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INTRODUCTION

The role of cultural heritage in an age of intensive globalization seems to 
be more complex than we often presume. According to a popular simplis-
tic account, globalization merely eradicates local traditional cultures and 
replaces them with homogeneous popular culture. However, on the other 
hand, people in the most globalized countries have become as reflective 
about heritage and its role as never before. Additionally, globalization helps 
to spread particular instances of cultural heritage in different parts of the 
world. For example, the traditional Andalusian dance of flamenco, which 
is included in the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage, is widely taught and 
practiced in Japan. In such a process, cultural heritage is not only main-
tained and popularized, but it also creatively develops new forms. 

This volume addresses the following question: what are the different 
meanings, usages, and roles of cultural heritage in the age of globalization? 
We are particularly interested in situations where the classical cultural tra-
ditions of the West and the East are reinvented in a new cultural context. 
More generally, this volume seeks to explore different intercultural rela-
tions between what is usually tagged as “the East” and “the West”. 

The volume comprises articles based on presentations delivered at the 
“Globalization and Cultural Heritage: East–West Perspective” workshop held 
in Kraków on November 8, 2019. The workshop was organized by Institute 
of Intercultural Studies at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków in close co-
operation with Tohoku University represented by members of the Haseku-
ra League and International Graduate Program in Japanese Studies. The 
Hasekura League is an academic network created between Tohoku Univer-
sity and universities from Europe with the aim of developing, conducting, 
and promoting Japanese studies. Currently, it includes twenty universities 
representing eleven countries, one of which is the Jagiellonian University.

The name of this network is associated with the Hasekura Tsunena-
ga 支倉常長 (1571–1622), a samurai who served the daimyō (大名) of the 
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Sendai domain, Date Masamune 伊達政宗 (1567–1636). On his request, 
Hasekura embarked on a diplomatic journey to Mexico and Europe in 
1613, thus creating the foundations of Japan’s intercultural exchange with 
the rest of the world. One of the aims of the Hasekura League network 
is to pursue educational and research projects together with partner in-
stitutions overseas in order to employ the humanities and social sciences 
for achieving better understanding of contemporary societies and relations 
among them. Such values are also important for the Institute of Intercul-
tural Studies. 

Thus, the workshop itself not only provided an opportunity for aca-
demic reflection on cultural heritage in the age of globalization, but it can 
also be perceived as an example of global intercultural cooperation based 
on shared values. It proves that, although there are various differences be-
tween the East and the West, the gap between those two cultural regions 
is not as wide as some orientalist-minded people claim. 

The volume contains eleven articles, with the collection possessing an 
interdisciplinary character. All of the articles address the problem of inter-
cultural relations, foreignisms, borrowings, adaptations, and inspirations 
between the East and the West in such various spheres as art, poetry, lin-
guistics, fashion, cultural attitudes, values, and everyday life. Of course, 
such an omnibus cannot be final or comprehensive. Rather, it should ex-
pose the richness of an active intercultural interplay of heritages and stim-
ulate further research. We sincerely hope that this is the case with present 
volume.

Franciszek Czech, Ewa Kamińska
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https://doi.org/10.12797/RM.02.2020.08.01

Haga Mitsuru1

VERTICAL LANDS AND HORIZONTAL GODS: 
IS EAST “EAST” AND WEST “WEST”?

Abstract

The article aims at characterizing vertical and horizontal types of cultural herit-
age dissemination. It offers an essayistic reflection on selected cultural exam-
ples from the East and the West which are relevant for the understanding of 
the multileveled and multidimensional nature of the role of cultural heritage in 
intercultural relations. The examples discussed in the article include: Buddhism, 
Hellenism, the history of Gdańsk/Danzing and the Great Empire of Manchu-
ria. Although deliberately no final conclusions are drawn, the article provides 
a point of departure for a deeper understanding of cultural globalization.

Keywords: Königsberg/Kaliningrad, Gdańsk/Danzig, Japanese food, Empire of 
Manchuria, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the Constitution of Japan, intellectual prop-
erty rights, Honji suijaku theory, mitate, Gandhāran Buddhist art, genius loci, 
Rudyard Kipling

CULTURAL HERITAGE – VERTICAL STRATA

Let us consider cultural heritage vertically and horizontally. That is to say, 
specify a location and dig down into it in a vertical manner through time, 
just as an archaeological excavation would, or specify an object or an idea 
and survey its diffusion over the land in a horizontal manner.

Vertical Land with Strata – Königsberg/Kaliningrad and Gdańsk/Danzig

Digging down into the history of a specific site, one confronts vertical stra-
ta or layers. Each of them is nothing but cultural heritage. Each one of us 

1 Prof.; Tohoku University; ORCID: 0000-0001-6610-7415;  
mitsuru.haga.d5@tohoku.ac.jp.

https://doi.org/10.12797/RM.02.2020.08.01
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6610-7415
mailto:mitsuru.haga.d5%40tohoku.ac.jp?subject=
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stands on a different stratum. The stratum on which one stands is one’s 
identity and pride. Therefore, one’s interpretation of the history of the site 
differs according to the stratum on which one stands. 

A good example of this would be Königsberg or/and Kaliningrad (Kos-
tiashov, 2019). The old Prussian settlement of Twangste was conquered by 
the Teutonic Knights in 1225 and became the German city of Königsberg. 
Immanuel Kant was born and spent most of his life in this city where he 
died in 1804.

In 1944, during the Second World War, the British bombed the city, 
with the Soviets besieging and taking it in 1945. As a result of the Potsdam 
Conference in 1945, this city with its high strategic importance was annexed 
by the Soviets. On July 4, 1946, the Soviet authorities renamed Königsberg 
as Kaliningrad after the chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of 
the USSR, Mikhail Kalinin, who was a close associate of Stalin. 

The German population was forcibly expelled in 1946–1949, in or-
der that the city would be repopulated with Soviet citizens. The city’s 
language of administration was changed from German to Russian. Sovi-
ets saw the old city as a symbol of German imperialism and not only de-
stroyed numerous historical sites of the city including Königsberg Castle, 
which was replaced by the never-completed “House of Soviets”, but also 
banned teaching the history of the German era to extricate the city from 
fascism and advance a policy of Russification. Stalin branded the native 
inhabitants of the city as Slavs. Thus, the Soviets built a new city with 
a new history.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Kaliningrad Oblast 
became a Russian exclave on the Baltic Sea. In the Post-Cold War era, the 
Russian inhabitants of Kaliningrad who rejected socialism tried to re-iden-
tify themselves. In this process, “German” as a semantic space or stratum 
that had been concealed under the stratum of Soviet rule was not only 
revived but became something to be proud of.

However, when there is such a dispute over interpretations of strata, 
swift political actions do not always cause desirable consequences in in-
ternational relations. What we have to execute, therefore, is eternal fine 
tuning. 

Another tragic example would be Gdańsk, the site where on Septem-
ber 1, 1939, the Germans fired some of the first shots of the Second World 
War. In a notable speech by Adolf Hitler made in the city on September 19, 
1939, he said: 
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Ich betrete zum ersten mal einen Boden, der von deutschen Siedlern ein hal-
bes Jahrtausend vor der Zeit in Besitz genommen worden war, da die ersten 
Weißen sich im heutigen Staate Neuyork niederließen. […] Ein halbes Jahr-
tausend länger ist dieser Boden deutsch gewesen, war deutsch geblieben und 
wird – dessen können alle überzeugt sein – deutsch bleiben! (Speech of Adolf 
Hitler, 1939)

(For the first time I step on this land, of which German settlers took possession 
half a millennium before the first white people began settling in what is to-
day the city of New York. […] For half a millennium this land has been German 
and has remained German, and – of this you may rest assured – it will remain 
German!)2 

And further: 

Danzig war deutsch, Danzig ist deutsch geblieben und Danzig wird von jetzt 
ab deutsch sein, solange es ein deutsches Volk gibt und ein Deutsches Reich 
besteht. (Speech of Adolf Hitler, 1939)

(Danzig was German, Danzig has remained German and Danzig shall be from 
now on German as long as there exist German people and a German Reich.)3 

However, this statement turned out not to be true. The historic center 
of the city, destroyed during the war, was rebuilt in 1950’s and 1960’s. In 
this reconstruction process, the German influence was erased (Kalinow-
ski & Bingen, 2005, pp. 89f). It was not only a cultural cleansing but some 
scholars even say that “Manipulation of history and memory was popu-
lar practice in the parts of national history and heritage to meet the cur-
rent political demand”, and that “Manipulation and censorship were im-
plemented in many fields, including cultural and heritage landscape” 
(Czepczyński, 2008, p. 82).

A land is the pride of its people. It is on that pride the people stand. 
Therefore, the most fundamental cultural heritage is the land, or der 
Boden, the German term Hitler repeatedly used in his speech in 1939. And 
the land can be dyed a new color by a new power to form a new stra-
tum which forms the basis of its identity on which new people stand. Thus, 

2 English translation by the author.
3 English translation by the author.
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vertical multiple-colored strata are formed on one site. The view differs 
according to the stratum people stand upon. The history of a given land 
is stronger than its ethnic group and its ancestry. Although it is the people 
who create the history of a land, the people themselves are at the mercy 
of the history of this land.

Japan as Casanier

As far back as the 15th dynasty of ancient Egypt (ca. 1650–1550 B.C.E.) 
a non-Egyptian foreign rule was established by the Hyksos (“rulers of for-
eign lands”) from West Asia who had invaded and conquered Egyptian 
territory. Ever since then, there have been a multitude of other cases of 
forced rule by different people throughout world history, with Königsberg/
Kaliningrad or Gdańsk/Danzig being just symbols of this phenomenon. 

The exception to this is Japan. Of course, the perception or belief that 
Japan is a racially and ethnically homogeneous nation is incorrect. In Ja-
pan, there are not only Yamato people (Wajin 和人) but also other ethnic 
groups, such as the indigenous Ainu people and Ryukyuan people, and oth-
ers. However, compared with other nations of the world, the situation in 
Japan, which has never been colonized by others, is rather simple. 

The exception to Japan’s long history of self-rule is the presence of the 
Allied Powers from 1945 to 1952, which marked the only time in Japanese 
history that it has been occupied by a foreign power. The Japanese consti-
tution was comprehensively overhauled by the Allied Powers and the Em-
peror’s power was strictly limited.

However, this situation only existed until Japan’s sovereignty was fully 
restored when the San Francisco Peace Treaty became effective on April 28, 
1952 (with the exception of Okinawa, which followed in 1972). Moreover, 
the Allied Powers’ aim was not to conquer and then rule Japan but to im-
plement the terms of the Potsdam Declaration and to establish and in-
troduce parliamentary democracy by suppressing militaristic nationalism. 
General Douglas MacArthur, in his position as SCAP (Supreme Commander 
of the Allied Powers), sought to “restore security, dignity and self-respect” 
to the Japanese people (Manchester, 1978, p. 472). The Dai-ichi Seimei 
building that once served as the headquarters of SCAP still stands in situ 
overlooking the Imperial Palace.

The Kawauchi campus of Tohoku University also possesses its own 
strata; along the axis of time, the stratum of the castle of the feudal lord 
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Date Masamune, the garrison of the 2nd division of the Imperial Japanese 
Army, that of General Headquarters (GHQ) of the Allied Powers and, cur-
rently, Tohoku University which constitutes today’s stratum. Indeed, it is 
all quiet on the eastern front regarding GHQ-related cultural heritage arti-
facts, which cause almost no problem in today’s Japan.

Japan Expanding – Japanese Strata in Dai-Manshū-Teikoku 大満州帝国  
(Great Empire of Manchuria)

In the 19th century, a new Western institution, namely “the museum”, fell 
upon Asia as an effective tool of colonization (Haga, 2020). The early muse-
ums in Asia were all institutions planted by European colonists, except for 
Tokyo Imperial Museum which was founded by the Japanese themselves in 
1872, that is in Meiji 5 (Seki, 2005). In order to catch up with Western civi-
lization, Meiji Japan imported Western institutions and systems, and under 
its industrialization policy, built this museum.

Subsequently, Imperial Japan “rightly” used the museum system to justi-
fy the ruling of its own colonial territory. This is best exemplified by the foun-
dation of the Manshū-Koku National Museum (満州国国立博物館 Manshū-
Koku Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan) in 1935, which became an institution aimed 
at representing the culture and enhancing the prestige of Manshū.4

According to Ohide Naoko (2014), at the beginning, once the muse-
um had opened, the culture of the Qing dynasty (清朝, 1616–1912) was 
the main theme in its displays, which was obvious as the region where the 
dynasty was founded in 1616 was located in Manchuria. After 1939, the 
museum became a place to exhibit the results of archaeological surveys 
conducted by Japanese archaeologists in Manshū. As a result, artifacts of 
the Kōguryō (高句麗, 1st century B.C.E.–668), Balhae (渤海, 689–926) king-
doms and the Liao dynasty (遼朝, 916–1125) were exhibited to create the 
history of Manshū, while the Qing dynasty or Sino elements were gradually 
reduced in number.

Historically, Balhae had a close relationship with Japan from the Nara 
period onward. Japanese scholars insisted that Balhae was a Manchurian 

4 Please note that this does not refer to “Manchuria” which is a geographical zone 
but Manshū which is the generic name of Manshū-Koku (State of Manchuria) and Dai-
Manshū-Teikoku (Empire of Great Manchuria), which were nations with limited interna-
tional recognition and which were de facto under control of Imperial Japan. In short, 
they were puppet states of Imperial Japan.
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dynasty, in order that history of Manshū would be united with Japanese 
history and thus separated from Chinese history. This theory offered his-
torical reality to the Imperial Japanese policy of “Japan and Manshū as 
one (日満一体 Nichi-Man ittai)”, namely a strong alliance between the 
two. Moreover, one Wadōkaichin coin (和同開珎), the oldest official Jap-
anese coinage, minted in 708 at the end of the Asuka period and the be-
ginning of the Nara period, was excavated from Manshū, and this archae-
ological evidence proved a close relationship between the two going back 
to antiquity and was regarded as a “national treasure of both Japan and 
Manshū”. The Liao dynasty, which destroyed the Balhae kingdom, also 
possessed great importance. As its center was in Manshū and it did not 
expand beyond the Great Wall (長城) toward the south, the Liao dynas-
ty was the key to creating the history of Manshū as being one separate 
from that of China.

All of this was very much convenient to the suzerain, Imperial Japan. 
Its archaeologists excavated the stratum of Manshū that met the inten-
tion of their Empire so well. Since the historical science displayed in mu-
seums served the Empire very well, one could also say that Japan thor-
oughly understood and assimilated this Western concept of the museum 
very well.

There was no problem with this, of course, as long as the Japanese 
kept themselves within their own archipelago. Lee O-young (1982) may be 
correct in pointing out that the Japanese are good when aiming inwardly 
within this archipelago, and the Japanese are bad when extending out-
wardly to mainland Asia and the Pacific. Indeed, this expansion of the na-
tion’s identity often proved to be a failure. Perhaps, the Zen doctrine of 
“being satisfied with one’s lot in life (吾唯知足 ware tada taru [wo] shiru)” 
should be applied on a national scale also.

War as a Means of Globalization – The Constitution of Japan as its Fruit

War is a clash of civilizations. Thus, war inevitably produces globalization, 
especially world wars. Not just during the First World War, or especially 
the Second World War, but ever since human beings started to practice 
agriculture and started to hold on to land or property, have we indulged in 
this way of cultural exchange, namely war.

However, war is not a part of a human being’s instinct. Indeed, it is 
one’s bond to the land resulting from agriculture, which itself constitutes 
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a culture, that, as we will see below, has generated wars among us. Al-
though the slaying of Abel by Cain itself was the very first incident of this 
type, it was just one murder and not a war. However, it is interesting that 
Abel was a shepherd and Cain was a farmer with the latter being consid-
ered by some to be an originator of evil, violence and greed.

As Jean-Jacques Rousseau says: 

Mettons un moment ces idées en opposition avec l’horrible sistème de Hob-
bes; et nous trouverons, tout au rebours de son absurde doctrine, la guerre 
est née de la paix, ou du moins des précautions que les hommes ont prises 
pour s’assurer une paix durable. (Rousseau, Vol., III, p. 610)

(Comparing this idea against Hobbes’s horrible system, we will find out that 
contrary to his absurd doctrine, war is born from peace, or at least, from pre-
cautions that human beings took to assure sustainable peace.)5 

The author’s perception is that Hobbes’s theory “war of all against all” 
indicates the hunting and gathering stage while Rousseau’s “precaution” 
concerns agrarian society and states. As Rousseau also says: 

Nous allons voir les hommes unis par une concorde artificiele se rasembler 
pour s’entre égorger et toutes les horreurs de la guerre naître des soins qu’on 
avoit pris pour la prévenir. (Rousseau, Vol., III, note 12, p. 608)

(We will see that by artificial concordance united people come together to 
slaughter each other and all horrors of war born by the care that they have 
taken to prevent it.)6 

He says, moreover: 

l’état de guerre ne pouvant naître des simples rélations personnelles, mais 
seulement des relations réelles. (Rousseau, Vol., III, p. 357)

(a war situation could not be born from simple personal relations but only 
from real relationships.)7

5 English translation by the author. Cf. Orikata (2016, pp. 23–48).
6 English translation by the author.
7 English translation by the author.
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War is, in many ways, a “great” and “real” means of cultural exchange. 
The greater it is, the more extensive and deeper globalization caused by 
war is, insofar as altering the enemy’s local fundamental order. 

