin kyōikugaku dajiten, vol. 5, p. 231. Information contained within 
parenthesis has been inserted for the sake of clarity. 
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such as Shiratori Kurakichi (1865-1942) and linguists such as Ueda 
Kazutoshi (1867-1937) who sought to cast language reform issues in the 
education reform paradigm and as an issue worthy of attention at the 
highest levels of government. 
 The Genbun’itchi Society was not the first organization related to 
language reform that the Imperial Society for Education sponsored. That 
honor went to the Kokuji kairyōbu (Script Reform Section), which had been 
established in 1899. The Script Reform Section of the Imperial Society for 
Education was led by Maejima Hisoka, who by that time had devoted over 
thirty-five years of his life to various Meiji reform efforts. His long history 
of activism had afforded him status as one of the most prominent members 
of the Imperial Society for Education. Incidentally, his first petition to the 
Tokugawa shōgunate regarding language reform in 1866 was finally 
published in 1899 and likely coincided with his appointment as the head of 
the Script Reform Section of the Imperial Society for Education. Other 
members of the Section were Katō Hiroyuki, Tokyo Imperial University 
professors Inoue Tetsujirō (1855-1944), Ueda Kazutoshi and Yatabe 
Ryōkichi (1851-1899), and future Gakushuin University professor Kanō 
Jigorō (1860-1938) among others. The Script Reform Section’s task was 
limited in scope. Rather than looking at the various ways in which the 
language might be reformed on a broad scale, the Script Reform Section 
considered how characters should be systematized, limited, simplified or 
abolished.  

The Imperial Society established other language investigation 
groups including the Kana chōsabu (Kana Investigation Section), which 
was instituted in May 1900, the Gaikokugo kyōjuhō kenkyūbu (Foreign 
Language Teaching Methods Study Section), which was established in July 
1902, and the Kanbun kyōjuhō kenkyūbu (Classical Language Teaching 
Methods Study Section), which came into existence in December 1902. In 
addition, the Imperial Society for Education also sponsored the Kokubun 
chōsabu (Language Investigation Section). This section of the Imperial 
Society was instructed to investigate the colloquial style and to refine the 
colloquial speech of upper-class Tokyo residents in order to make it capable 
of becoming the national standard. Later when the Imperial Society 
determined to afford greater status to the colloquial form, its members 
established the Genbun’itchi Society. Through the work of this last society 
and its members, the genbun’itchi form of Japanese began to take shape as 
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the national, standard language of modern Japan.9 However, before the 
various Sections of the Imperial Society had time to complete their 
mandates, the Meiji leadership decided to create an organization within the 
government to research and codify a colloquial form of the Japanese 
language. This organization would become the Kokugo chōsa iinkai 
(National Language Research Council). 
 
The Genbun’itchi Society: A Portrait of the Membership 
 In March 1900, the Imperial Society for Education launched the 
Genbun’itchi Society for the purposes of promoting the colloquial style in 
fields other than literature. In doing so, the Script Reform and Language 
Investigation Sections of the Imperial Society were disbanded and their 
function and membership brought under the administrative umbrella of the 
Genbun’itchi Society. In previous years, the Imperial Society for Education 
had sanctioned the groups outlined above to study other facets of the 
language in an effort to determine how the language might be reformed. 
Their suggestions had helped lead the Imperial Society to consider 
genbun’itchi as the most promising form. Maejima Hisoka, formally chair 
of the Script Reform Section of the Imperial Society, was named head of 
the Genbun’itchi Society. 
 The Genbun’itchi Society had 223 members, and like its parent 
organization, counted among them some of the most influential members of 
society in late Meiji Japan.10 The majority of the members were either 
educators or associated with education in some way. In addition to those 
with a long-term interest in language reform such as Yano Fumio, Ueda 
Kazutoshi, Haga Yaichi, Inoue Tetsujirō, Ōtsuki Fumihiko, Miyake 
Yonekichi, and Shiratori Kurakichi, others who held (or would eventually 
hold) positions of middle to high rank within the government such as Tsuji, 
Izawa and Sawayanagi were members. Senior statesmen such as Maejima, 
Prince Konoe, Kikuji Dairoku and Katō Hiroyuki were among a select few 
who would vie for power on the cabinet level and who were active 
members as well. Other prominent scholars who were just beginning what 
would become illustrious careers included Nitobe Inazō (1862-1933), who 
                                                           
