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Abstract

This report covers mainly the last year’s
work of a three-year project aiming to construct
a globalization theory befitting the perspectives



of East Asia. It contains three interrelated
parts which define the major accomplishments
of this project.

The first part combines transnational
flows with translation studies, producing a
paper entitled “Translation and Literary
Production: East Asia in the Age of
Globalization.”  This paper studies East
Asia’s literary/cultural production from the
perspective of translation in order to explore
the role of Chinese in a cultural landscape
where the national languages in this region are
brought in juxtaposition with English. The
conception of translation as the convergence of
two languages brought to match each other
finds its origin in Walter Benjamin’s “The Task
of the Translator”: “Fragments of a vessel that
are to be glued together must match one
another in the smallest details” (260). The
significance of this view lies in the potentials of
becoming, as “the common limit of two
convergent series,” (Deleuze, The Fold 17).
What translation has in provoking
transformations can be attributed to “the
common limit,” which has the function of
elevating individual traits “to a vision that
carries them off in an indefinite, like a
becoming that is too powerful for them”
(Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 3). To
view Chinese as situated in a zone of proximity
like this helps reveal singularities of East Asia,
which can be treated neither as national, nor as
global.

For a region once subjugated to colonial
rule or dominated by Western powers,
globalization may cause concern over the fate
of repressed history since the logic of
modernity working behind it threatens to
subsume the particular under the universal. In
face of globalization as it rages on, East Asia

has to confront squarely the issue of how to
reclaim its history lost to colonialism and
imperialism. In a paper entitled “How East
Asia can Reclaim the Lost History in the Age
of Globalization?”, | argue that that when a
vision achieved in the present points to the
possibility of further dividing a historical
fragment, a revolutionary chance arises that
something canceled may be divulged in a
smaller unit that still preserves it.

When contemplating a globalization
theory that befits the perspectives of East Asia,
area literature may pop up as something we can
turn to for further exploration. In the age of
globalization, national literature faces
unprecedented challenges, allegedly giving way
to global literature. Between national
literature and global literature, however, is
there space for the development of an area
literature? If border no longer has the
function of confining personnel, capital,
products, know-how, and information within
the national territory, can an area composed of
several nations congeal into some form of
aggregate or inspire some sense of identity,
instead of fanning out into global homogeneity?
In The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, Gilles
Deleuze envisions what he calls a fold as
retaining a certain cohesion among parts
divided to infinity, an idea developed out of the
Leibnizean conception of monad as “infinitely
divisible . . . every part into other parts, each
one of which has its own proper motion”
(Monadology, n. 65). The infinitely divisible
portions held together by a certain cohesion, in
contrast to what falls off beyond this realm,
may shed light on what constitutes an area
literature. In a paper entitled “Toward an
Area Literature in East Asia,” to be read in a
conference to be held at National Chunghsing



University in March 2007, | make a survey of
the literary landscape of East Asia regarding
what may constitute an area literature in this
region. The literary production in East Asia,
as a close scrutiny may reveal, centers around
Among them are
linguistic, cultural, historical, and even

some common traits.

economic factors, which, individually or in
combination, predispose this region to a literary
production that is distinctly East Asia.

Keywords: East Asia, globalization theory,
translation theory, transnational
cultural flows, global language,
Walter Benjamin, Gilles Deleuze,
monad, area literature
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Translation and Literary Production:
East Asia in the Age of Globalization

Hanping Chiu”

Abstract

Amid the talks of East Asia’s rise in the coming decades, the role of Chinese characters in the
literary/cultural production in this part of the world should not be obscured by the global use of
English. English in its wide currency nowadays finds a near analogy in Chinese, though in a
smaller scale, before the advent of modern times. As East Asia enters the age of globalization,
English is growing in significance as a cross-cultural and cross-regional medium of communication,
with Chinese lying somewhere between the global language and the national languages in this
region. This paper studies East Asia’s literary/cultural production from the perspective of
translation in order to explore the role of Chinese in a cultural landscape where the national
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languages in this region are brought in juxtaposition with English. The conception of translation
as the convergence of two languages brought to match each other finds its origin in Walter
Benjamin’s “The Task of the Translator”: “Fragments of a vessel that are to be glued together must
match one another in the smallest details” (260). The significance of this view lies in the
potentials of becoming, as “the common limit of two convergent series,” (Deleuze, The Fold 17).
What translation has in provoking transformations can be attributed to “the common limit,” which
has the function of elevating individual traits “to a vision that carries them off in an indefinite, like a
becoming that is too powerful for them” (Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 3). To view
Chinese as situated in a zone of proximity like this helps reveal singularities of East Asia, which can
be treated neither as national, nor as global.