An “antonym” of justice is another’s justice. Rousseau retorted that 
a war between states takes the form of an attack on sovereignty and social 
contract, which is an attack on the enemy state’s constitution (Rousseau, 
Vol., III, note 12, pp. 607f, 611; Kato, 2009, p. 25). A victorious country’s 
final aim is not just to occupy enemy territory and to incorporate enemy 
soldiers to its own forces. Indeed, it is for a victorious country to alter 
a vanquished country’s fundamental systems of justice and social order, 
i.e. its constitution. This is exactly what occurred during the post-war pro-
cess of the Second World War, especially in Japan. Therefore, this 18th cen-
tury philosopher foresaw a Second-World-War-type war which ends with 
unconditional surrender.

A defeated Japan accepted the Potsdam Declaration, whose “Section 
10” reads:

The Japanese government shall remove all obstacles to the revival and 
strengthening of democratic tendencies among the Japanese people. Freedom 
of speech, of religion, and of thought, as well as respect for the fundamental 
human rights shall be established. (cf. Potsdam Declaration 1945)

In this way was Japan forced to amend its constitution radically. 
In February 1946, a committee headed by Japanese government min-

ister Matsumoto Jōji made its “Matsumoto Proposal” (『憲法改正要綱』 
Kenpō-kaisei-yōkō or 『松本試案』 Matsumoto-shian) public and which 
was presented to GHQ. However, it was merely an amendment of the Con-
stitution of the Empire of Japan and its principle of “Imperial sovereign-
ty”, which states that sovereignty resides in the person of the Emperor, 
remained unchanged. In alignment with “The Declaration of Humanity”  
(「人間宣言」 Ningen-sengen) by Tennō (天皇 Emperor) Hirohito on Janu-
ary 1, 1946, at the request of GHQ, in which the Emperor denied his be-
ing a living god, in the “Matsumoto Proposal” only the wording regard-
ing property of the Emperor was changed from “divine” (神聖 shinsei) to 
“extreme reverence” (至尊 shison).8 SCAP MacArthur rejected it and the 

8 『憲法改正要綱』Kenpō-kaisei-yōkō or 『松本試案』 Matsumoto-shian, submit-
ted to GHQ on February 28, 1946. (Retrieved May 9, 2020, from National Diet Library 
Digital Collections, https://dl.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/3947829).
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new Constitution of Japan was mostly written by the Americans based on 
the “MacArthur Draft”, and enacted in May 1947. This constitution pro-
vides a parliamentary system of government and guarantees certain fun-
damental rights. Under its terms, the Emperor of Japan is “the symbol of 
the State and of the unity of the people” (cf. Japanese Constitution 1946) 
and exercises only a ceremonial role acting under the sovereignty of the 
people.

Occasionally, globalization serves to eradicate local traditional cultures 
and replaces them with a homogeneous popular culture. The Constitution 
of Japan is one of the extreme forms of this globalization with the inten-
tion of eradicating local traditional culture. The long-lasting traditional Jap-
anese local culture and social order were thus replaced by homogeneous 
popular culture, i.e. parliamentary democracy. 

However, we have to bear in mind that this development has brought 
about seventy-five years of peace up to the year 2020. In addition, the au-
thor likes to believe that in some way we are accomplishing a phrase pre-
sent in the Preamble of the Constitution: “We desire to occupy an honored 
place in an international society striving for the preservation of peace” 
(cf. Japanese Constitution 1946).

CULTURAL HERITAGE – HORIZONTAL DIFFUSION 
AND ABSORPTION

Now, let us specify an object or idea and survey its diffusion over the land 
in a horizontal manner. Additionally, we can examine local culture in a time 
of globalization. Does globalization serve only to eradicate local traditional 
cultures and replace them with homogeneous popular culture?

Agriculture Is Culture – Wheat and Fu (麩)

As agriculture is culture, cultivated plants and domestic animals are cul-
tural heritage. Thus, of course, food also constitutes historical and cultural 
heritage. 

Let us examine a case related to the cultivated plant wheat and the 
bread-like food fu (Satō, 2016, pp. 246f), the latter which is made of wheat. 
Fu is manufactured as follows: first, the starch (70–80%) is washed out of 
the wheat by using large amounts of pure water in order to obtain protein 
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(10%) and then the remaining gluten is steamed to gain raw fu which will 
be boiled and dried to gain long-lasting dried fu. 

Please note that the place of origin of wheat is what is now Syria 
and Iraq. These areas compose a dry desert region where it is impossi-
ble to manufacture fu by using large amounts of pure water. Subsequently, 
wheat gradually diffused eastward through the Eurasian continent until fi-
nally meeting large amounts of water in the monsoon region in Asia where 
fu production was possible and where fu was first created. High-protein fu 
became quite popular in Asia, which was accelerated by the Buddhist diet 
regarding animal-based food as taboo. From the Ming dynasty of China, fu 
was brought to Japan in the early Muromachi period.

While wheat is a “global” cultural heritage, fu is monsoon area “local” 
creation. Cultural heritage is not only maintained and popularized, but also 
creatively developed in new forms in given localities. In addition, purely 
Asian soy-sauce is a harmony of western wheat, eastern monsoon water, 
and soybeans. Almost every food and way of cooking is the fruit of a mar-
riage between global and local resources.

Beef eating was introduced into Meiji period in Japan and encouraged 
by the government. Thus, it became a symbol of Western civilization and 
cultural enlightenment. Sukiyaki (鋤焼) made with beef became popular 
and now it is exported around the world, with this Japanized meat-based 
food becoming a symbol of Japan. In brief, a “global” product, introduced 
to “local” Japan, has become “global” once again. Moreover, the local Jap-
anese food sushi is now a global food with a great diversity that is beyond 
the Japanese people’s imagination.

Today, not only seeds of cultivated plants but also sperm cells and fer-
tilized eggs are considered as cultural commercial heritage, or even intel-
lectual property and are, therefore, protected by law. For example, in April 
2020 Japan enacted bills to protect wagyu (和牛),9 Japanese beef cattle, to 
prevent unfair competition over the livestock’s genetic resources that have 
been improved through endeavors in Japan. 

9 “Act against Unfair Competition over Livestock Gene Property” (tentative transla-
tion by the author) (「家畜遺伝資源不正競争防止法」 Kachiku-idenshigen-fuseikyōsō-
boushihō) and “Revised Act on Improvement and Increased Production of Livestock” 
(tentative translation by the author) (「改正家畜改良増殖法」 Kaisei-kachiku-kairyo-
zoshoku-hō).
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Mitate (見立て) and Honji suijaku (本地垂迹説) Theory – Yōkan (羊羹) 
as Local Manifestation (suijaku) of Globalization (honji)

Another good example of a local product of globalization would be yōkan. 
The Japanese consider it as a typically Japanese special product often 
served with green tea. Natsume Sōseki (夏目漱石) in his novel Kusamaku-
ra (『草枕』) says: “In every aspect yōkan is a piece of art. No Western 
confectionary gives you such pleasure as yōkan” (Natsume, 1907, p. 67). 
Tanizaki Junichirō (谷崎潤一郎) in his essay Inei-raisan (『陰翳礼讃』) de-
scribes yōkan as the essence of Japanese aesthetic value on subtle medita-
tive darkness where, on the contrary, he speaks in disparagingly of west-
ern cream as shallow and simple-minded (Tanizaki, 1939, p. 28).

Although it may be a symbol of Japanese beauty, yōkan is not of Japa-
nese origin, as it too came from the Eurasian continent. Yō (羊) of yōkan 
literally means “sheep (meat)”, while kan (羹) means “hot soup”. This is 
a common food in Central Eurasia; hot soup of mutton or meat gelatin jel-
lied when cold. When it was introduced to Japan with Zen culture during 
the Kamakura and Muromachi periods, however, mutton was replaced by 
azuki-beans and meat soup by jellied azuki-bean paste. 

This act of replacing original items by selected local substitutes that 
are close at hand is called mitate (見立て). For example, the Chinese art 
theme “Eight Views of Xiaoxiang” (瀟湘八景) around the Chinese Lake 
Dongting in Xiaoxiang region was imitated around the Japanese Lake Biwa 
in Ohomi region as “Eight Views of Ohomi” (近江八景 Ohomi-hakkei) by 
Japanese yearning for advanced and cultivated Chinese culture. Indeed, 
the Japanese are very good at this approach of absorbing foreign or global 
ideas into its land or home surroundings by localizing them.

Honji suijaku theory can be understood, in a way, as a kind of mitate in 
a Buddhist environment. This is the theory that believes that Indian Bud-
dhist deities choose to appear in Japan as native Japanese kami (神 “Japa-
nese god”) in order to more easily convert and save the Japanese. In other 
words, it is a belief that some kami are local manifestations (suijaku 垂迹 
“trace”) of Buddhist deities (honji 本地 “original ground”).

Japan receives new ideas from the outside world and arranges them 
into Japanese styles. Acceptance (reception but not intrusion) and arrange-
ment (transformation to repurpose) is an effective and peaceful way of in-
troducing foreign ideas and gods into local society in order to creatively 
develop them into new forms. Japan is not only capable of receiving these 
new ideas, it is very good at repurposing them.
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Hellenism as Ancient Globalization – Greek Gods in Buddhist Art

Today’s globalization mainly concerns worldwide Americanization. Its ana-
logues in the ancient world would be “Hellenism” in the West and “Sino-
centrism” in the East. In those ancient globalizations, especially in the 
former case, the classical cultural traditions of “East” and “West” were in-
terestingly reinvented in new cultural contexts.

“Hellenism” means the phenomenon by which Greek culture and civi-
lization spread and diffused outside Greece to foreign people. Obviously, 
this is from the “Hellen (Greek)” point of view. Today, this ancient global 
phenomenon which is seen as “Hellenistic” in the Eurasian continent, is 
considered to be the diffusion of Greek civilization into the East. There-
fore, what is always emphasized is that Greek Western civilization had the 
splendid power and appeal to diffuse into the East; as if it were the flow of 
water from the “high” West to the “low” East. 

Indeed, here one may consider, for example, “the Great Departure 
scene” (出家踰城図 Shukke-yujō-zu), namely the scene when Siddhãrtha 
leaves the city of Kapilavastu in search of Enlightenment at the age of 
twenty-nine. An often-depicted female figure wearing a city-wall-crown in 
the scene in Gandhāran Buddhist art has been interpreted as Tyche, the 
Greek guardian goddess of the city (Foucher, 1905, pp. 36f; Tanabe, 2006, 
pp. 200, 235f, 273). Her presence asserts that the event took place in the 
city. Although the author agrees with this opinion, the scenes may be di-
vided into two types according to the position of Tyche; the “Right type” 
(Fig. 1) and the “Left type” (Fig. 2). 

The “Right type” is a visualization of the Buddhist sutra Lalitavistara 
with Tyche personifying the city (cf. Haga, 2014, pp. 11–36; Haga & Haga, 
2017, pp. 503–608).

The author argues, in light of recent studies on Hellenistic Greek art, 
that depicting Tyche in the “Left type” has a further meaning than just the 
personification of the city. Tyche, “fortune” in Greek, is shown in the scene 
as a goddess of fate and of a dramatic reversal of fortune. Because of this 
function, she was eagerly worshipped in the Hellenistic World.

“The Great Departure” was the most dramatic turning point in the life 
of Siddhãrtha – Buddha. It was the volte-face moment from the former to 
the latter, from the Profane to the Sacred, from Chakravartin to Buddha. 
As Polybius observes (29.21.3-6), Hellenistic Tyche was a mighty goddess 
who even utterly annihilated the Persian, Darius Ⅲ, that were the master 
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Fig. 1. The Great Departure, Grey schist, h. 26 cm, w. 34 cm, 
Gandhāra, 2nd-4th century C.E. (Private collection Europe).

Fig. 2. The Great Departure, Grey schist, h. 21 cm, w. 28 cm, 
Gandhāra, 2nd-4th century C.E. (Private collection Japan).
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of the whole world and allowed an unknown Macedonian, Alexander the 
Great, rule over all. Subsequently, a Buddhist Tyche, the goddess of for-
tune, is blessing the departure of Siddhãrtha and letting Buddha rule over 
the whole universe in the “Right type” of “the Great Departure scene”.

This new interpretation by the author indicates that the Gandhāran 
side had a fair knowledge of Greek art and civilization. Understanding 
very well the functions and attributes of Greek gods and goddesses, the 
East exclusively and selectively absorbed elements of Western civilization 
in order to adapt them into Eastern cosmology and, therefore, to form 
an even richer Eastern civilization. Thus, Greek or Western iconography 
had the power to diffuse into the East. The author adds to this that the 
Eastern civilization had the power and ability to draw aspects of West-
ern civilization into their own civilization in order to enrich themselves in 
a cultural sense.

Buddha and Heracles – When Two Strong Men Stand Face to Face

The same can be said in the case of Sitting Buddha and Heracles (Fig. 3) 
from Hadda, Afghanistan. This robust attendant of Buddha, wearing a beard 
and holding a χλαμύς (chlamys) cape (Nemean lion skin) over his shoulder, 
is clearly Heracles, and that of the Lysippos type. What is very interesting is 
that here he changed his weapon from the usual Western club to the Bud-
dhist vajra that destroys not a lion but worldly carnal desires (煩悩 bonnō). 
Heracles was appointed as Buddha’s attendant because of his great mili-
tary prowess and the fact that he was the best bodyguard possible. There 
is still another reason, the author believes. Because Heracles had traveled 
a lot due to his twelve labors and other adventures, he was well versed 
in the topography of the world. He was the best guide possible for Bud-
dha who kept traveling in order to preach in the latter half of his earthly 
life. This indicates again that the East had great knowledge of the West, 
and based on this, one may argue that the East selected and absorbed the 
West in order to enrich its civilization. (To our great disappointment, this 
robust hero with his master was destroyed by a mighty Soviet tank during 
the Afghan War of 1979–1989.)

There is also a gold medallion (Fig. 4) excavated from Tillya Tepa in 
Afghanistan, which dates to the 4th quarter of the 1st century B.C.E. On one 
side of it, a roaring lion with an open mouth is depicted with a legend 
in Kharoshthi “Sih[o] vigatabhay[o]” (the lion who dispelled fear). On the 
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Fig. 3. Sitting Buddha and Heracles, Hadda, 
Afghanistan, 6th century C.E. (destroyed).

 
Fig. 4. Gold medallion (privately minted coin), Tomb no. 4, Tillya Tepa, Afghani-
stan, gold, diameter 1.6 cm, the 4th quarter of the 1st century B.C.E. (National 
Bank of Afghanistan).
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other side, a naked man with χλαμύς cape and πέτασος (pétasos) hat 
who rolls the wheel of the Buddhist doctrine is depicted with the legend 
“Dharmacakrapravata[ko]” (rolls the wheel of the law).

The man is interpreted as Heracles, which makes this the very first an-
thropomorphic representative image of Buddha. This is because after nir-
vana for a long period only Buddha’s footprint or the wheel of Dharma 
were allowed to depict as figurative symbols of Buddha, and no human-
like image of Buddha was allowed to be created.

In fact, no other Greek god and hero other than Heracles pursued life 
and death that can be of any resemblance to Siddhãrtha – Buddha. Moreo-
ver, when Buddha was perceived as a visual image or icon, its function as an 
object of worship in this world was to mediate and connect this earthy world 
with heaven. No other divinity of India and of the East is more analogous to 
this Greek hero (god Heracles) than human Siddhãrtha (holy Buddha).

The author claims that here West and East met, as Kipling states, 
“When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends 
of the earth” (Kipling, 1889).

Globalization ≒ Americanization?

Today’s most influential country is considered to be America or the “Amer-
ican Empire” whose products and culture have diffused horizontally and 
globally. This phenomenon is well expressed by the terms like “Coca-Col-
onization” (for products), “McDonaldization” (for franchise business con-
tracts) or “Disneyfication” (for lifestyles). If “an empire is primarily a mon-
ey-making concern” as George Orwell proclaims (Orwell, 1942), America is 
by all means an “empire”.

In Japan, Coca-Cola was already being imported in the Taishō period and 
it appears in a poem by Takamura Kōtarō (高村光太郎) published in 1914 as 
a symbol of superficial modernism in Tokyo (Hayashi, 2003, pp. 20–23). In 
1925, it appeared in a letter by Akutagawa Ryūnosuke (芥川龍之介). The 
first McDonald’s store in Japan was opened in 1971 in a popular upscale dis-
trict Ginza in Tokyo. Tokyo Disneyland was opened in 1983. Through these 
and other factors, Americanization in Japan has deeply advanced.

The author himself as a typical Americanized Japanese felt relieved 
when he entered a McDonald’s in Taksim Square in Istanbul to find cheesy 
(but expensive) familiar food. The same was true upon entering a KFC in 
Cairo, even though he had a rather frightening experience there, because 
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it is nothing but a symbol of the “American Empire” and, therefore, a sig-
nificant target of attack. Even just outside of Red Square near the Kremlin, 
there is a McDonald’s. It seems there are KFC stores in Iran and Winnie 
the Pooh-like creatures in North Korea. Whether it was authentic or not, 
the author saw a Domino’s Pizza in Thimphu, the capital of the Kingdom 
of Bhutan. A Neolithic vase dated around 5,000 B.C.E. with Coca-Cola logo 
was “found” (created) by Chinese modern artist Ai Weiwei, scornfully criti-
cizing how deep in space and time Americanization has penetrated global 
culture. Oh, America, as the world-famous McDonald’s commercial slogan 
says, “i’m lovin’ it”!