9 Teikoku kyōikukai gojūnunenshi (Tokyo: Teikoku kyōikukai hen, 1933), 
pp. 118-121. 
10 Genbun’itchikai no kaishi (Tokyo: Genbun’itchikai, 1903), pp. 45-53. 
This collection was published in incomplete form in 1903 and can be found 
in the National Diet Library. 
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was to become a Professor at both Tokyo and Kyoto Imperial Universities 
and eventually Assistant Director of the League of Nations from 1920-
1926, Shimonaka Yasaburō (1878-1961) founder of Heibonsha publishing 
and editor of Japan’s first modern encyclopedia, Kanō Jigorō and Tsuboi 
Shōgorō (1863-1913), first professor of Anthropology at Tokyo Imperial 
University and founder of the Japanese Anthropological Association. 
Finally, there were future scholars such as Hoshina Kōichi and Yasugi 
Sadatoshi who, while still graduate students, were also members of the 
Society.11

 A large number of journalists also served in the Genbun’itchi 
Society. This is significant because for the first time since language 
associations began to form in the middle Meiji years, members of the press, 
who would be greatly influenced by the creation of a new writing style, 
began to discuss issues of language reform. Fifteen members of the Society 
identified themselves as journalists and worked for seven different 
companies. Perhaps the most prominent journalist who was a member was 
Nakai Kitarō, editor-in-chief of the Yomiuri newspaper. Nakai, who had 
long been interested in the development of an acceptable colloquial form, 
reported widely on the activities of the Society. The Nihon, Kokumin, 
Hōchi, Niroku and Jiji news organizations were also represented. The 
newspapers or journals of these organizations all reported, to one degree or 
another, on the deliberations of the Society. No fewer than forty-eight 
articles appeared regarding language reform in either newspapers or general 
reader magazines just between 1899 and 1902. This indicates that not only 
were non-specialists developing an interest in language reform, but that the 
general public was also becoming informed about language reform issues 
and the steps being taken to create a new form of Japanese. 12

 The Genbun’itchi Society offered various levels of membership: 
ordinary, special and honorary. Dues were assessed depending on the level 
of membership. Many of the ordinary members were teachers and 
administrators in primary, middle and higher schools. The Society also had 
a broad membership geographically, with members generally living in the 
Tokyo or Osaka areas, but extending to other areas of Japan as well. 
Members even corresponded from locations in Europe and South East Asia. 
For example, Shiratori, Haga, and Suejima Yasomu, were allowed to 
maintain membership. It is also significant to note that a number of women 
                                                           
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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were also members of the Society. While they do not appear to have been 
very active, that they were permitted to join at all is indicative of the 
importance of reform issues in both education and language nationwide. 
Among the female members of the Society were Kiyofuji Akiko, 
Yamawaki Fusako, Tanahashi Ayako, Hatoyama Haruko and Hamao 
Sakuko. In addition, Prince Konoe’s spouse was also a member.13

 
Purpose, Rules and Structure 
 The Imperial Society for Education had made a bold statement in 
establishing a language reform advocacy group with the name 
“Genbun’itchi.” Indeed, as the appellation indicates, the members of the 
Imperial Society had already chosen to forsake one of the traditional forms 
such as kanbun or sōrōbun in favor of the colloquial form. Most were 
convinced that even futsūbun, the classical standard agreed upon by a 
consensus of intellectuals and linguists in the early 1890s, needed to be 
abandoned. The Imperial Society, in sponsoring the Genbun’itchi Society, 
was to act in an oversight capacity, to ensure that the proper steps were 
taken to develop the new form of the language. Accordingly, the rules and 
guidelines set forth by the Genbun’itchi Society acted as a roadmap which 
both directed its course and set its boundaries. 
 At one of the first meetings of the Genbun’itchi Society, the goals 
of the Society were made known. In general, the members were to promote 
and investigate the colloquial form and to use the colloquial form in 
writing. They were to use colloquial characters and were free to decide, 
according to personal preference, what syllabary they would employ as they 
wrote. The policies of the Society with regard to language were to “rewrite 
difficult language in the genbun’itchi style,” to “review genbun’itchi styles 
published in newspapers and magazines,” and to “invite authorities on the 
genbun’itchi styles to tell of their experiences.”14 After deciding on a 
standard language, they were to help diffuse the genbun’itchi form by 
“writing contributions to newspapers and magazines using the colloquial 
style,” by “using the colloquial style in all correspondence,” and by 
“recruiting new members.”15 The order of language investigation was to 
proceed from a study of ordinary correspondence news editorials, literary 