Keywords: East Asia, Chinese characters, global English, literary production, the age of
globalization, translation, Walter Benjamin, fragments, Gilles Deleuze, becoming
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The Reception of Modernity in East Asia:
Japan in the Encounter between China and the West

Hanping Chiu
Tamkang University

I. Introduction:

Modernity figured prominently in the encounter between China and the West in
modern times. The eagerness with which the West pried open the market of the ancient
empire, the Opium War 1839-1841 being a case in point, was in keeping with the logic
of modernity, that is, to subsume the particular under the universal. The stated goal of
the project of modernity formulated in the 18™ century by the philosophers of the
Enlightenment was “to develop objective science, universal morality and law, and
autonomous art according to their inner logic” (Habermas 9). Hence, the trade war was
touted as an endeavor to help spread out reason in a land where it was choked out,
either by tradition or otherwise. Underneath the fagade of universality, however, was
an attempt at solving the problem arising out of modernization. David Harvey,
elaborating on a passage from Hegel’'s The Philosophy of Right, explicated that “the inner
contradictions of bourgeois society, registered as an over-accumulation of wealth at one
pole and the creation of a rabble of paupers at the other, drive it to seek solutions
through external trade and colonial/imperial practices” (125). Before 1840, China was
completely closed, isolated from the rest of the world, except for the limited foreign
trade in the city of Canton. Britain, among the Western countries eager to penetrate
the huge Chinese market, used the opium incident to wage the Opium War. The Treaty
of Nanjing, signed after China’s defeat, opened Chinese ports and markets to Western
merchants, and created concessions in many of its major cities. As a result, China
became a semi-feudal semi-colonial state.

Japan was also forced to open itself to international trade but, unlike China, it soon
grew into a Western-style regional strong power. In 1853, Matthew Perry, in command
of an American naval squadron, intimidated Japan into an agreement to open its ports to
foreign trade. After Meiji Reformation in 1868, a feudal society dominated by shoguns
developed into a modern nation-state rallying behind Emperor Meiji. The
Westernization Campaign launched with Meiji Reformation was in reality an extension of
modernity.'® Japan came to adopt such modernity tenet that justifies the use of reason
against unreason. The thought of bunmei kaika, or “civilization and enlightenment,” as
promoted in the Meiji era by the well-known writer and social reformer Yukichi Fukuzawa
(?E?%”E“éﬁj[), gave rise to the belief that “Chinese weakness and backwardness called out

to the civilizing force of a more modernized Japan” (Calichman viii). Fukuzawa even
urged Japan to extricate itself from Asia so as to become part of Europe.

While exploring the encounter between China and the West, we cannot afford to
ignore the significant role Japan played in it. With a deep and enduring Chinese legacy
before embracing modernity, Japan invaded China in 1895 and later on in early
twentieth century under the banner of the “Glorious Circle of Greater East Asia,”
duplicating Western modernity in imposing its own reason. Japan’s modernization drive
may owe its success to the absence of resistance to the master/slave model implicated
with modernity while China’s relative failure the result of its resistance. This may
provide a perspective from which to explore not only the structural differences between
Chinese and Japanese modernity, but the encounter between China and the West in its
intricate repercussions. Another reason to bring up the Japanese factor in the study of

Y“Ina chapter entitled “What Is Modernity? (The Case of Japan and China)” from What Is Modernity?

Writings of Takeuchi Yoshimi, Takeuchi Yoshimi notes that “Oriental modernity is the result of European
coercion, or is something derived from that result” (53).



China’s response to modernity proceeds from the fact that Japan’s remarkable success
attracted droves of Chinese intellectuals to embrace it, even shaping their arguments
about what China should do with its tradition. In China’s response to the Western
modernity, Japan clearly had a role.