Intellectual Property Rights – To Be Nor Not To Be

Not only the trademarks but also such things as the know-how of these 
American companies are registered. Indeed, they are protected cultural 
and commercial property. 

Traditionally, however, cultural property was not protected. For exam-
ple, the Chinese system of characters was copied and imported into Japan. 
Such things as rice cultivation techniques, bronzeware and ironware tech-
niques, Buddhism, Ritsu-ryō (律令, the set of criminal laws, administrative 
laws, procedural laws and civil laws), city planning philosophy and tech-
nology were all brought from mainland Asia to Japan. Although Japan has 
not paid for their copyrights yet, it is only earnestly and deeply grateful 
for the gracious benefits received from the Chinese and other advanced 
civilizations. The newly risen ancient Greek civilization also copied a lot for 
free, for example, figurative art from advanced Egyptian civilization. It is 
true that such skills as the iron smelting techniques of Hittites, and Chinese 
silk, and Venetian glass-making were all protected trade secrets and their 
rational monopolistic form brought copious profits to the states involved. 
In the end, however, the details of how to make them were leaked and 
they were reproduced elsewhere, a development which brought immense 
wealth to the world. Civilizations copied other civilizations mutually for 
centuries and this is how the world civilizations have developed. 

Today, we understand very well the importance of intellectual prop-
erty rights. This encourages the creation of new intellectual goods and in-
tangible ideas that bring benefits to our world and advance it to a further 
phase. At the same time, intellectual property rights could lead to intellec-
tual monopolies. Ay, there’s the rub.
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TRON (The Real-time Operating-system Nucleus, more precisely Indus-
trial TRON embedded OS) (cf. TRON Forum) is an “open architecture” real-
time operating system kernel design project started by Prof. Dr. Sakamura 
Ken of Tokyo University in 1984. The most widespread and widely used OS 
(Operating System) in today’s world is not Windows, MacOS, Android, nor 
iOS, which are used for personal computers and smartphones. The num-
ber of microchips used in these devices is only about 5% of all microchips 
used throughout the world. Of the remaining 95% of microchips used, 
about 60% of these have TRON embedded within them.

As the most globally widespread OS, TRON is truly “open architecture” 
software, created more than a decade before the “Free Software Move-
ment” and “Free Culture Movement” started in the late 1990’s. As TRON’s 
source code and specification are open to the public license for free, any-
one can use it or modify it as one wishes free of charge. Furthermore, one 
does not have to declare procurement of it nor to release what one has 
modified for its own purpose. At the same time, however, one can claim 
intellectual property rights based on the parts one has created. This is not 
how other “Open Source” operating systems, such as Linux are run. Prof. 
Sakamura did not have the intention of making a profit for himself but 
wanted a global society to develop truly freely by using TRON. The author 
remembers the joyful boyish twinkle in the eyes of Prof. Sakamura when 
he was confronted with the Zuse Z3 preserved in Deutsches Museum in 
Munich, namely the world first programmable fully automatic digital com-
puter made by Konrad Zuse in 1941.

Thus, whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to enjoy the benefit of a finite-set 
or infinite-set, with a short-range or a long-range “Weltanschauung”, that 
is the question.

Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 as Historical and, Therefore, 
Global Cultural Heritage

If we define cultural heritage as products of human activity, the SARS-
CoV-2 coronavirus is surely one of them. It is a product of our cultural and 
social activities. Indeed, the coronavirus pandemic is nothing but one of 
the most prodigious phenomena of today’s globalization as a crown we 
have worn throughout our long human history.

In the distant past, among people whose lifestyles were based on 
hunting and gathering, the constituent numbers of each human group 
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were very small and the groups were scattered in open savannahs. Once 
the majority of these small groups became immune, contagious viruses 
had no place else to go; thus, neither endemics nor epidemics could occur.

About ten thousand years ago, when agricultural culture began, peo-
ple started to live and work closer together. This is when epidemics of in-
fluenza occurred for the first time in human history.

And ever since the ancient Sumerian city-civilization of southern Mes-
opotamia rose, where the “Three Cs (「３密」 san-mitsu; Closed spaces, 
Crowded places with many people nearby and Close-contact settings)”10 
were formed, pandemics were the inevitable outcome. Today in the world, 
there are more than 370 major cities with populations of over one million 
people. About a half of the almost eight billion people around the world 
live in these cities. Moreover, since the invention of the airplane, people 
travel more and more pan-globally and in greater and greater numbers. 
Thus, the 2020 pandemic was inevitable.

We should bear in mind that 99% of human history so far was marked 
by a nomadic lifestyle based on hunting and gathering. Agrarian society 
and city-civilizations are very recent ways of living and we are not yet ac-
customed to these novel and abnormal living conditions. Of further inter-
est is that, globally, countries worked out singular countermeasures against 
the virus, which was localization. And even this coronavirus, with its many 
cons, has pros, opens new horizons to human beings just as previous vi-
ruses did. Viruses are cultural heritage and pandemics are nothing but the 
fruits of our progress toward a global civilization.

Somebody has said that now BC means “Before Corona”. Then AD 
would be “After Disaster”. What will “AD” look like? This virus has force-
fully shown us interesting inner aspects of our civilization that previously 
we could only faintly see, and has radically changed our social attitudes 
with such an acceleration to a phase we did not yet think we would reach. 
In the “AD” era, do we want to restore everything back to its former nor-
mal situation? We should think about what we do not want to resume and 
welcome and embrace the once-in-a-lifetime rapid change that we have 
paid for with blood, sweat, and tears.

10 “Avoid the ‘Three Cs’ (3密)” is “Important notice for preventing COVID-19 out-
break” announced by Prime Minister’s Office and Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare 
of Japan in March 2020.
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Ballad for the Future – By Vertical genius loci and Horizontally 
Wandering Gods

Genius loci
A genius loci is a protective local spirit. One of the most famous is the pro-
tective goddess of the polis Athens, the “maiden” (= παρθένος parthénos) 
Athena whose temple is Parthenon. Through a contest against Poseidon, 
which is the theme of the west pediment of her temple, the goddess was 
selected by people as their benefactor, i.e. their genius loci.

In ancient Roman religion, genii locorum were widely venerated, and 
they were often depicted in art. This philosophy was inherited by many 
European cities which had a genius loci or patronus who was a Christian 
patron saint. There was a prevailing tendency amongst European cities to 
have a patronus in order to raise the city’s global presence. For example, 
in 828 C.E., Venice stole the body of the Saint Mark the Evangelist from Al-
exandria and had it brought to the city; thus, the saint became the genius 
loci of the city. On the mosaic on the façade of the Saint Mark’s Basilica 
where the reliquiae are preserved, the scene at the customs inspection in 
Alexandria is depicted. The saint’s body was transported in a box covered 
with pork, so that the Islamic custom officials felt abhorred and shied away 
from it without inspecting the cargo properly. This was a cunning scheme 
by furbi, or wily Venetian merchants.

If a genius loci is a benefactor selected by the local people through 
an act of justice, such as in the case of Athena of the parthénos, could the 
Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR Mikhail Ka-
linin be regarded as the genius loci of Kaliningrad appointed by Stalin? This 
depends on the past and present inhabitants of this locality. 

Is East “East” and West “West”?

At the same time gods themselves wander globally, just as we have seen in 
the cases of Greek-Roman gods absorbed into Central Asian culture, which, 
of course, later diffused further east, even as far as Japan. The genius 
loci of Kapilavastu, capital of the Shakyas clan where Siddhãrtha lived, was 
represented as the Hellenistic goddess Tyche. In addition, the very first an-
thropomorphic representative image of Buddha was Heracles.

As Rudyard Kipling says in his famous The Ballad of East and West 
(Kipling, 1889, pp. 233–236):



VERTICAL LANDS AND HORIZONTAL GODS: IS EAST “EAST” AND WEST “WEST”? 29

Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the two shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat;

but he explicitly disavows it in the very next lines read:

But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth,
When two strong men stand face to face, tho’ they come from the ends of the 
earth.

Just as described in these lines, ancient gods from the ends of the 
earth met each other quite often, as we have seen above. Interestingly, 
ancient cases where Greek gods, Buddha and others deities also met took 
place in the region of “the North-West Frontier”, namely the boundary 
of the British Indian Empire of present-day Pakistan, where the event be-
tween Kamal, a tribal chieftain and a British colonel’s son described in this 
Kipling poem came about, which only suggests the importance of this area, 
Gandhāra.

Just as with this British Indian Empire, globalization means a phenom-
enon that crosses nations’ borders. Once Imperialism and Communism 
with the slogan “Proletarier aller Länder vereinigt Euch! (Workers of the 
world, unite!)” (Marx & Engels, 1848) constituted this phenomenon. Ki-
pling himself was a good example of the fruit of imperialism. He was born 
in Bombay (Mumbai) in the British Raj (the rule of British Crown over the 
Indian subcontinent, as part of the British Empire) in India as an Anglo-
Indian (19th century term for people of British origin living in India). He 
was raised in an environment with “strong light and darkness” (Kipling, 
1937, p. 5). Apart from his works, such as The Jungle Book (Kipling, 1894) 
and Kim (Kipling, 1901), he himself was the fruit not only of globalization 
but also of his locality, occupying an existence between two worlds, just 
like his creatures Mowgli and Kim, who have both their advantages to aid 
them and crosses to bear. At the end of the “Tiger! Tiger!” of The Jungle 
Book, Mowgli says, “the Man Pack have cast me out. […] Wolf Pack, ye 
have cast me out too. The jungle is shut to me and the village gates are 
shut. Why? […] fly I between the villages and the jungle” (Kipling, 1901, 
p. 133).

Every human factor, of course including Kipling, is conditioned by 
one’s time. Indeed, as George Orwell writes, “Kipling belongs very defi-
nitely to the period 1885–1902” (Orwell, 1942, p. 102). Thus, Kipling says in 
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“The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippines Islands” 
(The Times, February, 4, 1899)11:

Take up the White Man’s burden –
 Send forth the best ye breed –
Go, bind your sons to exile
 To serve your captives’ need;
To wait in heavy harness
 On fluttered folk and wild –
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
 Half devil and half child.

This is a poem of “globalization” which then was in the form of “impe-
rialism” that exhorts the West to assume control of the East, because the 
White Man is morally obligated to rule the Non-White Man and encour-
age his progress to the world of civilization. In fact, another English author, 
who also was born in India, was George Orwell who rebuked Kipling for be-
ing “a jingo imperialist, […] morally insensitive and aesthetically disgusting” 
(Orwell, 1942, p. 100) and seeing imperialism as “a sort of forcible evan-
gelizing. You turn a Gatling gun on a mob of unarmed ‘natives’, and then 
you establish ‘the Law’, which includes roads, railways and a court-house” 
(Orwell, 1942, p. 102).

It cannot be denied that Kipling was an imperialist. He is said to have 
shortened the distance between England and India more effectively than 
the Suez Canal. As mentioned above, he himself was a result of imperialism, 
and he once said: “England is a wonderful land. It is the most marvelous of 
all foreign countries that I have ever been in” (Cohen, ed., 1965, p. 51). 
Thus, England was a foreign country connected to him by imperialism.

However, first of all, one has to remember that the Zeitgeist conditions 
every humanistic factor. Karl Marx’s understanding of nations at this time 
in Das Kapital was as follows: 

Das industriell entwickeltere Land zeigt dem minder entwickelten nur das 
Bild der eignen Zukunft. (The country that is more developed industrially only 
shows to the less developed the image of its own future.) 

11 Cf. Notes by Mary Hamer. Retrieved May 9, 2020, from http://www.kiplingsociety.
co.uk/rg_burden1.htm.
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Eine Nation soll und kann von der anderen lernen. (One nation can and should 
learn from others). (Marx, 1867, Vorwort)12

This was the general understanding of the time and the basis of the 
reasons and excuses to colonize other countries. Kipling too was a man of 
his time. 

But still, one can see beyond that in Kipling’s writings. One only has to 
read carefully what he has written on the East to find out that he was not 
merely an imperialist. 

He came to Japan first in 1889 and stayed for four weeks. In 1892 he 
came to Japan for the second time, this time as part of his honeymoon, 
then staying for two months. As we will consider below, his observations 
on Japan are evidently well disposed to this non-Western heathen world.

In April of 1892, as he approaches Yokohama harbor, he describes it as 
follows: 

all the water lay out as smooth as the inside of an oyster shell (Cortazzi, Webb, 
eds., 1988, p. 195)13 

and

Two children in blue and white, their tanned limbs pink in the fresh air, sculled 
a marvelous boat of lemon-hued wood, and that was our fairy craft to the 
shore across the stillness and the mother-o’-pearl levels. (Cortazzi, Webb, eds., 
1988, p. 195)

This sensitive and tender depiction of the Japanese landscape speaks 
for itself.

He scents morning air of Yokohama harbor as follows: 

the gentle and insinuating flavour that stole across the light airs of daybreak 
when the fairy boat went to shore – a smell of very clean new wood; split 
bamboo, wood-smoke, damp earth, and things that people who are not white 
people eat – a homelike and comforting smell. (Cortazzi, Webb, eds., 1988, 
p. 195) 

12 English translation by the author.
13 Translated by T. Kanō 加納孝代訳 (2002), Kipling no Nihon hakken 『キプリング

の日本発見』 (Discovery of Japan by Kipling), Tokyo: Chūōkoron Shinsha 中央公論新社. 
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Regarding the Japanese language and again about the smell, he is very 
intimate and favorable in his remarks: 

(when jinrickshaw coolies) the ghost of familiar words would not grow any 
clearer till presently the Smell came down the open streets again, saying that 
this was the East where nothing matters, and trifles old as the Tower of Babel 
mattered less than nothing, and that there were old acquaintances waiting at 
every corner beyond the township. Great is the Smell of the East! Railways, 
telegraphs, docks, and gunboats cannot banish it, and it will endure till the 
railways are dead. He who has not smelt that smell has not lived. (Cortazzi, 
Webb, eds., 1988, pp. 195f) 

Kipling already knew that sometimes globalization or “civilization” 
serves to eradicate local traditional cultures: 

The globe-trotting millionaires, anxious to spend money with a hose on what-
ever caught their libertine fancies, had explained to us aboard ship that they 
came to Japan in haste, advised by their guide-books to do so, lest the land 
should be suddenly civilized between steamer-sailing and steamer-sailing. 
When they touched land they ran away to the curio shops to buy things which 
are prepared for them – mauve and magenta and blue-vitriol things. (Cortazzi, 
Webb, eds., 1988, p. 196)

Kipling, on the other hand, resisted this temptation: “We, being wise, 
sit in a garden” (Cortazzi, Webb, eds., 1988, p. 196).

Kipling visited Kamakura where “the great bronze Buddha sits facing 
the sea to hear the centuries go by” (Cortazzi, Webb, eds., 1988, p. 201). 
He informs us in anger: 

They sell photographs of him [the Buddha] with tourists standing on his thumb-
nail, and, apparently, any brute of either gender can scrawl his or her ignoble 
name over the inside of the massive bronze plates that build him up. Think for 
a moment of the indignity and the insult! (Cortazzi, Webb, eds., 1988, p. 201)

Before Kipling’s visit, an American missionary-educator Edward War-
ren Clark came to Kamakura. He writes about his visit as follows:

Dai-Butz […] very imposing without, but he is entirely empty within.

After studying the image as a work of art, I climbed up into his capacious 
lap, and sat upon one of his thumbs […]. Here I began to sing the long-metre 
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doxology, to the astonishment of the priest standing below, who could not 
understand the words, and wondered what the matter was! A year after this 
I sang the same hymn in Dai-Butz’s lap, with half-a-dozen other people; and 
we told the priest we were praising the TRUE GOD, that the time was at hand 
when idolatry in Japan was going down, never to rise again, and that even Dai-
Butz would no longer be worshipped. (Clark, 1878, pp. 20f).

Kipling was indignant at this neither reverent nor decent behavior of 
this missionary and composed a poem asking his Christian English brethren 
to show some respect to “the Buddha at Kamakura”. 

In the poem of “a Japanese idol at Kamakura” (Clark, 1878, pp. 202–
204), he asks one to “Be gentle when ‘the heathen’ pray / To Buddha at 
Kamakura!”. Here he urges his fellow Englishmen and Americans, who are 
unquestioning believers of Christ, to look inwards and show remorse for 
their improper attitude while observing “‘the heathen’ pray”. 

And Kipling asks the Westerner as follows:

Yet spare us still the Western joke
When joss-sticks turn to scented smoke
The little sins of little folk
That worship at Kamakura –

He sees things globally in a very fair way:

And who so will, from Pride released,
Condemning neither creed nor priest,
May feel the Soul of all the East
About him at Kamakura.

He sees things from the point of view of Hindu and Buddhist:

And beef-fed zealots threaten ill
To Buddha and Kamakura.