                                                           
13 Ibid., pp. 1-53. 
14 Ibid., p. 1. 
15 Ibid., p. 2. 
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writing, textbooks, official terminology and finally, public notices.16 Many 
of the other rules were procedural in nature, setting forth when, where and 
how meetings would be held, how members would be admitted, 
membership dues and how officers would be chosen. 
 Perhaps as important as the rules which actually governed the 
Genbun’itchi Society were the guidelines not expressed in any official 
communication. Indeed, the tasks of the Society were very limited. The 
members of the Society were not instructed to investigate any form of 
Japanese other than genbun’itchi nor were they to determine the most pure 
or most efficient means of communication. The genbun’itchi form of the 
language they were to investigate and study was limited to that spoken by 
upper-class residents of Tokyo. They were not given the task of deciding 
upon or codifying grammar nor of determining standard orthography. For 
all practical purposes, the Genbun’itchi Society was to act as a high-
powered advocacy group and not to actually determine the specifics of the 
new language. It is in this capacity as a lobbying organization that the 
Society had its greatest influence. Secondarily, because of the prominence 
of Society members, it could direct how issues of language reform came to 
be expressed, to control discourse and to organize the agenda of this reform 
movement. 
 
Some Presentations, Discussions, and Findings 
 Many of the themes and ideas found in the lectures, presentations 
and deliberations of the Society were well known among long-time 
advocates of language reform in the Meiji era and had been under 
consideration for at least two decades. The presentations can be grouped 
into three categories: authors writing about the general development and 
history of the colloquial language; practitioners delineating the minutia of 
specific grammatical points; and kokugaku activists writing to promote the 
colloquial language as yet one more step to strengthen Japan and contribute 
to efforts to build a more cohesive, unified state. Many of the contributions 
found in the Minutes of the Genbun’itchi Society were short presentations 
and lectures and of no great original value. The findings of the Society 
served to reinforce existing models of language reform. Indeed, even 
though the members of the Society were dedicated to the establishment of 
the genbun’itchi form of the language, there was still some reluctance 
among several members of the Society to abandon totally the classical 
                                                           
16 Ibid., p. 4. 
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forms. For example, in an October 15, 1901 lecture to the Genbun’itchi 
Society, author Ozaki Kōyō (1869-1903) asserted that the colloquial form 
should be the basis of communication in Japan. He persisted in 
emphasizing, however, that after mastering this basic form, those with 
academic, intellectual or literary aspirations should then continue on and 
become skilled in one of the classical styles. Since for him the colloquial 
style lacked beauty and grace, this was a compromise he could 
countenance. In addition, Ozaki, like most authors of the era, was interested 
in the development of the language, not necessarily for the purposes of 
advancing a state agenda, but in order to facilitate effective communication. 
In this lecture, Ozaki also revealed the power the Genbun’itchi Society had 
to initiate the attributive process and to establish a provenance for the 
language reform movement. Ozaki did not ascribe to Futabatei Shimei the 
honor of having been the first to create and use the colloquial forms in a 
significant work of fiction. Instead, he suggested that Yamada Bimyō and 
Tsubouchi Shōyō were responsible for originating the form.17

 In a series of short presentations at the November 15, 1901 
meeting, three other language reform advocates expressed their opinions. 
Shimamura Hōgetsu (1871-1918) a scholar and novelist, like Ozaki, was 
most interested in the general health of the language used in works of 
fiction. The greatest problem he saw with the colloquial form, other than its 
lack of clarity, was the choice of copula.18 Shimamura sought to limit the 
number of possible verb endings. He outlined the most prominent, 
attributing to Yamada Bimyō the desu, to Futabatei the da, and to Ozaki the 
de aru forms. Furthermore, he asserted that de aru form originated among 
fishermen in Yokohama. If true, the written form most prominent today 
originated not, as expected, among upper-class Tokyo residents, but among 
poorly educated laborers in a small seaside city. Later, Yokoi Tokio, a well-
known Christian of the “Kumamoto Band” and older cousin of Tokutomi 
Sohō, lectured on the spiritual components of the language. He compared 
Martin Luther to Confucius, and asserted that since Luther had been able to 
translate the Bible into the vernacular of the day, and that Confucius had 
most likely written in the colloquial, Japanese should not be held strictly to 
outdated modes of communication. Indeed, if the spiritual examples of 
Confucius and Luther were to serve as a guide, then it was the duty of all 
                                                           