In this paper | will read The Biography of Ah Q by Lu Xun and Haruki Murakami’s
After the Quake. Lu Xun (1881-1936), the anointed Father of Modern Chinese
Literature, was deeply fascinated with the modernization drive of Japan while studying
there at the Sendai Medical School. His seven years’ stay in Japan (1902-1909) had
gone a long way to firm up his resolve that Chinese tradition should be forsaken for the
sake of progress. His recommendation was “to never read Chinese books, to emulate
Western modernity through Japan, and to seek a universal culture of progress and
evolution so that the Chinese people would become ‘global humans,’ not just Chinese”
(Shih 84). In what might seem an unconditional acceptance of Western modernity from
Lu Xun, however, Takeuchi Yoshimi saw a sort of resistance that “is either scarce or
absent in Japan” (64). Based on the master/slave model, Yoshimi interpreted despair
found in Lu Xun as a sign of resistance: “He endures the pain of being ‘awakened’ (to the
reality of being a slave) while struggling against the blackness (of the prison)” (72). By
contrast, Japan was characterized as “[i]gnorant of his own status as slave” and
“remain[ing] trapped within the fantasy that he is not a slave” (72-73), while attempting
to emancipate the backward nations. Fredric Jameson’s reading of Lu Xun, specifically
his The Biography of Ah Q, went one step further in pointing out its aiming for “collective
regeneration” (146) from a desperate state. In choosing to read The Biography of Ah Q,
I intend to explore not only what it means for a nation in a slave status to put up a
resistance when confronted by an overwhelming force such as Western modernity, but
also the role of Japan in the Encounter between China and the West. Haruki Murakami’s
After the Quake (2002), a book about the general unease and uncertainty faced by
contemporary Japan, may be seen as exemplifying consequences of Japan’s absence of
resistance in face of a master/slave grid.

I1. Western Modernity and the Master/Slave Model:

Modernity is a complicated concept. In Five Faces of Modernity, Matei Calinescu
mentions five types of modernity: modernism, avant-garde, decadence, kitsch, and
postmodernism. Historically, it was “during the Middle Ages that the word modernus,
an adjective and noun, was coined from the adverb modo (meaning ‘recently, just now’)”
(Calinescu 13). In The Postmodern Explained, Jean-Francois Lyotard notes, “Modernity
is not an epoch but a mode (the word’s Latin origin) within thought, speech, and
sensibility” (24). Lyotard links the rise of modernity to a trope called parataxis. “Erich
Auerbach saw its emergence in the writing of Augustine’s Confessions: the destruction of
the syntactical architecture of classical discourse and the adoption of a paratactic
arrangement of short sentences linked by the most elementary of conjunctions: the and”
(24). An essential meaning of this is the eclipse of tradition and the supremacy of the
future, that is, seeking to realize an ldea in the future.?® The finality under which
occurrences are organized is clearly there, which is in keeping with the project of
modernity. In the same vein, the determinate judgement, as formulated by
Immanuel Kant in his Critique of Judgement, subsumes the particular under the
universal, seeking to judge everything with a fixed set of rules. This is precisely what is
generally known as modernity.

Involved in this mode of modernity is a master/slave model, with the West
occupying a position of truth while the rest of the world placed in submission. The
model of master and slave, first formulated by Hegel in Phenomenology of Spirit,
envisions servitude as having “the lord for its essential reality” and thus “the truth for it”

2 The long sentences linked by ‘and,” a mode also found by Auerbach in texts by Rabelais, Montaigne, and
Descartes, can be read as seeking to master a series of events with the passage of time.



being “the independent consciousness that is for itself” (Hegel 117). As a result of the
translocal, universalistic notion of truth, “servitude is not yet aware that this truth is
implicit in it” (Hegel 117). These statements bring into the open the master’s
arrogation of truth to himself and the slave’s ignorance of their possible embodiment of
truth. Behind the formation of these perspectives, according to Hegel, is a
life-and-death struggle. The individual willing to stake his life becomes the master.
“And it is only through staking one’s life that freedom is won; only thus is it proved that
for self-consciousness, its essential being is . . . not the immediate form in which it
appears . . . but rather . . . that it is only pure being-for-self” (114). The individual who
has not risked his life, by contrast, becomes the slave, for “he has not attained to the
truth of this recognition as an independent self-consciousness” (114). In presenting
these views, Hegel obviously holds that truth is bound up with the will to fight and even
to die.