And he concludes:

A tourist-show, a legend told,
A rusting bulk of bronze and gold,
So much, and scarce so much, ye hold
The meaning of Kamakura? 
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But when the morning prayer is prayed,
Think, ere ye pass to strife and trade,
Is God in human image made
No nearer than Kamakura?

In this poem, one sees Kipling’s strong determination to try to reel in 
and connect East and West. As stated in another famous phrase of his: 
“what should they know of England who only England know?” (Kipling, 
1891), one has to know what is global to understand what is local. And 
one has to always pay respect to the locals. What Kipling wanted to say in 
his novel Kim is that one should accept the situation where contradictory 
truths exist at the same time in the same space, and that only through tol-
erance of admitting cultural differences can diverse identities coexist. 

In fact, in ancient Central Eurasia, Heracles was Heracles and Buddha 
was Buddha, and they only enhanced each other. In order to witness that, 
neither do we have to wait till the day of “God‘s great Judgment Seat” nor 
does it have to be at a seat in front of the Christian God or any of the gods 
of the Abrahamic religions.

In this age of globalization, by protecting a local genius loci, local cul-
tural heritages are brought back into existence and form new cultural con-
texts, thereby enriching the local cultures which in return make the global 
culture more fertile and diverse. This is how local cultures should meet in 
a global context in order to create a new global world. 

Therefore, the author would conclude that when two strong persons 
such as “Heracles” and “Buddha”, who are local and at the same time global 
figures, “come from the ends of the earth” and “stand face to face, there is 
neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth” (Kipling, 1889, p. 236).
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Abstract

The essay grew out of an issue I had been pondering for some time and is an at-
tempt to gain an insight into a secret van Gogh was eager to discover while 
comparing himself as an artist with “Rembrandt, the magician”. Van Gogh was 
convinced that art could succeed where religion had failed. Moreover, there 
was no need for art to be directly connected with Christianity as a system. For 
van Gogh, in this frame of mind, the art of “Japan”, as exemplified by the genre 
of ukiyo-e, and such like, provided hope. Rembrandt, too, saw oriental art not 
so much as art in itself but as a method of expressing one’s innermost feelings 
that were still lacking in European art, and that were, moreover, understood as 
a source of inspiration for the creation of a new, ideal form of human compas-
sion. Similarly, van Gogh’s art was distilled into a more essential form of itself 
as his inspiration from the ukiyo-e genre gradually deepened and became more 
internalized. Therefore, this is something he shared with Rembrandt and what 
related him more closely to the oriental art apparent in work of the Old Master.

Keywords: van Gogh, Rembrandt

Europe’s dramatic encounter with Japan in the 19th century can also be 
seen in regards to Netherlands from the latter half of the 16th century 
through the 17th century.

The Age of Discovery quickly broadened the geographical horizons 
of Europeans, not through mythologizing the Biblical world underpinning 
their Christian faith, but thanks to the development of archaeology and 
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natural sciences. As a result, in order to integrate space and time, they 
invented the idea of progress. In a contemporary world that aims to glo-
balize, what is required of the humanities, including Art History, is a new 
approach to a situation such as globalization. The following essay grew out 
of the issue I had been pondering and is an attempt to gain an insight into 
the secret van Gogh was eager to uncover while comparing himself as an 
artist with “Rembrandt, the magician” (van Gogh, 1888a).

After two years of living with his brother, Theo, Vincent van Gogh 
moved out at the end of February, 1888, and headed to Arles in the south 
of France. Having taken the overnight train, on his arrival that morning, 
he wrote to Theo: “I feel I’m in Japan” (van Gogh, 1888b). It was snowing 
and flakes of snow swirled about him against a backdrop of white moun-
tain peaks: this was “just like the winter landscapes the Japanese did” (van 
Gogh, 1888c), as van Gogh wrote to his brother, in a letter that openly ex-
pressed his enthusiasm. This time his plan was to fulfill a long-held dream 
of setting up an artists’ colony and which would be based in the “Yellow 
House” (van Gogh, 1888d) where van Gogh had rented lodgings.

In fact, in a letter addressed to Theo in September 1882, van Gogh had 
already written about the ideals of the community of artists:

In the last few days I’ve been reading Les deux frères by Erckmann-Chatrian, 
which is quite beautiful. It was certainly an interesting time when there were 
so many artists in Alsace: Brion, Marchal, Jundt, Vautier, Knaus, Schuler, Saal, 
Van Muyden, and many others surely – at the same time as a group of writers 
working in the same spirit like Chatrian and Auerbach. (van Gogh, 1882)

The image of the community of artists that van Gogh had was a pro-
jection of images of Japanese artists. He wrote in a letter to Emile Bernard:

For a long time I’ve been touched by the fact that Japanese artists very often 
made exchanges among themselves. It clearly proves that they liked one an-
other and stuck together, and that there was a certain harmony among them 
and that they did indeed live a kind of brotherly life, in a natural way and not 
in the midst of intrigues. The more we resemble them in that respect, the bet-
ter it will be for us. It seems, too, that those Japanese earned very little money 
and lived like simple laborers. (van Gogh, 1888e)

Van Gogh’s artist community, although based on a misunderstand-
ing, had become an idealized utopia, an imitation of Japanese artists, and 
a place where artists could create independently of art dealers.
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In September 1888, van Gogh chose Gauguin as his companion. Subse-
quently, van Gogh suggested exchanging self-portraits (Figs. 1–2). This was 
particularly significant as he intended to put into practice something that 
was of special interest to him, namely the belief that “Japanese artists very 
often made exchanges among themselves” (van Gogh, 1888e). Van Gogh 
held that the exchange of self-portraits was needed to authenticate their 
passage into his utopian Japan (Kōdera, 1990 pp. 11–45). Gauguin respond-
ed by immediate sending a self-portrait. In Self-portrait (Les Misérables) he 
appears as Jean Valjean, the protagonist of Victor Hugo’s novel Les Miséra-
bles (1862). Gauguin wrote to van Gogh explaining that in Self-portrait (Les 
Misérables) the color tones had been darkened, which also reflected the 
rebellious nature of the soul they depicted (Gauguin, 1888).

Fig. 1. Gauguin, Self-Portrait as Jean Valjean, 1888, 
Amsterdam, Van Gogh Museum © Van Gogh Mu-
seum, Amsterdam

On seeing Gauguin’s unorthodox self-portrait, van Gogh acknowledged 
that though they were both striving to produce original art, there was 
a negative side to this (van Gogh, 1888f). Gauguin was seeking to achieve 
success merely by trying to be artistically different from other artists. Van 
Gogh himself said that if we study art as a substitute for religion then it 
should be something that is life-affirming and joyful. In a letter sent to his 
brother Theo in the fall of 1888, there is the following passage: 
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Fig. 2. Van Gogh, Self-Portrait as bonze, 1888, 
Cambridge, Fogg Art Museum © Harvard Art 
Museums

My portrait that I’m sending to Gauguin in exchange stands up beside it, I’m 
sure. I wrote to Gauguin in reply to his letter that if I too was allowed to en-
hance my personality in a portrait, trying to show in my portrait not only my-
self but an Impressionist in general, I had conceived this portrait as being that 
of a bonze, a simple worshipper of the eternal Buddha. (van Gogh, 1888f)

When van Gogh suggested to Gauguin that they exchange self-por-
traits, he had in fact already completed his own self-portrait. This was 
Self-Portrait (Dedicated to Paul Gauguin) where he is indeed portrayed as 
a bonze, or Buddhist monk (Figs. 2–3).

Here, he is painted in three-quarter profile, with a shaved pate and 
a casually-worn brown jacket, against a background of bluish light green. 
His face is gaunt and his eyes have been painted slanting upwards slightly, 
the western manner, used since ancient times, of depicting oriental figures. 
The light background and the somewhat serious face provide a contrast, 
while there are highlights in the eyes to make them stand out. These are no 
ordinary eyes; there is a glint in them and they seem to be looking into the 
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Fig. 3. Funeral procession: illustration to P. Loti, 
Madame Chrysanthème, Paris 1888

distance, expressing something regarding the future. Van Gogh wrote 
about this self-portrait, saying “I looked more for the character of a bonze, 
a simple worshiper of the eternal Buddha” (van Gogh, 1888g). Associating 
himself with a Japanese monk was not presumption on van Gogh’s part. 
Although he was angry and profoundly disillusioned with the structure of 
the Christian church of his time, he had not repudiated Christianity per se. 
The sower was a theme that appeared frequently in his paintings from this 
period and he was profoundly influenced by the Bible. Yet, if this were so, 
why did he not choose to paint the prophets or saints that were mentioned 
in the Bible? Van Gogh felt a sense of despair towards Europe. Christianity 
was firmly rooted in the social order and held that it was not possible to 
save every soul.

However, van Gogh was convinced that art could succeed where re-
ligion had failed. Moreover, there was no need for art to be directly con-
nected with Christianity as a system, which was by now an empty shell. 
For van Gogh in this frame of mind, the art of “Japan”, as exemplified by 
the ukiyo-e, and such like, provided hope. Could this strong desire to save 
the future have been why he painted his self-portrait dressed as a bonze, 
a visual symbol of Japan? In substance, the meaning of the “self-portrait of 
the soul” was that art had become a new religion.
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In response, Gauguin’s attempt to convey spirituality by means of 
color-based images, his introduction of naivety in painting, his suppression 
of depth, through the use of non-European patterns or drastic innovations, 
which were essentially rooted within a European framework, were nothing 
more than mere artistic experimentation in van Gogh’s opinion. He himself 
had left all this behind and was pursuing a new form of art for the future. 
Thus, would not van Gogh, who was so critical of the institutional struc-
tures that governed their time, have seen Gauguin’s self-portrait as belong-
ing to that same institutional framework? The portrait of the artist, who is 
not free, is melancholic.

These very different approaches of van Gogh and Gauguin reached an 
irreconcilable point with the “ear-cutting incident”, following which van 
Gogh voluntarily entered an asylum in Saint-Remy, a small town about 
twenty kilometers to the north-east of Arles. Self-portrait with Bandaged 
Ear (Fig. 4) was painted around this time. It is not only the sympathetic fig-
ure of the wounded, self-harming painter that draws the viewer’s attention 

Fig. 4. Van Gogh, Self-portrait with Bandaged 
Ear,1889, London, The Courtauld Art Gallery 
© The Courtauld Art Gallery
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in this self-portrait. On the wall behind van Gogh an ukiyo-e print shows 
a geisha in the foreground with Mount Fuji in the distance. As Self-Portrait 
with Bandaged Ear was not the first time van Gogh had included an ukiyo-e  
print in one of his self-portraits, here I would like to refer to a most inter-
esting case.

Café Terrace at Night (Fig. 5) shows the exterior of a café in the central 
square of Arles. In this painting, there is a star-filled night sky and the café 
stands out in the yellow light, but this work may never have existed had it 
not been for the bright night sky in Hiroshige’s ukiyo-e that provided the 
inspiration for its creation (Fig. 6). In fact, from Impressionism onward, and 
not only in the works of van Gogh, figurative space in European painting 
rapidly became brighter, a phenomenon which would have been unthink-
able without the influence of Japanese ukiyo-e.

In this frame of mind, van Gogh could not have failed to notice how 
Rembrandt had also successfully introduced oriental features into his 
painting. On deciding to become a painter, van Gogh wrote to his brother 

Fig. 5. Van Gogh, Café Terrace at Night, 1888. 
Otterlo, Kröller Müller Museum © Kröller 
Müller Museum
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Fig. 6. Hiroshige (歌川広重), View of the 
Saruwakacho theatre street by night, 1856, 
Amsterdam, Van Gogh Museum. © Van Gogh 
Museum, Amsterdam

Theo, “I don’t know how many times I would have to be born to be able to 
paint a picture like Rembrandt” (van Gogh, 1885). An example of this were 
the small objects that brought a world into play that was far-removed in 
both time and place, as in Jael Kills Sisera (Judges, 4: 7–14) where a Jap-
anese helmet is shown in the background of a drawing showing a scene 
from the Old Testament (Fig. 7) (Exh. cat. 1999, p. 124; Ozaki, 2004, esp. 
pp. 197–198; Ozaki, 2014, esp. pp. 151–152).

Rembrandt portrays himself as a beggar (Fig. 8), then as a member 
of the royal family; as an artist he enjoyed role-playing and protean dis-
plays of disguise. One example of these paintings in which he role-plays is 
Self-Portrait in Oriental Attire, with Poodle (Paris, Musée du Petit Palais), 
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Fig. 7. Rembrandt, Jael Kills Sisera, 1657-59, Amster-
dam, Rijksmuseum © Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum

where he is dressed in oriental-style costume. This work was painted ei-
ther just before or just after he moved from his home town of Leiden to 
Amsterdam.

Rembrandt also made etchings of his self-portraits dressed in oriental 
costume (which were, in fact, middle-eastern characters). These include 
Self-Portrait as an Oriental Potentate with a Kris (Fig. 9) and Self-Portrait 
with Plumed Cap and Oriental Sabre (Fig. 10). In all his prints from the early 
1630’s, the costumes and personal effects are depicted in minute detail, 
in all their stately grandeur. However, Rembrandt did not only paint self-
portraits in oriental costume. There are also portraits known as “tronies” 
(Fig. 11) (literally “head”) (these are not portraits of particular people, but 
paintings representing facial expressions or heads) based on Old Testa-
ment stories, which invariably contain characters in oriental costume. In-
terestingly, several artists who had been in close contact with Rembrandt 
later turned up in Batavia. Moreover, Rembrandt’s own daughter, Cornelia 
ended up there.



Fig. 8. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait as beg-
gar, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum © Am-
sterdam, Rijksmuseum

Fig. 9. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait as an Oriental Po-
tentate with a Kris, 1634, Amsterdam, Rijksmuse-
um © Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum

Fig. 10. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Plumed Cap 
and Oriental Sabre, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum © 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum

Fig. 11. Rembrandt, Bust of a man wearing 
a turban, c. 1628, Private collection
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Although Rembrandt had studied oriental miniatures, he was particu-
larly intrigued by a group of drawings modeled on the miniatures of the 
Islamic dynasties (Fig. 12). Rembrandt’s drawing of the Mughal emperor 
Jahangir was made as a copy of a Mughal miniature depicting Jahangir re-
ceiving an address from an official (Filipczak, 2007-08: 165–166). The minia-
tures Rembrandt used as models had been made between 1628 and 1658 
by the court painter of Shah Jahan (who reigned from 1628 to 1658), fifth 
emperor during the zenith of the Mughal dynasty which ruled over a large 
part of India. In both the miniature and the drawing, the scene shows the 
official as he hands over a report to the emperor. The figures are pictured 
opposite each other, in profile, and there is a tense, solemn atmosphere. 
The miniature, however, portrays the rigid caste system and the clear  hi-
erarchical distinctions between the emperor and his vassal. The emperor 
is seated on a divan as he receives the report, and as a result he is raised 
above the vassal, and his body, exuding greatness, is drawn slightly larger 
than that of the vassal.

Fig. 12. Rembrandt, Jahangir receiving an address, 
London, British Museum © London, British Museum
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However, in Rembrandt’s drawing the scene has been altered. Rather 
than looking up towards the emperor, the vassal is leaning forward slightly, 
as if he wanted to look the emperor directly in the eye. There is little sense 
of the hierarchical norms that should be observed, and more an atmos-
phere of a friendly dialogue between two equals. Further intimacy is lent 
to the scene by omitting the background as seen in the miniature. The de-
scriptive details of both the picture and the expression, denoting the re-
spective positions of the people in conference, along with the suppression 
of depth, and so on, have tapped into a certain expressiveness, creating an 
intimate atmosphere. In short, the essence of this work is the way in which 
Rembrandt shifted the focal point onto the relationship between the two 
people, despite having modeled his drawing on Mughal dynasty miniatures.

In his reworking of Mughal dynasty miniatures, Rembrandt did not use 
white western paper, but sepia-tinted Japanese paper. Indeed, Japanese 
paper has a soft, sepia-colored, neutral surface, making it ideal for drawing 
small detail, but also excellent for creating shades of deep black. Although 
by using the Mughal dynasty miniatures as his models Rembrandt uncov-
ered the concise nature of oriental art, he was also inspired by the pro-
found sense of compassion he discovered. This was manifested in his later 
years in works such as The Return of the Prodigal Son (Fig. 13).

Thanks to his study of oriental miniatures, Rembrandt did not seek to 
express emotional depth through the use of gesture and movement, the 
preferred traditional methods typically used in European painting. By sim-
ply painting two people in a soothing embrace, he evoked the powerful 
bond of love between them, with their calm exterior and the inner turmoil 
of the people crying providing a stark contrast. In short, in order to convey 
deep, overwhelming emotion between people, there must be, paradoxi-
cally, a quiet, silent space where no one speaks. Rembrandt had learned 
that a person’s inner world could be shown in this way. In the East, there 
existed an art form that could express the profound bond between people 
by means of a silent space, one which was not to be found in Europe dur-
ing Rembrandt’s time.

Rembrandt, too, saw oriental art not so much as art in itself but as 
a method of expressing the innermost feelings that were still lacking in Eu-
ropean art, and that were understood as a source of inspiration for the 
creation of a new, ideal form of human compassion.