17 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
18 The copula is a part of speech in the Japanese language which comes at 
the end of a sentence and generally indicates tense and level of politeness. 
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educated Japanese to use a colloquial form of the language.19 In the same 
series of meetings, the historian Shiratori Kurakichi outlined how language 
and the strength of a nation were interconnected. Using the Uralic-Altaic 
family of languages as an example, he asserted that the decline of the 
Manchu, Mongolian and Korean societies, among others, stemmed from a 
slavish devotion to older forms of their languages and an inability to allow 
their languages to evolve so that the actual thoughts of the people could be 
expressed. It was after this series of presentations that the Genbun’itchi 
Society decided, as an entity separate from the Imperial Society, to petition 
the national legislature to immediately establish a governmental agency to 
investigate issues of language reform and to implement a national language. 
 Most members of the Genbun’itchi Society were already 
convinced that the Japanese language was in need of reform and that the 
genbun’itchi form was the most promising style. Thus, most of the 
substantive lectures and presentations focused on how best to mobilize 
government support for reform. The most influential members of the 
Society who spoke at meetings did not always direct their message to 
members, but rather to the public as a whole and, more specifically, to 
Meiji government officials. For example, Tsuboi Shōgorō presented a 
lecture entitled “A Petition on the Realization of Genbun’itchi” in a 
February 13, 1901 meeting.20 This presentation was among the longest 
found in the Minutes of the Genbun’itchi Society and addressed a number of 
topics related to language reform. Tsuboi asserted that the use of the 
classical forms of the language contributed to a lack of social cohesion and 
hindered Japan from fulfilling its “national destiny.”21 Accordingly, he 
asserted that there must be unity between the written and spoken forms of 
the language. Maintenance of the status quo, Tsuboi stressed, would leave 
Japan at a strategic disadvantage with the European powers and result in the 
continued decline of the nation’s fortunes. Tsuboi argued that the root of the 
problem was the enormous outlay of time and energy in the classroom 
necessary to gain mastery of kanbun. Unlike many of his predecessors, he 
characterized kanbun as one of the reasons for the decline of the nation, and 
not as one of the “traditional” art forms which must be protected in order to 
maintain the identity of the Japanese people. Tsuboi was not pleased that 
the Imperial Society had for years considered language reform just one 
                                                           
19 Genbun’itchikai no kaishi, pp. 6-8. 
20 Ibid., p. 12.  
21 Ibid. 
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more component in education reform. Instead, he believed language reform 
should be the highest priority in education, the centerpiece of a series of 
reforms in the educational system. In order to carry out these initiatives, 
Tsuboi proposed the establishment of a government body to investigate and 
oversee language reforms.22

 The Genbun’itchi Society itself also formally addressed some 
specific issues regarding language and education. At the February 1901 
meeting, these directives were made public: 
 

1)  The standard language will be based on that spoken by Tokyo 
residents and the proper accent should be used. 

2)  All other forms of genbun’itchi will be abolished. 
3)  There will be compliance with the rules on spelling and 

orthography decided upon by the kana section of the Imperial 
Society for Education. 