Hegel’'s master/slave model has a lot to teach when we examine the encounter
between China and the West, with Japan’s mediating role in it. Fredric Jameson brings
up this model in his study of the third world and the West in “World Literature in an Age
of Multinational Capitalism.” He views their relationship as that of master and slave,
arguing that “all Third World texts are necessarily . . . allegorical” (141), as slave desires
to change the position of submission. Japanese scholar Takeuchi Yoshimi uses Hegel’s
master/slave model in his study of Japanese and Chinese attitudes toward modernity.
“In its turn toward modernity, Japan bore a decisive inferiority complex vis-a-vis Europe.
It then furiously began to chase after Europe. Japan’s becoming Europe, as European
as possible, was conceived of as the path of its emergence” (72). In other words, Japan
sought to emerge from slavery by becoming the master. Yoshimi dismissed this as
resulting from Japan’s neglect to accommodate characters to the place. When in
Europe a concept becomes discordant with reality, accord is sought by overcoming that
contradiction. But in Japan, as Yoshimi pointed out, when “a concept becomes
discordant with reality, one abandons former principles and begins searching for others”
(65). In Japan’s turn toward modernity, there was a constant search for the new and
the constant attempt to become the new.

China’s case is clearly different. Shu-mei Shih addresses the issue of modernity in
China from the conflict between modernity as a Western property and Chinese tradition.
In The Lure of the Modern, Shih observes,

Long dominated by the May Fourth perspective on modernity as a rupture of
Chinese history and discontinuity from Chinese tradition—that is, modernity as
a Western property obliging the Chinese both to emulate it belatedly and to
reject tradition wholeheartedly—evaluations of anti-May Fourth positions have
facilely dismissed them all as ‘conservatism.’ (152)

The Eurocentric universal, however, was challenged by such Chinese scholars as
Liang Qichao and Liang Shuming, among many others. In his Impressions of Travels in
Europe (Ouyou xinying lu, 1920), Liang Qichao (1873-1929) viewed negatively
Darwinian evolutionism and Nietzschean individualism, exposing Western culture’s
assumption of universality to be false. He re-examined Chinese culture, treating it no
longer as inferior to Western culture but rather as “another particular entity as legitimate
as the latter” (Shih 162).%*

I1l. Read Lu Xun’s The Biography of Ah Q within the Master/Slave Grid:

2L In The Lure of the Modern, Shu-mei Shih has a deep and convincing assessment of Liang Qichao’s stand on the
Chinese and Western cultures.  “Liang differentiated himself from both the nativists and the Occidentalists—those who
asserted that China has always had everything the West has had, and those who considered everything Western to be
superior to everything from China—and instead affirmed the need to borrow from the West to bring Chinese culture
into full play” (162). Liang’s perspective also differed from “the Western postmodernist rejection of modernity as the
oppressive agent of humanity” (164), though he sought to revise the excesses of modernity.



In his “World Literature in an Age of Multinational Capitalism,” Fredric Jameson sees
in the anecdotes about Ah Q “the allegory of a certain set of Chinese attitudes and modes
of behavior” and “Ah Q is thus, allegorically, China itself” (147). Jameson seizes upon
the form of The Biography of Ah Q, “a much lengthier series of anecdotes about a hapless
coolie” and a text “never evolv[ing] into the novel form” (147), to establish it as an
allegory. For, as he puts it, “the allegorical spirit is profoundly discontinuous, a matter
of breaks and heterogeneities, of the multiple polysemia of the dream rather than the
homogeneous representation of the symbol” (146). Besides the form, the content
catches Jameson’s attention as well. “Ah Q’s resiliency springs from an unusual but . . .
culturally very normal and familiar technique for overcoming humiliation” (147). The
example Jameson cites conveys vividly a person in utter despair finding a cause of
consolation in an extreme case of self-belittlement:

Admit that you are not even human, they insist, that you are nothing but an
animal, I'm an insect! There, does that satisfy you? In less than ten seconds,
however, Ah Q would walk away also satisfied that he had won, thinking that
he was after all “number one in self-belittlement,” and that after removing the
“self-belittlement” what remained was still the glory of remaining “number
one.” (Lu Xun 15)%*

To Jameson, this mode of behavior is not merely individual, but rather national in its
allegorical implication. He links it to that of Manchu Dynasty in its final throes, still with
a “serene contempt for foreign devils who had nothing but modern science, gunboats,
armies, technology and power to their credit” (147). This reading, certainly a very
insightful one, reveals a lot about China’s ambivalent attitude toward modernity. In a
weak position, China was humiliated by foreigners, very much as Ah Q was persecuted
by the local bullies for fun. But Ah Q could himself turn a bully when in face of someone
weaker than him. As Jameson notes, “Ah Q is thus, allegorically, China itself” (147).
To read The Biography of Ah Q as a national allegory certainly can stand. But, as
Shu-mei Shih argues in her The Lure of the Modern,