In the same way, van Gogh immersed himself in the “Japanese” world, 
such a vital source of inspiration for his creation of a profoundly authentic 
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form of art, leading him to paint his own soul and the soul of the people of 
his time in a way that had never been seen before in European art. Simi-
larly, van Gogh’s art was distilled into a more essential form of itself as the 
inspiration from the ukiyo-e genre gradually deepened and became more 
internalized. Therefore, this is something he shared with Rembrandt and 
what related him more closely to the oriental art apparent in work of the 
Old Master.

Fig. 13. Rembrandt, The Return of the Prodigal Son, Saint Peters-
burg, Hermitage Museum (open domain)
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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the knowledge of fan-made 
translations (scanlations) of Japanese comics (manga) influence the perception 
of official translations of volumes published in Poland. An analysis is performed 
on readers’ comments regarding the Polish translation of the Dragon Ball Su-
per series and can be seen as a multiple-case study, showing how readers’ at-
titudes can be biased by their knowledge of scanlations (in both English and 
Polish). Criticism is analyzed using existing translation theories and explained 
accordingly.

Keywords: translation, manga, scanlation, Dragon Ball, fans

INTRODUCTION

Polish Manga Market – A Summary

Japanese comics, commonly known as manga (漫画/まんが/マンガ), are 
a worldwide phenomenon, also present in Poland. The first manga on 
the Polish market was published in 1996 by Japonica Polonica Fantastica 
Publishing House (in the further text abbreviated to J.P.F.).2 This ignited 
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a “manga boom”, leading to the current situation in which over 400 man-
gas are published every year by numerous publishers.3

As shown above, it can be stated that manga has become a widely 
known medium in Poland, one which is commonly available and quite af-
fordable. As most titles popular in Japan are sooner or later published on 
the Polish market, it is possible to acquire them via official distribution 
channels. It should also be noted that, to the best of the author’s knowl-
edge, most (if not all) manga series currently published in Poland are trans-
lated directly from Japanese, by professional and experienced translators 
with an advanced command of both Japanese and Polish.

Fan-Made Scanlations

As stated in section 1.1, in 2020 it is quite possible to acquire in Poland not 
only all sorts of manga, but also the latest volumes of widely acclaimed 
series. However, official publications will never be entirely up to date with 
the Japanese market. In most cases, new chapters of a manga series are 
first published in magazines (such as Shonen Jump – 少年ジャンプ), often 
on a weekly basis. The publication of manga series volumes usually takes 
place at least a few months later, which means that even the latest vol-
umes published in Japan are somewhat delayed when compared with what 
is available in the magazines.

This leads to a situation in which even if the Polish publication of a se-
ries is entirely up to date with Japanese (i.e. new volumes in Poland are 
published simultaneously with the original ones or shortly after them), the 
content of these volumes does not cover the latest material published in 
magazines.

In the Internet era, it is not surprising that much pop culture content 
can be found online, be it legally or illegally. Although the former is also 
present on Japanese and global markets in the form of official websites 
(e.g. Shueisha’s [集英社] MANGA Plus), the latter is much more widely rep-
resented. The latest chapters of most mangas published in Japan can be 
easily found on the Internet, in Japanese (so-called “raw scans” or “raws”) 
and in other languages (so-called “scanlations” or “fan translations”).

3 Based on: Rynkowe podsumowanie roku – Mangi w roku 2019. Retrieved December 
13, 2020, from https://anime.com.pl/Rynkowe_podsumowanie_roku_-Mangi_w_roku_ 
2019,news,read,7027.html.

https://anime.com.pl/Rynkowe_podsumowanie_roku_-Mangi_w_roku_2019,news,read,7027.html
https://anime.com.pl/Rynkowe_podsumowanie_roku_-Mangi_w_roku_2019,news,read,7027.html
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Scanlations are usually translated by fans working voluntarily, as a non-
profit activity. Therefore, it is difficult to expect volunteers undertaking 
such a challenge to be professional translators. Although, as fans, they do 
possess a vast knowledge of the source material, they may lack the linguis-
tic skills required in order to perform correct translations. This leads to the 
situation in which scanlations are often up to date with the original Japa-
nese chapters, but lack quality when compared with official publications.

This is even more the case when languages other than English are con-
sidered. While English scanlations are usually (albeit not always) translated 
directly from Japanese, in the case of other languages the route is often 
more complicated. For instance, most Polish scanlations seem to be trans-
lated from English, with only a small amount of cases where translators 
claim to possess at least some knowledge of Japanese. This leads to an-
other problem: even assuming that the fan translators’ linguistic skills and 
knowledge of English are sufficient to perform such a task, in this case Eng-
lish plays the role of a pivotal language. Thus, it is inevitable that at least 
some mistakes committed by the Anglophone scanlators will be repeated 
by those subsequently translating their work into Polish.

To summarize, we are dealing with a situation in which many fans in 
Poland, desiring to read the latest chapters of their favorite manga series, 
reach for Polish or English scanlations which are often translated by ama-
teur translators. Thus, it is the fan translation that becomes the first, and 
often somewhat standard version of these texts, one which with official 
publications are later compared. This leads to a situation in which all the 
decisions made by professional translators can be questioned only because 
they differ from what is known from the scanlations, and thus considered 
somewhat of a canon.

This, in turn, sometimes results in groups of disappointed fans criticiz-
ing official translations. However, it is unsure if, and to what extent, such 
behaviors influence the sales of the mangas in question, or whether such 
unsatisfied readers are convinced that professional translators are not nec-
essarily wrong.

OBJECTIVES OF THIS WORK

The main aims of this paper are: 1) to present the arguments of fans criti-
cizing official translations of manga series published in Poland; 2) to analyze 
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the reasons underlying these arguments; and 3) to present the possibilities 
of convincing readers to give official translations a chance, e.g. by including 
the fans in the translation process.

Having worked as a manga translator for over sixteen years, the author 
will use examples from his own work. In this paper, the source material will 
include examples from Internet discussions concerning the Polish transla-
tion of the manga series Dragon Ball Super, focusing on one character’s 
name (Birusu/Beerus/Piwus – see section 4). Although one must concede 
that, in having been responsible for the translation itself, the author may be 
perceived as not being entirely objective, it should be stated that the aim 
of this paper is not to prove that the translator was right. Instead, the fo-
cus will be placed on presenting the arguments of readers whose expecta-
tions were somewhat biased by fan-made translations. In other words, this 
work may be seen as a case study, supported with some experience-based 
remarks.

APPROACHES TO TRANSLATION – COMMUNICATION, 
EQUIVALENT EFFECT AND “ROOTED TRANSLATIONS”

Translation is often seen as a sort of intercultural communication. How-
ever, it can be also perceived as a form of communication between the 
sender (author) and receiver (reader), in which the translator plays the role 
of intermediary between the two. During the process of translation, he or 
she first takes on the role of the receiver (in reading the original text, ana-
lyzing, and trying to understand it), before next becoming the sender (in 
transmitting the translated content to the readers) (Salmeri, 2016).

What is important in this process is that the translator should take into 
consideration various factors, including faithfulness – i.e. being faithful 
both to the sender (by following the author’s intentions) and to the receiv-
ers (by being aware of their linguistic competences, knowledge, etc.). In 
other words, the readers expect the translation to be “right”, i.e. faithful to 
the original and, at the same time, capable of being understood. However, 
as it is shown in section 5, in some cases these expectations are extended 
to include such demands as “translate it the way I want” or “I am the cus-
tomer and you should do everything you can to please me”. Some fans 
even go as far as to state that they are prepared to ignore the author’s 
intentions or the effect the original text has on its readers.



57THE TRANSLATOR IS WRONG!: READERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS OFFICIAL MANGA TRANSLATIONS . . .

Such an approach stands in opposition to what Eugene Nida defines as 
an “equivalent effect” in translation (Nida, 1964). This states that the trans-
lated text should trigger possibly the same effects in its readers that the 
original text did in its own readers. Thus, the argument “this is what the au-
thor wanted and what the readers received” should, according to this ap-
proach, be sufficient in discussions about the translators’ decisions. How-
ever, this is not always the case (see section 5).

In one of her works, Ewa Rajewska (2002) proposed the term “rooted 
translation” – i.e. such a translation that is considered to be somewhat of 
a “canon” or standard, and one with which other translations are com-
pared. Although this is often the first translation into a particular target 
language, in the case of manga scanlations in Poland, this approach should 
also be extended to English translations. In most cases, when a popular 
manga series is officially published in Poland, it is compared with its rooted 
translations – i.e. Polish or English scanlations.

SOURCE MATERIAL – DRAGON BALL SUPER

This paper focuses on the case of Polish readers’ reactions to the official 
translation of the bestselling manga Dragon Ball Super.

Akira Toriyama’s (鳥山明) Dragon Ball (ドラゴンボール), published in 
Japan in 1984–1995, along with its animated adaptation, was a milestone 
in Japanese pop culture expansion in many countries around the world, 
including Poland. In 1999, the first episode of anime (アニメ) was shown on 
the Polish TV cable channel RTL7, sparking a huge boom all over the coun-
try. In the same year J.P.F., the first manga publisher in Poland, released the 
first volume of Dragon Ball manga, which also became a bestseller over 
the next few years (until 2003, when the last, 42nd volume was published).

In 2015, twenty years after the last volume, the Japanese publisher 
Shueisha released the long awaited manga sequel to the series, entitled 
Dragon Ball Super (ドラゴンボール超) (co-created by the original series’ 
author, Toriyama Akira, and a young mangaka, or manga artist, known as 
Toyotarou とよたろう). Anime based on this manga premiered later on that 
year. It is not surprising that in many countries, including Poland, the series 
was also licensed and published, in response to the many demands of fans. 
The first Polish volume of Dragon Ball Super was published in 2018. As of 
December 2020, ten volumes have been released in Poland, and, according 
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to the information from the publisher, the series has maintained its posi-
tion in the top three bestselling mangas. It is also worth mentioning that 
anime series Dragon Ball Super was broadcast on the Polsat Games chan-
nel on Polish cable TV.

It should be noted that many Polish fans had had contact with Dragon 
Ball Super before its Polish premiere. Soon after the first chapter’s release 
in Japan, numerous fan communities on the Internet started working on 
scanlations – first in English, then in other languages. The same applies to 
anime – the latest episodes are immediately translated and published on-
line by fansubbers (fan translators of video content). Therefore, it was pos-
sible for Polish fans to read and watch Dragon Ball Super prior to its official 
release in Poland – also in Polish, as there were at least two scanlation 
groups that translated the manga and numerous groups that fansubbed 
the anime (at least one of which claimed to be translating directly from 
Japanese). However, it seems that most fans preferred English scanlations 
and fansubs. It should also be noted that, from 2019, the latest manga 
chapters have been officially published in English on the MANGA Plus on-
line platform run by Shueisha.4 Anime, in turn, was available via the Daisu-
ki.net Japanese streaming service, which closed in 2017. Subsequently, 
anime episodes were available for a short period on the Dragon Ball Super 
Card Game official website. Currently, they can be watched via the popular 
streaming service Crunchyroll.5

The first forty-two volumes of Dragon Ball were translated into Pol-
ish by Rafał Rzepka, a professional and experienced manga translator. 
However, since he no longer works in this profession, Dragon Ball Super 
was translated by the author of this paper. In order to remain consistent 
with Rzepka’s version, all his translations (such as proper names) remain 
unchanged, while new names and terminology are translated according 
to similar rules, so as to match a given context. Rzepka’s translation strat-
egy generally followed the “equivalent effect” rule, assuming that what 
sounds familiar to a reader of the original version (i.e. in Japanese) should 
be translated, and what sounds foreign (e.g. in English) should be left un-
changed (there were, however, some exceptions to this rule). This rule was 
also applied in the translation of Dragon Ball Super manga.

4 See https://mangaplus.shueisha.co.jp.
5 See www.crunchyroll.com.

https://mangaplus.shueisha.co.jp
http://www.crunchyroll.com
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One of the series’ new important characters is a god of destruction 
named Birusu (ビルス). As this can be associated with the word biiru (ビール),  
which in Japanese means “beer”, it has been translated into English as 
“Beerus”, in both official and fan-made translations of manga and anime. 
For some readers, it might be rather surprising that such a mighty entity 
as the universe’s god of destruction bears such trivial name – however, 
it should be noted that contrast like this is somewhat of a trademark of 
Dragon Ball and its creator, Akira Toriyama. The series protagonist, a very 
powerful fighter, is called Kakarotto (カカロット), which derives from the 
word karotto (from the English word “carrot”). His nemesis’ name is Furiiza 
(フリーザ – derived from “freezer”), while one of his friends (and a rival) is 
called Vegeta (ベジータ – derived from “vegetable”).

Taking these into consideration, the name “Birusu” was translated into 
Polish as “Piwus” (piwo – Polish for “beer”) in the official manga transla-
tion. However, (probably) all English translations and most other Polish 
translations (including the Polsat Games anime translation) used the name 
“Beerus”. Only one fansubbers’ group decided to translate the name into 
“Browek” (from browar – a colloquial Polish word for beer).

Therefore, it can be said that in the case of the Polish translation of 
Dragon Ball Super manga, the “rooted translations” were all the other 
translations, both into Polish and English, that had been available before 
the manga itself was officially released – and most of them used the ver-
sion “Beerus”.

ARGUMENTS AGAINST OFFICIAL TRANSLATIONS

This section presents some examples of discussions that occurred on the 
Internet after the publication of the first volume of Dragon Ball Super man-
ga in Poland (in 2018). The comments were posted on social media (such 
as Facebook). They are quoted in Polish (in their unaltered forms – with all 
the mistakes included and only slight corrections made, such as those due 
to the lack of fonts displaying Polish diacritic letters) and translated into 
English. All the comments have been anonymized.

Translation of Proper Nouns

One popular stereotype, often referred to in discussions on translations, is 
that proper nouns should not be translated. This, among others, includes 
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the names of characters, artifacts, or places. Many readers seem to share 
the view that proper nouns are somewhat untouchable and should be left 
in their original forms. While such a claim had been made in the past by 
some experts (e.g. Mańczak, 1970), nowadays it is generally agreed that, in 
some cases, proper nouns can and should be translated.

Here are examples of some comments regarding proper nouns in Drag-
on Ball Super. All of them were extracted from the official Facebook page of 
J.P.F.6 or discussions on Dragon Ball centered fanpages7 or forums,8 during 
discussions on Polish translation that took place in March and April 2018. 

Postacie które pojawiły się w anime Dragon Ball Super i które zarazem nie 
pojawiły się w poprzednich seriach Dragon Balla, mogli już zostawić z orygi-
nalnymi imionami…

(New characters that appeared in the “Dragon Ball Super” anime and were not 
shown in previous series of “Dragon Ball” could have been left in the original 
shapes.)

Wygraliście z tym tłumaczeniem… Nikogo by nazwy własne w oryginałach nie 
bolały.

(Great job, you won… It wouldn’t have hurt anyone to leave the original prop-
er nouns in.)

Może jakaś petycja do J.P.F. o nietłumaczenie nazw własnych oraz imion?

(Maybe we should consider a petition to J.P.F. to leave the proper nouns and 
names alone?)

Dla mnie wszystkie nazwy powinny być oryginalne, włącznie z tytułami. […] 
Dlatego o wiele bardziej wolę zagraniczne wydania. […] przynajmniej nie razi 
mnie w oczy Piwus.

(To me all the names should be left in the original, including titles. […] This 
is why I prefer foreign translations much more. […] at least names like Piwus 
don’t hurt my eyes.)

Tłumaczenie imion, technik, nazw itp. jest kretyńskie.

(The translation of first names, techniques, and names, etc. is stupid.)

6 See https://www.facebook.com/J.P.Fantastica/.
7 E.g. https://www.facebook.com/dragonworldpl.
8 E.g. https://dbnao.net/forum/.

https://www.facebook.com/J.P.Fantastica/
https://www.facebook.com/dragonworldpl
https://dbnao.net/forum/
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As it can be seen, many comments are quite emotional, which shows 
the readers’ deep engagement in the discussions. In the above-expressed 
views, fans criticize the decision to translate the name “Birusu” to “Piwus”, 
claiming that it should be left in the “original” form, i.e. “Beerus”. This, 
however, means that one name translation (“Piwus”) would have to be re-
placed by another (“Beerus”), only this time one in English.

Such an approach is a good example of a more common one employed 
regarding languages and translations, in which foreign words and phrases 
are preferred over those in one’s mother tongue. This is especially pre-
sent among the fans of Japanese pop culture, which seem to value original 
names more than translations. However, in this case it seems that the Eng-
lish translation is also preferred over its Polish equivalent.

In this case, the “rooted translation” is not necessarily one particular 
translation of the original – in fact, it is narrowed down to one version of 
a name translation (“Beerus”).

Alleged Inconsistency in Translation

Another argument frequently used in the comments focuses on a per-
ceived lack of consistency in the translation of Dragon Ball Super manga – 
also in comparison with the “old” series. This often concerns proper nouns. 
Examples are as follows:

Nie mogli już zostawić tego Beerusa? Może Kakarotto też zmienili na Marchewkę.

(Couldn’t they have left Beerus unchanged? Did they change Kakarotto to 
Marchewka [Polish for “carrot”] too?)

Nie toleruję tłumaczenia imion. Nie jestem w stanie tego przetrawić. Nie 
radziłem sobie z oddziałem Mleckora, Gurtem, Serekiem, Masuo i Kremesem. 
Piwus jest chyba jeszcze gorszy… Nie wiem czemu nie brną w to dalej i nie 
tłumaczą Trunksa na „Kąpielówek”. Może brnijmy w to konsekwentnie?