4)  There should be decisions on okurigana rules. 
5)  Spoken and written vocabulary should have nationwide uniform 

meaning.23 
 
In an April 1901 meeting, the Society published papers on primary 

school education. Among the opinions, which originated in an unnamed 
investigatory section of the Imperial Society for Education, was that both 
sōrōbun and futsūbun should be immediately discarded. Another of the 
findings was that a policy should be developed to ensure the use of 
genbun’itchi style Japanese in primary school textbooks. In particular, with 
regard to spelling and orthography in these textbooks, all spelling 
conventions related to sōrōbun should be abolished and genbun’itchi 
adopted.24 Most of these findings handed down by the Genbun’itchi Society 
were implemented in later years by government agencies entrusted with the 
task of reforming the language and the educational system. If the 
Genbun’itchi Society had succeeded in these ways alone, it would have met 
its goals and would have been an effective association. However, the 
ultimate success of the Society rested in its lobbying prowess and its ability 
to influence government officials to act in establishing a national language 
organization. 
                                                           
22 Ibid., pp. 12-14. 
23 Ibid., p. 17. 
24 Ibid., p. 21. 
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The Calls for Action 
 On January 26, 1900, even before the establishment of the 
Genbun’itchi Society, the Imperial Society presented a petition entitled “A 
Written Petition Concerning the Reform of our Script, Language and Style” 
to both houses of the Diet, the Ministry of Education and the staff of all 
government ministries calling for government sanction of a body to 
investigate the Japanese language. It was endorsed by Tsuji Shinji, 
president of the Imperial Society and read, “the government should 
immediately commence investigations for the purposes of implementing the 
reform of our script, language and style.”25 The initiative was well received 
and both houses passed a resolution supporting its establishment. However, 
in part due to monetary concerns, the government did not establish an actual 
body to investigate the language. Instead, an advisory committee composed 
of seven men was created to investigate the future direction of a 
government-sponsored agency. Many members of the committee were 
familiar names among language reformers: Maejima Hisoka (chair), Ueda 
Kazutoshi, Naka Tsūsei, Ōtsuki Fumihiko, Miyake Setsurei, Tokutomi 
Sohō and Yumoto Takehiko.  

Partly as a result of Shiratori’s and Tsuboi’s addresses described 
above, and the actions of the Diet regarding the advisory committee, a 
petition was drawn up which was to be presented to the Diet. This petition 
from the Society echoed the opinions found among many of the members 
and was similar in many respects to the earlier petition of the Imperial 
Society. It was endorsed by twenty-seven other members of the Society, 
signed by Prince Konoe, President of the Upper House, and sent to Prime 
Minister Itō Hirobumi. The petition was relatively short, but was 
nonetheless descriptive of the goals of the Genbun’itchi Society. It is 
unclear what Itō’s position on language reform was, but given the 
prominence of the signatories of the petition, it had to be afforded serious 
consideration. The petition was entitled, “Genbun’itchi no jikkō ni kansuru 
ken” (Matter(s) Relating to the Realization of the Colloquial Style) and is 
below: 

 
The lack of unity between the written and spoken languages has 
sapped the strength of the nation. There are many examples of this 
in the past and present. Our nation’s written and spoken languages 
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(Tokyo: Hōki shoseki, 1970), p. 107. 
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are difficult and complex to master and, in comparison with other 
places in the world, our students’ energy is consumed in vain. 
There (needs) to be reform of the nation’s written and spoken 
languages, especially since reform of the educational system needs 
to be addressed. Opinion in the Upper House indicates that a 
national language investigation committee should be established 
quickly for the purposes of implementing the colloquial form for 
the good of the State.26

 
No action seems to have been taken as a result of this petition. 
 In February 1901, another Society petition was drafted by 
journalist Nakai Kitarō entitled “Genbun’itchi no jikkō ni tsuite no 
seigansho an” (A Petition Regarding the Implementation of the Colloquial 
Style). In this petition, similar calls were made for the establishment of an 
advisory council. It is strikingly analogous to Tsuboi’s presentation and 
may have been based on his work. Many themes already introduced in the 
public arena by the Society appeared a second time. The petition read: 
 

The development of a nation’s language is intimately connected to 
both the unity and destiny of that nation. The fact that the written 
form of European languages was based on the contemporary 
speech of the country was one element contributing to the degree 
of civilization and strength attained in the West, contrasted with 
the horrible example of certain Oriental countries whose failure to 
take steps to strengthen and develop their own language was 
linked with their eventual political decline. Japanese children must 
not only master their own very difficult language, but also Sino-
Japanese and various European languages in order to proceed to 
higher education. The time and energy thus wasted in struggling 
with these forms before being able to extract content constitutes 
not only a personal loss but also a serious economic threat to 
Japan, now in the arena of world competition. It is therefore both 
urgent and imperative that the colloquial style be brought into use 
so that students can divert the time thus saved into attaining other 
valuable knowledge. The implementation of such a style must be 
achieved before other educational reforms could be carried out. 
Previous representations concerning the setting up of a national 
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language research council have been made without success. In the 
belief that there is a strong connection between the state of the 
language and the fortunes of the nation, and that the 
implementation of the colloquial style is a matter of the utmost 
urgency, this present petition renews the request for the formation 
of such a body and urges that style reform be made a national 
enterprise.27