[Lu Xun’s] particular use of modernist form remains instrumental, which is
why his work could so easily be taken up by Fredric Jameson as a perfect
example of Third World national allegory. Jameson needed a Third World
representative, and literary historians of China readily provided him with Lu
Xun. This need for a representative reduces the Chinese literary field to an
externally imposed coherence that violently disregards multiple and
contradictory developments within the field. (74)

Shih’s concern reveals where the crux of modernity lies. In subsuming the
particular under the universal, “an externally imposed coherence” would reduce the
multiplicity of a civilization to a single dimension, thus obscuring a large part of what is
unique to it. In reading Ah Q’s way of overcoming humiliations as reflecting the
declining Manchu Dynasty’s serene contempt of the Western powers, Jameson clearly
values “modern science, gunboats, armies, technology and power” (147), all of them
products of modernity, above what was representative of Chinese tradition. Jameson,
a foremost American Marxist theorist, might have sympathy with a powerless coolie like
Ah Q. But his status as a Western intellectual could blind him to what is uniquely
Chinese, hence tending to see things from a universal perspective. That stand can be
corroborated by the implication that China followed the rule of jungle, being persecuted
by the stronger while ceaselessly bullying “the weaker and more inferior members of the
hierarchy” (148). According to Shih, Lu Xun’s “particular use of modernist form
remains instrumental” (74), which may explain why Jameson could use his work so
readily. That instrumental trait also displays a Japanese strain of modernity.

The mediating role Japan played in the encounter between China and the West thus
finds an apt example in Lu Xun’s work. Instrumentality may work in the direction of

2 The English translation appears on p. 147 of Jameson’s essay.



seeking ceaselessly for the greatest efficiency. In the case of Japan, this format takes
the form of having concept conform to reality. Hence, whatever concept has been
found outdated is cast away as garbage. One of the consequences of this is the loss of
adaptability. In the words of the Japanese scholar Takeuchi Yoshimi, “They can no
longer adapt to reality, and so we must get new ones” (66). It became a constant
search for something even newer to replace what was once new. Lu Xun embraced
Japan as a model and mediator of Western culture, because its “shallowly rooted
traditions made it easy to adopt Western ways and thus become fit for survival” (Shih
84). In face of China’s long and unwieldy tradition, he obviously followed Japan in
attempting to forsake it so that Western ways might be planted in its stead.?®> This
instrumental objective, however, found itself working differently in The Biography of Ah
Q.

The Biography of Ah Q, most strikingly, gives a picture of utter despair. No way
out is found. No change is possible. Even a revolution brings no real alteration. In
response to a curse, “The God-damned Ah Q shall die without issue,” from a young nun
sexually harassed by him, Ah Q starts to think of reproducing himself and thus makes
sexual advances to Maid Wu, a young widow working for the rich Chao family. This
episode ends up not only breaking a dream of having offspring, but also making life at
home town more unbearable. The final stroke that drives him away from the village
comes from the depletion of odd-jobs for him as work opportunities are snatched away
by Little D, a poor, slim, and exhausted lad. The maddening discontent at the loss of
odd-jobs opportunities to a person Ah Q deems inferior to himself brings about a
dogfight between the two. The fighting scene, reflected on the big white painted wall of
the rich Qien family, shows vividly the futility of their struggle, just as their shadows
never register on the wall. Attempts at joining the revolution are rejected, shattering
any hope of changing the status quo. In the end, Ah Q is mistakenly arrested in a
robbery case he never participates in, blindly misled to confess and to die eventually as
a punishment. Ah Q lives a totally hopeless life, devoid of any way out.