(I can’t tolerate the translation of names. I just can’t stand it. I didn’t like the 
Mleckor squad members’ names either – Gurt, Serek, Masuo and Kremes. 
Piwus is even worse… Why don’t they go further and translate Trunks to 
“Kąpielówek” [Polish for “swimming trunks”]. Be consistent, right?)

Bo nie nawidzę mang które mają usuwaną swoją oryginalność. Pomyśl np że 
zbierałbyś Sailor Moon gdzie główną bohaterką jest Królik Tsukino. Bo tak by 
brzmiało tłumaczenie. Nope for me. Wolę wydanie ze ślicznymi oryginalnymi 
imionami.
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(Cos I hate it when mangas’ originality is removed. Imagine that you buy Sailor 
Moon where the main protagonist’s name is Królik [Polish for “bunny”] Tsuki-
no. Cos that what it would sound like. Nope for me. I prefer those pretty, origi-
nal names.)

As shown in the examples above, the commenters also referred to trans-
lations of other mangas, such Sailor Moon (美少女戦士セーラームーン)  
by Naoko Takeuchi (武内直子). They also mentioned Mleckor and mem-
bers of his squad – this refers to the “old” series of Dragon Ball and the so-
called Ginyuu Squad (ギニュー特戦隊), whose members’ names were also 
translated to Polish.

Arguments of this type assume that the translator’s approach to the 
translation is inconsistent, which results in a situation in which some names 
are translated, while other are not. This might theoretically be relevant, as 
consistent strategies are of great importance in the process of translation; 
however, in this situation, this is not the case. The authors of these com-
ments seem to be unaware of the strategy mentioned in section 4 (Japa-
nese names are translated, while those which are non-Japanese are left as 
they are), and thus ironically propose also translating other proper nouns, 
not only “Birusu”.

Humorous Elements that “Ruin the Atmosphere”

Another interesting argument can be seen in the comments such as the 
one below:

Z tym tłumaczeniem imion przesadzacie, te tłumaczenia stają się coraz bardziej 
męczące. […] Czemu Vegeta nie nazywa się u nas Warzywniakiem jakimś? 
„Walcz ze mną, Marchwiak!” Trochę czasu minęło, parę serii i całkiem sporo 
sag, Dragon Ball już dawno nie jest tym typem humoru co Dr Slump […].

(You are going too far with these translations – and I’m getting more and more 
tired of them. […] Why isn’t “Vegeta” translated to, I don’t know, “Warzywni-
ak” [Polish for “vegetable shop”]? And he’d be like, “fight me, Marchwiak!” 
[from “marchew”, Polish for “carrot”]. Come on, a lot of time has passed, as 
have couple of series and a whole load of sagas, and “Dragon Ball” hasn’t 
shown the kind of humor you see in “Dr Slump” for ages […].)

Dr Slump (Dr.スランプ) is another series by Toriyama Akira, although 
one much lighter and humorous in tone. However, Dragon Ball is also well 
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known for its sense of humor and contrasts (see section 4). As this can 
be seen as the author’s trademark, removing the humor from the trans-
lation would deprive the readers of a crucial aspect of this manga. It is 
also worth mentioning that, in an interview published in the first volume 
of manga, Toriyama stated, that (after two rather serious animated Dragon 
Ball movies) in Dragon Ball Super he wanted to create something lighter, 
funnier, and easier to follow (Toriyama, 2015). Thus, erasing the humorous 
and contrastive elements (such as Birusu/Piwus) would have been against 
the author’s intentions.

Negating the Equivalent Effect Rule by Ignoring the Author’s Intentions

In the above-mentioned example we could see how the readers can de-
mand that the translator modifies the original text against the author’s in-
tentions. Some fans go even further and criticize the creator of their be-
loved series.

Toriyama to głupek niestety. Fani od zawsze oczekiwali od Dragon Balla agresji, 
brutalności – niestety zawsze gryzło się to z jego śmieszkowym charakterkiem. 
To jak wygląda Zetka trzeba zawdzięczać w dużej mierze edytorom pana Toriy-
amy którzy nie raz odwiedli go od głupich pomysłów, choć ostateczne słowo 
zawsze będzie należało do niego.

(Sorry, but Toriyama is an idiot. Fans always wanted Dragon Ball to be bru-
tal and aggressive – unfortunately, the author has always been a joker. What 
Dragon Ball Z looked like is thanks to the editors, who many times have put 
a stop to Toriyama’s stupid ideas. Unfortunately, the last word is always his.)

What is particularly interesting in this comment is that it was posted in 
reply to the translator’s argument that he was trying to be faithful to the 
author’s intentions. Thus, it implies that the translator should go so far as 
to modify the original in the manner this particular reader prefers, ignor-
ing what the author himself wanted. This is, needless to say, exactly what 
translators should not do.

Negating the Equivalent Effect Rule by Ignoring  
the Effect of the Original Text

While some readers criticize the author, other focus on the perception of 
the receivers of the original text.
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Ja rozumiem twoje rozczarowanie tłumaczeniem imion w DBS, ale nawet jak 
napiszesz rozprawkę na 100 postów, to nic to nie zmieni. Tom został wydany 
i tak już zostanie do końca. Też mi się nie podoba tłumaczenie imion i nie prze-
konuje mnie tłumaczenie, że japoński czytelnik rozumie to tak a nie inaczej.

(I understand that you’re disappointed by the translated names in DBS, but 
even if you write a 100-post-long essay, it won’t change a thing. The volume 
has been published, and the translation will remain the same forever. I don’t 
like the translated names either and I don’t buy the explanation that the Japa-
nese reader perceives it this way.)

Jak dla mnie pierwotne zamierzenie jest ważniejsze niż porównanie mnie do 
japońskiego odbiorcy bo i tak czuję się względem niego pokrzywdzony zmi-
anami, bo Beerus budziło tak jak pierwotnie zamierzano ten niepokój, czego 
nie budzi Piwus.

(To me the author’s primary intention is much more important that the Japa-
nese reader’s perception. I am aggrieved by the Polish translation anyway – 
the name Beerus was meant to sound menacing, and Piwus does not.)

In the second comment the reader refers to the “author’s primary in-
tention”, which is discussed in section 5.8. In both arguments we can see 
that both the receiver’s perception and its equivalence between the original 
text and the translation is not considered of great importance to some fans.

The Reader as a Paying Customer

In some cases, readers emphasize that, since they are the customers and 
are paying for the product, their expectations should be considered of the 
greatest importance.

Są po prostu ludzie tacy jak ja, co oczekują innego podejścia do tłumaczenia. 
I irytuje mnie traktowanie takich jak ja podejściem „Ja sprzedaję produkt, 
wiem lepiej niż wy co powinno się wam podobać, nie tracicie na tym nic, nie 
macie racji, nie ma was”. […] Widzę to jako oderwanie od rzeczywistości i brak 
szacunku do mnie jako klienta.

(There are people like me, who expect a different approach to translation. It 
irritates me when people like me are treated with the attitude “I’m selling you 
the product and I know better what you like, you don’t lose anything, you’re 
not right, you just don’t exist”. […] I see that as detachment from reality and 
a lack of respect for me as a customer.)
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In this case, the reader places the focus on their own expectations, 
even rights – he or she, as a client, is the one who ought to be pleased by 
the publisher (and translator), with them agreeing to modification of the 
original as long as their requirements are satisfied.

Most translators would probably agree that the original can (and some-
times should) be modified – however, the sole motivation of this should 
not be the desire to satisfy customers.

The Role of Readers’ Sentiment and Lack of Translator’s Engagement

Another argument that can be seen in discussions about manga transla-
tions emphasizes readers’ sentiment towards to the series and lack thereof 
in the case of translators.

Człowieku, czy Ty w ogóle zainteresowałeś się tą mangą?

(Man, are you even interested in this manga?)

Jakbyś zanim się wziął za to tłumaczenie zainteresował bardziej tytułem 
i szczegółami może pochodzenie tej postaci byś znał.

(If you had been more interested in this comic book before you started trans-
lating it, you would know the origins of this character.)

Kiedy od lat jest on [Dragon Ball] w moim top. Na studiach oglądałem anime 
co pół roku. To daje jakieś dziewięć razy podczas samych studiów. Parodię 
Abridged widziałem z pięć razy. Do tego masa nieregularnych sesji z tytułem. 
Nie umniejszaj mojego podejścia do Dragon Balla.

([Dragon Ball] has been at the top of my list for years. During my studies 
I watched the anime every six months, which makes it about nine times in that 
period only. The Abridged parody I have seen like five times, plus many irregu-
lar sessions with this series. Don’t diss my attachment to Dragon Ball.)

Such comments are based on the assumption that for the Polish trans-
lator Dragon Ball is nothing more than another assignment, and thus he 
does not care about the quality of the translation due to their lack of senti-
ment for it. Setting aside the fact that in this particular case this allegation 
is not true, we can again see the claim that readers’ preferences should be 
taken into consideration to a greater extent – in this case due to their sen-
timent for and devotion to Dragon Ball.
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The Role of Author’s Primary Intention

In section 5.5 one of the comments mentioned Toriyama’s Akira primary 
intentions regarding the name “Birusu”. This reason occurred also in other 
posts, such as:

Pierwotne znaczenie imion Beerusa […] jest znane z wywiadu z panem Yūsuke 
Watanabe, scenarzystą kinówki „Battle of Gods”. Imię Beerus pierwotnie 
pochodziło od słowa Virus (w wymowie niemieckiej) […]. Toriyama potem źle 
to zrozumiał i myślał, że to od alkoholi, więc dalej tak nazywał resztę bogów 
zniszczenia i ich aniołów.

(The primary meaning of the name “Beerus” […] was explained in an inter-
view with Yūsuke Watanabe, the screenwriter of the “Battle of Gods” movie. 
“Beerus” was supposed to have come from the word “virus” in German pro-
nunciation […]. Toriyama misunderstood it and thought it comes from alcohol, 
thus he named other gods of destruction and angels accordingly.)

This comment tackles a very interesting aspect of translation, i.e.: 
should the creative process be visible in the translated text? Or should we 
rather focus on the final shape of the original? If we follow the equivalent 
effect approach, the answer should be the latter – as the misinterpreta-
tion of one of the creators cannot be seen in the final text, and thus it 
is not perceived as part of it by the readers. It should also be taken into 
consideration that the author (Toriyama) indeed created other characters 
(gods and angels) bearing names derived from alcoholic drinks in various 
languages (e.g. Vados ヴァドス – from calvados, Quitela キテラ– from te-
quila, etc.). Therefore, although the misunderstanding mentioned in the 
comment is said to have actually occurred (as admitted in the interview for 
Asahi Shinbun 朝日新聞, 2013), it does not need to be taken into consid-
eration in the translation process.

SUMMARY AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

As shown and discussed in section 5, in many cases readers’ comments, 
although seemingly based on various arguments, actually derive from their 
knowledge of “rooted translations”. This, in turn, causes the shift of focus 
towards the receivers’ expectations and even demands – in some cases ac-
companied by the belittling of the author’s intentions and effects that the 
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original text has on its readers. Many commenters also claim that proper 
nouns (names) should not be translated in general.

To conclude this study, it is worth mentioning that it is in the pub-
lisher’s (and translator’s) best interest to satisfy the readers. That said, the 
original should not be modified only to achieve this goal. Instead, the fo-
cus should be placed rather on convincing the readers that the “official” 
translation is done by professionals and to their best knowledge and expe-
rience. This can be achieved by meetings with the fans, be it online or dur-
ing conventions, and so on. In some cases explaining the rationale behind 
particular decisions in translation can also help the readers better under-
stand the original and how it is reflected in the Polish version. This can 
be done by publishing the translator’s notes in Polish-language volumes 
or during on- and offline discussions. Finally, the fans’ vast knowledge of 
the series can be of great help for the translator – thus, asking some of 
them to join the translation team as experts can improve the quality of the 
translation and show the fan community that their voice has been clearly 
heard by the publisher. In the case of the Polish translation of Dragon Ball 
Super, such an expert (Adam Gucewicz) has been supporting the transla-
tor, starting from the second volume of manga. Moreover, J.P.F. also coop-
erates with the Facebook fanpage Dragonworld – Świat Smoczych Kul,9 in 
which it was decided to use the official translations (names, etc.) instead of 
those preferred by some fans.

The work presented in this paper is a case study, focusing on one man-
ga series and mostly on the translation of one name (Birusu). A more com-
plex study, including other series, should be conducted in order to verify 
these analyses – as well as, possibly, uncover the relationships between 
manga genres and the types arguments employed by fans.
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Abstract

One of the most magnificent collections of pre-modern Chinese books kept in 
Europe was brought to France by Joachim Bouvet, a French missionary, in the 
17th century. It is widely accepted that these forty-nine volumes of Chinese 
books were a gift from the Chinese emperor Kangxi to Louis XIV, the king of 
France, with Bouvet, the person who brought the books, believed to have been 
appointed as the Kangxi Emperor’s special envoy. However, as I intend to show 
here, it may be that neither was Bouvet a special envoy, nor were the books 
a gift from the Chinese emperor.
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INTRODUCTION

There are many collections of pre-modern Chinese books all over the 
world, known as Hanji 漢籍 in Chinese. As we all know, many Chinese 
books were transported to nearby countries such as Japan and Korea, and 
had a great influence on their cultures. In actual fact, Chinese books were 
also transported to farther places including Europe. Therefore, I would like 
to discuss the collections of Chinese books in Europe in this article.
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OVERSEAS COLLECTIONS OF CHINESE BOOKS IN EUROPE

Chinese books were transported to Europe in several ways, including being 
obtained by missionaries from the East or having been sought out by pri-
vate collectors. As Chinese Studies has developed since the 20th century, 
the purchase of Chinese books by research institutions related to Chinese 
Studies has become one of the main sources of Chinese book collections 
(Chen, 2018; Xu, 2017). These books are still preserved in universities, mu-
seums, and art galleries with many scholars, namely European, Chinese, 
and Japanese, having sorted out these books and published catalogues of 
them (Xie, 2015; Xie, 2016; Xu & Sun, 2011). There are also articles con-
cerning some typical examples of such books that have great value. How-
ever, when discussing the background of these books, both Eastern and 
Western scholars mostly use Western historical data. In this way, some of 
their conclusions display biases.

As mentioned previously, there are forty-nine Chinese books kept in 
the National Library of France, brought to France by a French missionary, 
Joachim Bouvet, following his first visit to China. This is an early example of 
Chinese books being brought to Europe by missionaries. Generally, I con-
sider these forty-nine books as a gift from the Kangxi 康熙 Emperor, one 
of the most famous emperors in Qing dynasty in China. However, in this 
article, I would like to use Chinese historical data and knowledge to re-
examine this collection in order to prove that at least some of these forty-
nine Chinese books might not have been a gift from the Chinese emperor 
after all. I would also like to discuss overseas collections of Chinese books 
from a new point of view.

JOACHIM BOUVET

Joachim Bouvet, whose Chinese name was Bai Jin 白晉, was a French mis-
sionary who brought the forty-nine volumes of Chinese books under dis-
cussion here to France. Born in 1656, he was one of six missionaries sent to 
China by Louis XIV, the king of France. He arrived in Beijing (then known in 
the West as Peking), the capital of China, in 1688. According to his report 
to Louis XIV, he was placed in an important position by the Kangxi Emperor 
after his arrival (Bouvet, 2013). Over the course of his life, he went back to 
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Europe several times. He spent his later life in China, and passed away in 
Beijing in 1730.

Both Chinese and Western scholars have carried out research on Bou-
vet. In 1929, Paul Pelliot wrote papers questioning the validity of Bouvet’s 
claims that he was an envoy from Louis XIV when he visited China the 
second time (Chen, 2018). In 1976, Janette Gatty published a collection of 
essays titled Les recherches de Joachim Bouvet (1656-1730). In 1985, Clau-
dia von Collani wrote a book presenting an account of Bouvet’s life. This 
work followed many opinions of earlier scholars, especially those of Gatty, 
including the claims that Bouvet was the Kangxi Emperor’s special en-
voy, and that the Chinese books he brought back after his first visit were 
a present from the Kangxi Emperor, claims which are the main subject 
of this article. Collani’s book was published in China in 2009 and became 
one of the most important sources for Chinese scholars who wished to 
study Bouvet (Collani, 2009). In recent years, Chinese scholars themselves 
(Cao, 2015; Li, 2013) have written articles about Bouvet. However, con-
cerning the history of Bouvet’s first visit of China, they did not engage in 
their own detailed research, but only followed the ideas of Gatty and Col-
lani. Additionally, there are articles based on research concerning the Chi-
nese books kept in the National Library of France that were brought there 
by Bouvet. Indeed an article by Chen (2018) includes details about these 
books and offers the novel hypothesis that these books may not actually 
be presents from the Kangxi Emperor, at all. However, he fails to provide 
a full development of the proof of this hypothesis. Thus, there are still 
many problems to be solved concerning Bouvet’s life in China, especially 
his first visit. 