 
The response to this petition, however, was more positive and promising. In 
March of 1901, the Lower House approved the petition. It was then 
forwarded to the Upper House where it was scheduled to receive 
consideration later in the summer of 1901. 
 The ideas contained within this petition demonstrate the 
motivation of its authors. Having made the connection between ease of 
communication and the “fortunes” of a nation, advocates of language 
reform had succeeded in portraying their struggle as crucial to the future 
development of Japan. In so doing, they had completed the process of 
discrediting the classical forms and had attributed to the old forms some of 
the fault for the present weakness of their nation. Indeed, advocates of 
language reform even suggested that the relative weakness found among 
several of the nations of East Asia could, in part, be attributed to the slavish 
devotion by the ruling elites of those nations to outdated traditions 
embodied by the classical forms of the Chinese language. For the authors of 
this petition, only the establishment and implementation of a colloquial 
form of the Japanese language could remedy the situation. This was to be 
conducted through the education system. This blueprint, which they sought 
to carry out with the creation of the National Language Research Council, 
would lead Japan back to her roots, to the language actually used by 
Japanese and away from the discredited traditions which emanated from a 
past age and from a nation recently vanquished in the Sino-Japanese war by 
the forces of the Imperial Army. For kokugaku adherents advocating 
language reform, only when the Japanese had rediscovered their identity 
would they be able to compete economically and militarily with the nations 
of the West. 
 
                                                           
27 Italics are mine and have been inserted to demonstrate the significance of 
certain passages in this lengthy quotation. Found in Twine, Language and 
the Modern State, pp. 168-169. 
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Toward Language Nationalization 
 Ueda Kazutoshi is often described as the “father of kokugo” by 
contemporary linguists and kokugo specialists. As a member of the 
Genbun’itchi Society, he worked tirelessly to promote the genbun’itchi 
form and played a prominent role in the establishment of the National 
Language Research Council. Though engaged full-time as a professor at 
Tokyo Imperial University, acting as primary editor of the Gengogaku 
Journal and maintaining his position as head of the Education Ministry’s 
Special Education Bureau, he also defended the Genbun’itchi Society’s 
initial petition in the Lower House regarding the establishment of a 
government-sponsored organization to reform the language in his capacity 
as Ministry of Education Parliamentary Councilor.28

 During the crucial years leading up to the founding of the National 
Language Research Council, Ueda lobbied with great zeal for the 
government sanction of language reform. The targets of his energies were, 
by and large, high government officials. Ueda focused particularly on 
Kikuchi Dairoku, founding member of the Math Department at Tokyo 
Imperial University, President of Tokyo Imperial University from 1898-
1901 and Minister of Education from 1901-1903. He did not have a difficult 
task. Like many other cabinet-level officials, Kikuchi was a kokugaku 
adherent, though his ideological and nationalist fervor was tempered by a 
Cambridge education and many years of living abroad. Kikuchi had even 
written commentaries about the Imperial Rescript on Education and had 
attempted to explain it to foreign audiences. For example, he addressed the 
issue directly in a speech to the Civic Forum in New York's Carnegie Hall 
on February 1, 1910. He explained:  
 

Yamato Damashii (The Soul of Old Japan) means that we 
Japanese respect the Imperial household and love our country. It is 
made up of these two elements. Our deep reverence for and loyalty 
to the Emperor has been handed down over 2500 years. The bond 
between the Emperor and the people is not just a recent one, but 
has existed since ancient and mythical times...which has no equal 
in the world. This is the essence of our national polity.29