Read from the Master/Slave model, the story of Ah Q marks itself out as a long
series of episodes about living blindly and cowardly without gaining any recognition of
the self. The rupture in narration corresponds to failure on the part of the poor coolie to
develop a coherent thinking pattern. The dogfight scenes with Bearded Wang (21-23)
and Little D (37-41) can be read as a slave drifting aimlessly along without really coming
to recognize his own worth. The sexual harassment scenes (25-31) are blind acts of
animalistic response and social transgression. The dismissive “You're rebelling . . .,
you” (31) greeting him on the sexual advances scene suggests a hierarchy in power
relationship further reinforced after he runs away for life under the threat of a big
bamboo rod. The status of submission is perpetuated by a combination of cowardice
and lack of self-awareness on the part of Ah Q. Cowardice stands in the way of coming
to the awareness that truth is implicit in a coolie like Ah Q himself, instead of allowing the
lord to set himself up as embodying “its essential reality” (Hegel 117). There is an
episode in which the rich Chao dismisses and beats Ah Q into silence when the poor
coolie claims to have the same surname. “How could you have Chao for surname? You
are not qualified to be a Chao” (9). Afterward, the family name of Ah Q has never been
mentioned again. Another example of allowing the lord to arrogate truth to himself is
found in the scene of joining revolution. After blindly accepting the idea of revolution,
Ah Q feels impelled to secure the consent of someone already in that campaign to jump
on the bandwagon. But he is again turned down. Until the very end, Ah Q never
comes to understand that truth could be with him.

2 Lu Xun and his brother Zhouren Zhou encountered a catastrophic failure in the publication of their
translations done based on the ancient meaning of the Chinese language. After that they turned to literal
translation in the hope that the vision of foreign cultures might be better introduced into the Chinese
language, thereby breathing new life into the decaying Chinese culture. This episode gives a larger picture
of Lu Xun’s various attempts to turn around the Chinese culture.



The picture of utter despair suggests an ongoing search in extreme darkness,
remaining in ceaseless submission. This gives rise to allegory. “When man is drawn
towards the symbol, allegory emerges from the depths of being to intercept the intention,
and to triumph over it” (Benjamin 183). Here allegory assumes the form of shattering
rays of hope. When Lu Xun and his brother Zhouren Zhou turned to literal translation,
they argued, “the incorporation of unfamiliar syntactical structures into Chinese might
cause some annoyance at first but, once getting used to, those structures could become
part of our own repertoire” (5% 4 197, 199). This argument recalls Benjamin’s idea

of allegory. When an object is stripped of life, the allegorist speaks through it “of
something different and for him it becomes a key to the realm of hidden knowledge”
(184). In its utter despair, The Biography of Ah Q dangles the hope of reversing the
master/slave model. That’s what it differs from the Japanese way.

IV. Japan in the Age of Globalization:

As East Asia enters the age of globalization, the logic of modernity as subsuming the
particular under the universal, which Kant called determinate judgment, may no longer
apply. In determinate judgment, one judges under fixed rules. The prevalence of this
rationality dictates that the non- Western countries adopt the rules set by the Western
countries in making judgment, thereby giving rise to a variety of problems. In the age
of globalization, with the free movement of capital and personnel across the surface of
the globe as well as the simultaneity of the worldwide spread of products and information,
a new landscape emerges in which fixed rules can no longer be adequate for making
judgment. Unlike postmodernists who proposed that modernity should be cast away,
Anthony Giddens, Scott Lash, and Ulrich Beck, among others, argued that reflective
judgment, formulated as well by Kant, should take the place of determinate judgment.
Reflective judgment, or the second modernity as called by Lash and others, does not
judge on fixed rules. Instead, rules should be discovered on a case by case basis. “In
reflective judgment, even when we find the rule, the particular cannot be subsumed
under the universal. Indeed, the rule at issue is not a universal. The rule is instead
another particular” (Lash 3).

If “the rule at issue is not a universal,” what would Japan react? As illustrated
earlier, in response to modernity, Japan followed a path different from China. Japan’s
absence of resistance in face of a master/slave model led naturally to the acceptance of
things Western as universal. With all rules relegated to the status of particulars, how to
cope with the void of universal rules is indeed a matter of some urgency. In what
follows I'll read Haruki Murakami’s After the Quake as an example to explore
consequences of Japan’s absence of resistance in face of modernity.

In the six short stories of After the Quake, the catastrophic 1995 Kobe earthquake
invariably informs the consciousness of the protagonists at the critical moments of their
lives. The devastation and misery caused by the quake have never been directly
represented. Instead, the larger effect it has on the country as a whole and those
peripherally affected is only hinted at from one important moment to another. Never
approached head-on as an independent entity, the big quake seems to assume an



ontological status, allowing its truth to shine out only as semblance. For illuminations
to occur, an individual needs to have his or her existing thinking pattern suspended.
Only under this condition can the individual be momentarily freed of the sway of the
current perspectives and, at the rare moment, detects what lies hidden behind the
prevailing rationality.