In order to deliver the forty-nine volumes of Chinese books to France 
during his first return visit, Bouvet left China from Macao on January 10, 
1694 and arrived in Brest, France on March 1, 1697 (Cao, 2015). According 
to Claudia von Collani:

The capital of France, a brilliant metropolis, was a topic that the Kangxi Em-
peror and Bouvet often talked about. Because of Bouvet’s introduction, the 
Kangxi Emperor came up with the idea of establishing an academy of sciences 
in China following the French way. He appointed Bouvet as a special envoy 
and sent him to France to solicit extraordinarily learned Jesuits for establish-
ing the academy. In order to build the relationship between France and China, 
the Kangxi Emperor asked Bouvet to bring presents to the French Emperor, 
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including 49 Chinese books that were beautifully designed and bound. These 
books, later collected by the National Library of France, become the core of 
the Chinese collection in the library to this day. (Collani, 2009, p. 26)

What Collani expounded had been widely accepted in the previous 
studies. Until now, the research on Joachim Bouvet’s life and his relation-
ship with the Kangxi Emperor has been based almost entirely on Western 
historical data and the previous research of Western scholars. In contrast, 
the incorporation of Chinese history and Chinese historical data gives us 
a fresh perspective on Bouvet.

DISCUSSION

Undoubtedly, the above-mentioned forty-nine volumes of Chinese books, 
kept at the National Library of France until now, constitute valuable cul-
tural heritage, and are often defined as evidence of the communication 
between the Chinese emperor and the king of France. However, this might 
not have been the case. The previously discussed published work tells us 
about two points in particular. Firstly, Bouvet was sent back to France as 
a special envoy of the Kangxi Emperor. Secondly, Bouvet brought forty-
nine Chinese books to the king of France as a present from the Kangxi Em-
peror. I will argue against these two points using Chinese historical data in 
the following sections.

WAS JOACHIM BOUVET TRULY THE KANGXI EMPEROR’S SPECIAL 
ENVOY?

In this chapter, I would like to discuss whether or not Bouvet was truly the 
Kangxi Emperor’s special envoy. 

After Bouvet went back to France, he wrote a report about the Kangxi 
Emperor, including details of his life in China and his association with the 
Chinese emperor, and submitted it to Louis XIV. He also published it as 
a book later called The History of Kangxi (translated into Chinese and incor-
porated in Baijin yanzhong de Kangxi Huangdi published in China in 2013). 
In Bouvet’s book, he wrote: 
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Of course, we have accomplished the great mission perfectly given by Your 
Majesty. When we left China, The Kangxi Emperor was planning to give a large 
piece of land to Jesuits in China, and hoped Your Majesty would send more 
missionaries to China. (Bouvet, 2013, p. 33)

According to this, Bouvet seems to have been so admired by the Kangxi 
Emperor that he was placed in an important position.

In the standard narrative, Bouvet was sent back to France as the Kangxi 
Emperor’s special envoy, and before he went back to France, “he had the 
use of all the privileges that a special envoy can have” (Collani, 2009, p. 26). 
However, there is evidence which can prove that he might not have been 
the Kangxi Emperor’s special envoy after all.

Firstly, in the Chinese official historical record that is still being kept 
today, there is no mention of Bouvet having become a special envoy. Actu-
ally, in the official Chinese record, Bouvet’s name did not appear until he 
came back from France and entered China a second time. Therefore, even 
though it is widely accepted that Bouvet had been placed in an important 
position by the Kangxi Emperor when he first came to China, it can be in-
ferred that this conclusion was only based on Bouvet’s own description.

Moreover, Bouvet did not have any credentials from the Kangxi Em-
peror to prove his position as a special envoy. The reason that he did not 
present any credentials to Louis XIV when he came back to France was 
that, “in Chinese tradition, they only use written documents when they is-
sue orders to inferiors” (Collani, 2009, p. 27). Moreover, it was impossible 
for most of the Chinese and French to communicate directly during this 
period of time because of the different languages, as well as the long dis-
tance between the two countries. Although Louis XIV and most of Bou-
vet’s readers, who knew little about China, might have believed Bouvet’s 
excuse, his story was actually full of inconsistencies.

In fact, in Chinese history, written documents were used in different 
formal situations, such as issuing orders to one’s inferiors, advising supe-
riors, and reporting to the throne. Many written documents of this type 
still exist today. Written documents were used not only within the Chinese 
government, but also in its communication with other countries. At that 
time, China only allowed trade with other countries by way of a tribute 
system, meaning that countries could bring goods as tribute and then re-
ceive gifts in return. As vassals of China in the tribute system, many coun-
tries that were deeply affected by Chinese culture brought tribute, as well 
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as written documents, to China. This constitutes proof that in Chinese cul-
ture, the tradition of “using written documents only when issuing orders to 
inferiors” does not exist. Actually, in the Chinese official historical record, 
there are also written documents sent to European countries, one of which 
I will discuss in detail later.

But there is another thing we should notice. According to Bouvet’s in-
terpretation of “Chinese tradition”, in the Kangxi Emperor’s eyes, the Chi-
nese emperor and the king of France were equal in position. In the Veri-
table Records of the Qing dynasty (Qingshilu 清實錄), namely the Chinese 
official historical record, although I could not find any letters to the king of 
France, “letters”, more accurately known as “imperial rescripts”, to leaders 
of other European countries were found. For instance, this is an imperial 
rescript from the Kangxi Emperor to the king of the Netherlands on July 27, 
1686 on the lunar calendar.

The imperial rescript granted to the king of the Netherlands states: 

We think winning over people living both near and far, and letting them come 
under us, is a great strategy in the period of prosperity. Paying tribute is also 
a great principle for the tributary state. People who keep showing its sincer-
ity, should be granted imperial favor. Although the King of the Netherlands is 
living far from here, he sent an envoy to offer a report and pay tribute (to 
us), and expressed his loyal devotion. His loyalty unquestionably should be 
praised. So we grant this rescript to praise the King of the Netherlands, as well 
as presents such as silk, silver and so on […]. (Daqing Shengzurenhuangdi Shilu, 
July 27, 1686)

In Bouvet’s book, he mentioned the attitude of the Kangxi Emperor 
towards envoys from Netherlands and other countries. He thought that 
the Kangxi Emperor was different from most Chinese, because most Chi-
nese “only welcome envoys from countries which would like to come un-
der China, while the Kangxi Emperor did not act in this way. He treated al-
most every country that sent envoys to China equally” (Bouvet, 2013, p. 9). 
However, in the imperial rescript mentioned above, the Kangxi Emperor 
thought that envoys from the Netherlands came to China to pay tribute, 
just as envoys had from other countries in the tribute system. In fact, the 
Kangxi Emperor selected the words which were only used when writing to 
his inferiors in this imperial rescript. Obviously, I can assume that Kangxi 
Emperor treated the king of the Netherlands just as a king of a tributary 
state of Qing, and did not communicate as one in an equal position.
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Indeed, it would be difficult for a Chinese emperor to perceive that all 
other countries should be treated equally, since the tribute system of Chi-
na had had a long history. Additionally, the Kangxi Emperor and his officials 
in the Chinese government knew little about Europe. In another imperial 
rescript of the same day, the Kangxi Emperor mentioned the conflict with 
Russia at that time. It said: 

Recently, we asked the envoy from the Netherlands (about Russia). He replied 
that his country borders on Russia, and people from these two countries can 
understand each other’s languages. We wrote about the whole thing that we 
had already ordered Russia several times, placed the seal of Ministry of War 
upon it, gave it to the envoy from the Netherlands, and let him hand over to 
the Tsar of Russia. (Daqing Shengzurenhuangdi Shilu, July 27, 1686)

Since he had not received any reply from the envoys sent to Russia, 
the Kangxi Emperor asked the envoy from the Netherlands and understood 
that the Netherlands shared border with Russia allowing people from 
these two countries to communicate. Thus, the Kangxi Emperor granted 
a rescript and allowed the envoy from the Netherlands to hand it over to 
the tsar of Russia. However, actually, as we know, the Netherlands did not 
border Russia at this, or at any time. This illustrates that the Kangxi Emper-
or had little knowledge of Europe, while his misunderstanding of Europe 
and the world led him to treat the kings of European countries just as mere 
leaders of tributary states in the Chinese tributary system.

In summary, in the Chinese official historical record of, there is no re-
cord of Joachim Bouvet becoming a special envoy. He did not hand over 
any credentials to Louis XIV and his excuse for not doing so was not a rea-
sonable one. Thus, Bouvet might not have been the Kangxi Emperor’s spe-
cial envoy after all.

WERE THE FORTY-NINE VOLUMES OF CHINESE BOOKS 
A PRESENT FROM THE KANGXI EMPEROR?

I would now like to discuss the forty-nine volumes of Chinese books them-
selves in this section. These forty-nine volumes, representing twenty-two 
kinds of books, with yellow-or-blue silk covers, were written in Chinese and 
Manchu, and were mostly published during the Ming and Qing dynasties. 
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Table 1

Title Edition

Book 1 『新編直指算法統宗』 
十七卷 明萬曆壬辰賓渠旅舍刻、天啓甲子聖益軒重印本

Book 2 『字彙補』十二集 清康熙五年彙賢齋刻本

Book 3 『本草綱目』五十二卷 清康熙二十三年金閶綠蔭堂文雅堂印本

Book 4 『書經大全正解』十二卷 清康熙二十九年贈言堂印本

Book 5 『性理標題綜要』二十二卷 明崇禎間翼聖堂印本

*The data in Table 1 was compiled based on the work of Chen (Chen, 2018).

Although, generally, as a gift to another country, these forty-nine books 
should have been published by government publishing houses, in actual fact, 
a number of them were published by non-government publishers. I have 
listed a part of the editions of these forty-nine books which were published 
by non-government publishing houses in this form, the underlined charters 
being the names of such publishers. This is evidence that a number of these 
books might not have been a gift from the Chinese Emperor after all.

Using Book 3 as an example, Figure 1 is the title page of the book. It 
shows the title and the author of the book, as well as the date and place 
of publication. “Bencao Gangmu ” 本草綱目 is the title of the book, with 
“Li Shizhen” 李時珍 being the name of the author. “Kangxi Jiazi” 康熙甲子,  
meaning the 23rd year of Kangxi in Qing dynasty (1684), is the year in 
which this book was published. The characters on the left side “Lvyintang 
Wenyatang” 綠蔭堂文雅堂 represent the name of the non-government 
publishing house which published this book, while the stamp on the bot-
tom right corner “Lvyintang” 綠蔭堂 also displays the name of the pub-
lisher. “Jinchang” 金閶, another name for the city Suzhou, is shown as the 
location of this non-government publishing house. Considering the fact 
that Suzhou is a city in the southern part of China, books published by such 
a publishing house should have been quite rare in the north. Therefore, it 
is quite likely that Joachim Bouvet bought this book on his way to Macao.

In addition, there are stamps on some of these books which show that 
they were not gifts from the Chinese government but trade articles. As an ex-
ample, Figure 2 is the title page of another book. The title is Xiaojing Xiaoxue 
Jizhu 孝經小學集注. There is a stamp on the bottom left corner of this 
title page, bearing the legend “Fanyinbijiu” 翻印必究, meaning that 
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unauthorized reproduction in any form may result in prosecution. As this 
stamp shows that this was a book intended for sale, it was certainly not 
a gift from the Chinese Emperor. Overall, it is justifiable to conclude that at 
least a number of these forty-nine books were not sent as a gift from the 
Kangxi Emperor.

Fig. 1. The title page of Bencao Gang-
mu 本草綱目 (Compendium of Mate-
ria Medica). Author: Li Shizhen 李時珍.  
Year of publication: 1684
Source: gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, https://gallica.
bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9006483t/
f2.item, Held in the National Library of 
France

Fig. 2. The title page of Xiaojing Xiaox-
ue Jizhu 孝經小學集注. Author: Zhu 
Xi 朱熹. Year of publication: probably 
published in the end of the Ming dy-
nasty or the beginning of the Qing dy-
nasty (1628-1661).
Source: gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothèque na-
tionale de France, https://gallica.bnf.fr/
ark:/12148/bpt6k98173430.r=%E5%AD
%9D%E7%B6%93%E5%B0%8F%E5%AD
%B8?rk=21459;2, Held in the National 
Library of France

http://gallica.bnf.fr/
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9006483t/f2.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9006483t/f2.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b9006483t/f2.item
http://gallica.bnf.fr/
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k98173430.r=%25E5%25AD%259D%25E7%25B6%2593%25E5%25B0%258F%25E5%25AD%25B8?rk=21459;2
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k98173430.r=%25E5%25AD%259D%25E7%25B6%2593%25E5%25B0%258F%25E5%25AD%25B8?rk=21459;2
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k98173430.r=%25E5%25AD%259D%25E7%25B6%2593%25E5%25B0%258F%25E5%25AD%25B8?rk=21459;2
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k98173430.r=%25E5%25AD%259D%25E7%25B6%2593%25E5%25B0%258F%25E5%25AD%25B8?rk=21459;2
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CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK

In conclusion, the claim that Joachim Bouvet served as a special envoy of 
the Kangxi Emperor and brought books as gifts to Louis XIV may need to 
be reexamined. Firstly, Bouvet might not have been the Kangxi Emperor’s 
special envoy. Secondly, it has been established that a number of these 
forty-nine volumes of Chinese books were definitely not gifts from the 
Kangxi Emperor.

As Paul Pelliot already pointed out in a paper from 1929, after Bouvet 
was commissioned by France and returned to China, he persuaded a mer-
chant ship called the Amphitrite to pose as a boat sent by the French king 
to call on the Chinese emperor (Chen, 2018). Most of the studies about 
Bouvet have tacitly acknowledged of his book The History of Kangxi as 
the truth. Although there are many details that are of high historical value 
in the book, there are also a lot of exaggerations and dubious accounts. 
Moreover, it has been ascertained that Bouvet was incapable of under-
standing classical Chinese well. Therefore, there are still plenty of myster-
ies about Bouvet which need to be cleared up. 

Overseas collections of Chinese books are examples of cultural her-
itage in the globalization process, and they connected people from both 
East and West through transportation. It is necessary to use both Eastern 
and Western knowledge and historical data in order to research the sourc-
es of overseas collections of Chinese books once again as it can provide us 
with a new point of view regarding communications in the world.
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Abstract

Dress is a part of Chinese cultural heritage that has fascinated Western audi-
ences for centuries. On the National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of China, 
there are items related to textiles, embroideries and certain examples of Chi-
nese clothing. This article analyzes issues connected with the different uses of 
Chinese dress in the West. To fashion theorists such as Quentin Bell, Elizabeth 
Wilson, Edward Sapir, and Thorstein Veblen, Chinese dress was the opposite of 
modern Western clothing and did not deserve to be called fashion. However, 
researchers such as Linda Welters, Abby Lillethun, and Jennifer Craik have op-
posed viewing fashion theory through a Eurocentric prism in their desire to re-
write fashion history. Fashion designers drew ideas from China, treating it as 
a source of inspiration to create their own original designs. For some of them, 
such as Yves Saint Laurent, it was a China of their imagination. In certain cases, 
they made use of porcelain designs or dragon motifs in their own collections, 
for instance, in designs by Roberto Cavalli and Tom Ford. The incorporation of 
Chinese garments into Western collections has also become visible.

Keywords: fashion, dress, intangible heritage, China, West

INTRODUCTION

For centuries, China has been the subject of keen Western interest being 
perceived as a faraway land full of treasures, such as delicate silk and fine 
porcelain, and the center of a rich culture so distant from that of Europe. 
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Chinese products were transported via the Silk Road to fulfill the desires of 
people around the world. Knowledge of China was based on these prod-
ucts, as well as upon books and stories relayed by travelers, all of which 
opened a door to admiration, fantasy, or dreams far from reality. However, 
this also gave rise to misunderstandings, hidden fears, and feelings of the 
superiority of one culture over another. This paper focuses on one aspect 
of Chinese cultural heritage – clothing. Dress is treated as an instrument in 
order to demonstrate the diverse use of Chinese culture in the West. 

The aim of this study is to show how differently a certain style of dress 
can be perceived in the fashion industry, as well as on the theoretical lev-
el. The examples analyzed here were chosen in order to show common 
practices and dominant tendencies. Fashion designers have treated Chi-
nese dress as a source of limitless inspiration. There is also the question of 
when inspiration transforms into “copycatting”. Western theorists of fash-
ion tend to use the example of Chinese dress while describing their own 
concept of fashion. Thus, Chinese dress is placed in opposition to Western 
fashion and is not considered equal to it. The question arises as to whether 
fashion can be a unique phenomenon; thus, can one society insist on being 
its only inventors, protecting their primacy in this field?