                                                           
28 Nanette Twine, “Standardizing Written Japanese: A Factor in 
Modernization,” Monumenta Nipponica 43/4 (1988): 447-449. 
29 Kikuchi Dairoku, Shin Nihon (Tokyo: Fuzanbō, 1910), pp. 5-8. 
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Kikuchi had also long been interested in the reform of the Japanese 
language and was a member of the Genbun’itchi Society. He delivered the 
opening address at the first meeting of the Genbun’itchi Society in January 
1901. In his address, which was heard by over one thousand attendees, he 
stressed the importance of the link between the reform of the Japanese 
language to the development of excellence in the Japanese educational 
system.30 Ueda, aware of the influence Kikuchi would wield as Education 
Minister, sought to convince Kikuchi of the importance of promoting 
language reform among his cabinet-level peers. 
 After the February 1901 petition from the Genbun’itchi Society to 
both Houses passed the Lower House in March, the lobbying efforts by 
Society members were intensified in the Upper House. Ueda and his 
colleagues had convinced Kikuchi to attend the June 1901 meeting of the 
Genbun’itchi Society in which Kikuchi was implored to vigorously defend 
the petition among his colleagues. Kikuchi, aware of funding limitations, 
pledged to do his best. Later, another meeting was held with several 
members of the Society and both Kikuchi and the new Finance Minister in 
the Katsura cabinet, Sone Arasuke. For nearly a year, no decision was made 
in the Upper House. However, in the spring 1902 session of the Upper 
House, the issue was brought to a vote and was passed in March. The Upper 
House had approved funds for the immediate establishment of a body to 
investigate thoroughly the Japanese language.31 This agency was to be 
called the Kokugo chōsa iinkai (National Language Research Council, or 
NLRC) and was to answer to and report its findings to the Education 
Ministry. 

For linguists such as Ueda and Ōtsuki, intellectuals such as 
Shiratori, and high government officials such as Maejima and Katō, the 
establishment of the NLRC represented a major victory for the kokugaku. 
Even the use of the name kokugo, rather than nihongo, reflected kokugaku 
ideology. Yet, much of the work remained to be completed. The decision to 
create the colloquial style and the early attempts to make sense of the 
various orthographical systems and pronunciations had to be followed up 
by a more complete, systematic interpretation of the genbun’itchi form. It 
comes as no surprise that kokugaku adherents such as Katō, Ueda, Ōtsuki 

                                                           
30 Twine, Language and the Modern State, p. 168. 
31 Ibid., pp. 168-169. 



GENBUN’ITCHI SOCIETY, PAUL CLARK 115

and Sawayanagi would dominate the NLRC as they set about creating 
modern Japanese. 
Conclusion 

With the establishment of the NLRC in 1902, the struggle to 
determine the direction language reform would take had ended. Henceforth, 
the strategic ideological framework would be that embodied by kokugaku 
philosophy. Gone were the attempts to characterize kanbun or sōrōbun as 
the key Japanese traditions which needed to be protected and propagated in 
order to maintain the essential Japanese identity. In its place was to be a 
new, unified national language, one capable of contributing to the continued 
development of the nation’s “fortunes.” The vision of the ruling elite was to 
build a nation capable of not only fending off the imperialistic advances of 
the Western powers, but also prepared to compete on an equal basis in the 
imperial game. For advocates of language reform, modern kokugo would 
become the embodiment of “traditional” Japan, taking its place among the 
pantheon of civil deities such as Shintōism, reverence for the Emperor and 
primacy of the state. A nation, however, is only as strong and as unified as 
its people. Any difficulty with communication would hinder the 
development of national cohesion and affect the proper functioning of the 
state. Thus, in the final two petitions from the Genbun’itchi Society to the 
Diet, the reform of the Japanese language and the creation of a colloquial 
style were characterized not in terms of modernization, but rather, the 
development of a stronger, unified nation. 

What set the Genbun’itchi Society apart from most other language-
related societies was its determination to use the power and influence of the 
state to develop and codify a written form of Japanese which more closely 
resembled the spoken forms. Using this strategy, the leadership of the 
Genbun’itchi Society was able to succeed when so many other language-
related organizations failed. Of course, it would take several decades to 
teach the new form of the language to Japan’s students after it had been 
properly standardized. Nonetheless, the prototype which the Genbun’itchi 
Society championed would go on to become modern Japanese because the 
government had the ability to follow through in a way that no independent 
language or literary organization could hope to match. This movement did 
more than create modern Japanese, it made possible many of the 
nationalizing movements embodied in the continued reforms in education, 
communication, transportation, the economy and the military. 
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