As Keisuke in the story entitled “Landscape with Flatiron” says, “The trouble is, |
don’t have a damn thing to do with anything fifty thousand years ago—or fifty thousand
years from now, either. Nothing. Zip. What’s important is now. Who knows when the
world is gonna end? Who can think about the future? The only thing that matters is
whether | can get my stomach full right now and get it right now” (26). As tradition
offers no guidance and the future sets no goal, now is the moment that one has to face
exclusively. The general unease and uncertainty faced by contemporary Japan,
together with the individual awareness of the ambiguous identity, may be read as
consequent upon the here and now logic of globalization. In After the Quake, the
characters include lost souls, odd encounters, darkness, unlikely and inexplicable
creatures and occurrences, some unfulfilled love, and disappearances. Characters often
meet late at night or in isolation. There are few crowds, and people have few friends.
Particularly striking is the trust found in the novel, with strangers forming unlikely bonds.
In the age of globalization, owing to incessant change of environment, individual identity
is put in a continual process of becoming. A result of this is lost or confused identity,
about people not knowing or not sure of who they are, or about a “crisis of identity.”
The book demonstrates the uncertainty, confusion, neglect, and transition of identity.
After the quake, they begin to recognize their crisis of life, pondering on the foremost
question: “what do we exist for?”

In “ufo in kushiro,” the earthquake comes to Komura as something that jolts him out
of a state of complacency. What appears to him as a sexually fulfilling life with his wife
broke off soon after the big quake in Kobe. His wife left him after five days of total
absorption with television images of the earthquake, with a note saying that he has
nothing inside him to give her. In his despair, he receives an offer of a free trip to
Kushiro, Hokkaido, from a colleague, under the condition that he delivers a small
package by hand to his sister living there. He was met at the airport of Kushiro by the
colleague’s sister and a lady called Shimao. Shimao told him a story about a hairstylist
living in Kushiro, whose wife saw a huge UFO landing in a field in the middle of the night.
A week later, she left home. “The whole week before she left, all she’d do was tell
people about the UFO. You couldn’t get her to stop. She’d go on and on about how big
and beautiful it was” (15). The unusual state she was in is exactly like the
self-absorption of Komura’s wife, building a stone wall of silence around her. Here the
UFO is associated with the earthquake in rendering the worldly views ineffective. The
freezing of a mind obsessed with the affairs of the world brings illuminations. The
euphoric mood in Japan over the strong economy and the overflowing wealth is thus cast



into doubt. What has been hidden behind the facade of economic prosperity, and the
logic of modernity as well, is given a rare glimpse of. “The economy was healthy,
real-estate prices were rising, and Japan was overflowing with money. People’s wallets
were bursting with ten-thousand-yen bills, and everyone was dying to spend them” (4).
The staggering price they have to pay for it is brought to some of the characters as a
revelation of truth.

Shimao, for instance, has a father who left home with his wife’s younger sister when
she was seven. She knows the uncertainty of contemporary lives in Japan. In her
account of the wife disappearing with the UFO, she demonstrates how uncertain the
institution of marriage can be and, at the same time, hints at the repressive nature of
Japanese marriage. The state of uncertainty is vividly expressed in the episode of
Shimao taking turns with her boy friend, during a hiking in the mountain, “shaking the
bell with one hand and having sex” (20), to ward off a possible attack of the bear. Even
in a state as precarious as this, she sees a possibility to indulge herself. Alone with
Komura in the hotel room, she talks him into failed attempts at sex: “You need to lighten
up and learn to enjoy life a little more. | mean, think about it: tomorrow there could be
an earthquake; you could be kidnapped by aliens; you could be eaten by a bear.
Nobody knows what’s going to happen” (20). Shimao demonstrates a vision gained
from insights into the past. Thus, she tells Komura that “there may be some cases
when it’s better to have nothing inside” (21). When Komura starts to think about
what’s inside the box he brought up there, she tells him that it contains the something
that was inside him. “You didn’t know that when you carried it here and gave it to Keiko
with your own hands. Now, you’'ll never get it back” (22). Shimao represents the type
of person that can see through the prevailing logic and rationality to delve into what lies
hidden behind. As was mentioned earlier, the here and now logic of globalization works
both ways. At one side is the type of people with a “crisis of identity,” not knowing who
they are. At the other end is the group of people who, with the hurdles to the discovery
of new possibilities cleared up, are better able to detect what lies behind.
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