CHINESE DRESS AS NATIONAL CULTURAL HERITAGE

The Chinese Ministry of Culture has prepared a National List of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of China. Among the listed items, those related to tra-
ditional arts and handicrafts can be found, some of which are associated 
with dressmaking techniques. In the first batch of items, dated May 20, 
2006, traditional embroideries and stitches were recognized. This included 
guxiu (顾绣), suxiu (苏绣), xiangxiu (湘绣), yuexiu (粤绣), shuxiu (蜀绣), mi-
aoxiu (苗绣), mawei xiu (馬尾繡), and panxiu (盘绣) embroideries, as well 
as the tiaohua (挑花) cross-stitch. Moreover, this batch comprised print-
ing and dyeing techniques for Nantong blue calico (nantong lan yinhua bu,  
南通藍印花布) and Miao batik (miaozu laran jiyi, 苗族蜡染技艺). There were 
also weaving techniques related to brocades: Nanjing Yunjin (南京云锦),  
Suzhou (苏州), Shu (蜀), Tujia’s (土家族), Zhuang (壯族) nationality’s, and 
Wunijing (乌泥泾) cottons. Li (黎族), Tibetan, Bai (白族), Uyghur, and Miao 
craftmanship was also listed (The Central People’s Government of the PRC, 
2006). The second batch of items, released in 2008, added more kinds 
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of embroidery, among others ouxiu (瓯绣), bianxiu (汴绣), Han (汉绣),  
Qiang’s (羌族), Sani (撒尼), Manchu, Mongol, Kyrghiz, as well as many spin-
ning, weaving, printing, and dyeing techniques (The Central People’s Gov-
ernment of the PRC, 2008).

Valery Garrett (1994, pp. 191–194) recognized silk, cotton, and hemp 
as being among the most important fibers used in the production of tra-
ditional clothing in China. Silk appears to occupy a special position; its in-
troduction, according to legend, is associated with the wife of the Yellow 
Emperor. Leaving myths behind, it was discovered that silk has been used 
since the Neolithic period. Imperial silkworks were located in the cities 
of Suzhou, Hangzhou (杭州), and Nanjing (南京) during the Ming dynasty  
(明朝) (1368–1644). Silk was used as a tool in the hands of rulers who gift-
ed it to China’s tributary states and tribes. As Patricia Buckley Ebrey (2010, 
p. 70) describes, only in 25 BC did the Han dynasty (汉朝) (202 BC–220 
AD) decide to present 20,000 rolls of silk as gifts. Moreover, in that year 
about 20,000 pounds of silk floss was designed to send, among others, to 
Xiongnu (匈奴). 

This tactic was continued down through the dynasties, a practice in-
herited from a previous ruling power. Schuyler Cammann (2001, pp. 162–
163) has stated that cloth with the pattern used in the production of the 
emperor’s robes was included as a giveaway. In addition, satin with the 
mang (蟒) pattern was also chosen. Cammann supposes that fabric rather 
than finished robes was sent in order to allow the recipients to prepare 
clothing suited to their own customs. Valery Garrett (1998, p. 5) observes 
that preserved examples of robes from the Ming dynasty can be found in 
Tibetan traditional clothing, a combination of Chinese fabric craftsmanship 
and Tibetan forms. This shows that silk was a highly valuable commodity 
to Chinese emperors.

The third batch of items, released in 2011, recognized the skills needed 
to create clothes in a Chinese style. Special distinction went to handmade 
Longfeng qipao (龙凤旗袍), Zhenxingxiang (振兴祥) Chinese style clothing, 
Hengsheng Fengbang (亨生奉帮), and Pei Luomeng Fengbang (培罗蒙奉帮)  
tailoring skills, all based in the province of Zhejiang (浙江) (The Central 
People’s Government of the PRC, 2011). The Longfeng qipao brand has 
its roots in the late 1930’s. Its origin may be found in the Zhu Shunxing  
(朱顺兴) Clothing Shop established by the tailor Zhu Linqing (朱林清). Lat-
er, because of cooperation with four other shops, it was developed into 
the Lonfeng qipao. 
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Qipao (旗袍) designed by this brand present the Shanghai (上海) 
style with its characteristic fusion of East and West. Handmade tailored 
garments are created using the best quality materials, such as brocade, 
embroideries, and pankou (盘扣) (knot buttons) (Yang, 2014). During the 
1930’s Shanghai was a place where fashion flourished. Styles were chang-
ing fast and tradition merged with new ideas. Qipao, a one-piece gown 
developed from Manchu women’s dress, gained more and more distinc-
tive elements. One of them was sleeves in the Western style (Zhou & Gao, 
1998, pp. 228, 236). The Zhenxinxiang brand, with a tradition dating back 
to 1897, is held by the Hangzhou Limin Chinese Garment Corporation 
(Hangzhou limin zhongshi fuzhuang gufen youxian gongsi, 杭州利民中式
服装股份有限公司). Hangzhou Limin preserves the skills needed to cre-
ate not only the best quality qipao but also other Chinese-style clothes, 
both for men and women (Zhongguo fei wuzhi wenhua yichan wang, n.d.). 
Moreover, while issuing all batches of the Culture Ministry’s list, the cloth-
ing of several groups was listed under the category of folk customs. This 
included women’s dress from Luzhi (甪直) and Hui’an (惠安), Changning 
Miao (昌宁苗族), Hui (回族), Yao (瑶族), Mongol, Chaoxian (朝鲜族), She 
(畲族), Li, Lhoba (Luobazu, 珞巴族), Yugur (Yuguzu, 裕固族), Tu (土族), 
Salar (Salazu, 撒拉族), Uyghur, Kazakh, Kyrghiz, Tajik, Daur (dawo’er zu, 
达斡尔族), Ewenke (鄂温克族), Yi (彝族), Buyi (布依族), and Dong (侗族) 
(The Central People’s Government of the PRC, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2014). 
This representation accounts for only a part of the fifty-six ethnonation-
al groups recognized in total by China as living on its territory (Mullaney, 
2011, p. 1).

A CLASH OF THOUGHTS

In popular discourse the word “fashion” is used in many combinations, 
such as: to be in fashion, seasonal fashion, old-fashioned, or fashion victim. 
On a theoretical level, however, the situation becomes more complicated. 
While looking for a definition of fashion, the building of a theory based on 
binary oppositions is strongly visible. Elizabeth Wilson (2003, p. 16) demar-
cated European style since the 14th century, and any other traditional gar-
ments. She insisted that fashion was born in Europe, alongside flourishing 
bourgeois life, the development of trade, and the more refined tastes of 
the aristocracy. Wilson’s opinion seems to be a continuation of a tendency 
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that is strongly rooted in fashion history, that is one in which Westerners 
perceive Asian fashion in a certain way. 

For William Alexander in 1805, fashion did not influence Chinese dress. 
Clothes were simply changed to prepare for seasonal weather changes. Al-
though his book was entitled The Costume of China, it gave the impression 
that it was written to describe the whole exotic Chinese culture, not just 
clothing. Nevertheless, it shows one of the conceptions concerning the ex-
istence of fashion in China that was current in the 19th century. Chinese 
dress was the antithesis to Western dress in Quentin Bell’s conception, 
even if he also recognized that both clothing cultures shared the same lei-
sure characteristics (Bell, 1948, p. 39). A blunter opinion was expressed by 
Lawrence Langner (1959, p. 285) who divided the world into three groups: 
The West, the Arab World, and Asia. Arabic countries were the buffer 
zone between the West, possessed by fashion fever, and Asia, seen as 
uncontaminated by fashion changes. A later uncompromising statement 
was made by Ann Hollander (1994, pp. 14–19) who openly used the term 
“non-fashion” about all non-Western clothing tendencies. She expresses 
and maintains this opinion in her publication, even if the narrative brings 
arguments that could be used to overthrow it, such as a recognition of 
the changeable characteristics of traditional garments. Hollander needs to 
clarify her point by expressing that the changes occur in different ways – 
all of this in order to protect her original statement. 

In some cases, the language of the discourse surrounding Asian cloth-
ing is significant, with the use of words such as static, stable, or artistic. 
Quentin Bell’s Chinese clothing is “static” and “modest” (Bell, 1948, p. 40). 
Thorstein Veblen (1915, p. 175) used the words “static” and “more artistic” 
to describe the characteristics of Asian societies with their “relatively sta-
ble costumes”. Such a viewpoint was necessary to prepare a proper con-
trast with Western culture, immersed in leisure and waste. As the author 
strongly identifies himself with the West, excessive ways of living seem to 
be praised. Fernand Braudel also drew a correlation between the level of 
a society’s stability and fluctuations in fashion for the period between the 
15th and 18th centuries. Unchangeable in his opinion, Chinese clothing and 
the Japanese kimono only served to prove his argument. Only by shaking 
up the social order and establishing a new political authority would there 
be a force strong enough to introduce change (Braudel, 1992, p. 312). 

Voices in between these positions were represented by Edward Sapir, 
Carlo Belfanti, and Samuel Adshead. Sapir advocated spreading fashion in 
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Asia, from the refined center towards its peripheries. However, fashion fe-
ver and rapid changes were reserved for modern Europe (Mandelbaum, 
1963, p. 377). Belfanti and Adshead guarded the primacy of Europe, even 
if they acknowledged Asian achievements in the field. Adshead (2014, pp. 
70–72) recognized the predominance of China’s Tang dynasty (618–907) as 
a place where fashion was born, yet this phenomenon passed with the de-
mise of this cosmopolitan dynasty. Fashion received a second chance after 
its real birth in Europe, where society did not let it down. Belfanti (2008, 
pp. 442–43) among others has analyzed the Chinese case and stated that 
there is no reason to call Europeans the inventors of fashion. However, in 
his opinion a “culture of fashion” that involves the whole society is a feature 
that is distinctively European. The global aspect of fashion was most im-
portant to him. This factor played a crucial role and made Europe the win-
ner in the fashion game at a global level. In fact, his observations may give 
one the impression that a confrontation took place between “fashion” and 
“true fashion”, where the “true fashion” was that emerging from Europe. 

The third observed strategy is to take action against the primacy of 
European clothing tendencies. Linda Welters and Abby Lillethun (2018, 
p. 7) postulated a rewriting of fashion history because of noticeable Eu-
rocentrism. They also objected to a static perception of all clothing that is 
not European. The necessity of a revision of the term “fashion” was also 
articulated by Jennifer Craik (1994, pp. ix–xi). The starting point was to 
break the dictate of European dominance and allow other options to be 
taken under consideration. The key point was not to depreciate European 
high fashion but to acknowledge the entirely rightful existence of other 
fashion systems. Each culture has its own fashion system and a mecha-
nism which rules it. Although some aspects of fashion systems may as-
pire to be called unique, this is not the case with a fashion system when 
taken as a whole. Jack Goody (2007, p. 265) therefore disagreed as to the 
uniqueness of European conceptions of dress. Clothing was used in a simi-
lar way around the world; for example, rulers used it to force their ideas 
upon others and to control society. The power of fashion was seen in Eu-
rope, as well as in China. Dorothy Ko (1997, pp. 7, 24) has stated that Eu-
rope used Chinese dress as a tool towards achieving a better portrayal of 
itself. The truth behind the customs and characteristics of Chinese cloth-
ing and fashion tendencies was not that important. It was the discourse of 
the Other, clothed in a costume rather than in fashionable attire.
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TRAVELLERS THROUGH IMAGINATION, INSPIRED VASSALS, 
AND COPYCATS

Western fashion designers are practitioners. Their goal is to focus on the 
creation of new fashion, and to dictate it by themselves. While looking 
for a new source of inspiration, they may sometimes pay attention to the 
achievements of other cultures. Elements of magnificent Chinese dress 
styles are gladly incorporated into their own collections. This concept is 
not a new one. Since the 17th century, Chinese products, including textiles, 
were available in European markets. Desirable for their uniqueness, they 
were used to make gowns. This was a part of chinoiserie fever in Europe, 
which led to the collecting of Asian goods and the creation of rooms or 
gardens in an Asian style. China was able to protect its independence and 
did not let Europeans uncover all its secrets. As Richard Martin and Harold 
Koda have stated, the magical visions of the emperor’s land are still vivid in 
today’s fashion creations (Martin & Koda, 1994, pp. 11–18). An interest in 
exotic China is seen in works presented by the most renowned designers 
and high fashion houses, such as Yves Saint Laurent, Dior, Gucci, Roberto 
Cavalli, Giorgio Armani, or Jean Paul Gaultier.

Yves Saint Laurent was known as the creator of postmodernist fash-
ion. In 1962, his own couture house was established. His designs were 
the result of travel, history, and his personal contact with culture and art 
(English, 2013, pp. 99–100). In 1977, Yves Saint Laurent created his “Chi-
nese collection” alongside a new, controversial fragrance named Opium. 
Nevertheless, traces of his Chinese inspirations were still visible even sev-
eral years later. His projects continued to reflect the inspiration of the 
Qing dynasty (清朝) (1644– 1912). Although he borrowed characteristic 
elements of Chinese clothing, such as wide sleeves or floral motifs, he did 
not forget about the basis of his Western workshop (Musée Yves Saint 
Laurent Paris, n.d.a). His words cited in Elle in 1995 express his relation-
ship with China:

Beijing, however, remains a dazzling memory. The China that I had so often 
interpreted in my designs was exactly as I had imagined it. All I need for my 
imagination to blend into a place or a landscape is a picture book. […] I don’t 
feel any need to go there. I have already dreamt about it so much. (Musée 
Yves Saint Laurent Paris, n.d.b)
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Thus, he incorporated his imaginations about China based on what 
he saw and heard without going there himself. This was the China of the 
Western imagination, mixed with European high fashion style. He man-
aged to fully experience Chinese culture only once. This was during his stay 
in Beijing in 1985, when he attended his exhibition there (Musée Yves Saint 
Laurent Paris, n.d.a).

In 2004, Tom Ford created another Chinese-inspired collection for 
Yves Saint Laurent. He referenced the 1977 collection by using the pa-
goda shoulder concept. Ford introduced his own versions of Mao jackets 
and qipao (Mower, 2004). One of the gowns was in a vivid yellow color 
with a centrally placed five-clawed dragon, surrounded by smaller motifs 
(Fig. 1). This pattern was characteristic of the Qing dynasty’s dragon robes

Fig. 1. Tom Ford for Yves Saint Laurent. A photograph 
taken during the exhibition China: Through the Looking 
Glass in 2015. (Victoria Pickering, https://www.flickr.
com/photos/vpickering/34912601925/) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/vpickering/34912601925/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/vpickering/34912601925/
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(long pao, 龙袍). The version chosen by this designer was dedicated to the 
emperor himself; it was prohibited for others to wear this color. The five-
clawed dragon known as a long (龙) was reserved for the most prominent 
persons during the dynasty’s flourishing period. The robe also contained 
other motifs with symbolic meanings, such as clouds and the Twelve Sym-
bols of Imperial Authority. The lower part was finished with a striped pat-
tern called li shui (立水) and mountains (Garrett, 2007, pp. 16–21). This 
scheme was all transported into Ford’s design.

Chinese dragons and pagoda shoulders seem to be popular themes. 
This type of shoulders played a key role in a spring 2009 couture show 
prepared by Armani Privé (Mower, 2009). Ralf Lauren chose to include Chi-
nese accents in his designs in 2011. For example, a red tuxedo with a shawl 
collar was decorated by a magnificent mang design, while a brown-black 
jacket was embroidered with a red long. Earrings and jade pendants com-
pleted the whole look (Phelps, 2011). In the pre-fall 2017 collection, an im-
perial dragon roamed on Gucci’s pieces such as skirts, jackets, or shoes 
(Cardini, 2016). This mighty creature naturally blended with other patterns. 
As a result Gucci’s characteristic style was still vivid. Previously, in the 
spring 2017 collection, a brown dragon dominated a green dress in a west-
ern style. On the same catwalk, a twin set of a jacket and a skirt made of 
rich pink Chinese jacquard was presented. Although the jacket had a man-
darin collar and Chinese-style buttons, the whole garment looked more 
like one taken from 18th-century France during its period of chinoiserie 
fever (Vogue, n.d.d).

To Gucci, Chinese motifs appear to be something more than a one-
season inspiration. The spring 2016 collection contained a red midi skirt 
with a metallic embroidery of waves and floral patterns (Vogue, n.d.b). 
This embroidery pattern was based on actual skirts from the time of the 
Chinese Republic around the 1920’s. Metallic threads, little pearls, which 
let one obtain a shiny effect on skirts and jackets, were among popular 
clothing decorations (Zhou & Gao, 1998, pp. 221, 227). The fall 2016 col-
lection included a long, black qipao embroidered with flowers, little birds, 
and a large phoenix. Moreover, sleeves were decorated with fluffy pink fur 
cuffs (Vogue, n.d.c). This gown was chosen by Melania Trump, as suitable 
for a state dinner held during US President Donald Trump’s visit in China 
in November 2017. It was noted that the phoenix as a symbol of an em-
press was placed on the dress, although the whole piece was criticized as 
being too loud (Zhang, 2017). There is also one dress construction aspect 
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which should be kept in mind when analyzing this project. Gucci’s qipao 
was made in a western female style, where traditionally buttons or a zip-
per would be placed on the left-hand side. However, the Chinese followed 
the opposite pattern and fastened their clothing on the right-hand side. 
This was a distinction between the Chinese and “others”, a sign of being 
a civilized person in the light of Confucian classic works. In The Analects of 
Confucius it is indicated that “wearing the hair loose and fastening one’s 
clothes on the left are both barbarian practices” (Confucius, 2003, p. 161). 
In Chinese history, the wearing of clothing with left-hand fastening com-
monly designated one’s foreign background. This was visible for example 
during the Tang dynasty (唐朝), when the clothing of the Hui Hu (回鹘) 
(predecessors of the Uyghur’s) was in fashion among women (Zhou & Gao, 
1998, pp. 98–99). Another situation was fashion involved in political revo-
lution with the left-hand-side opening of female dress being characteristic 
for those Chinese living under the jurisdiction of the Taiping Heavenly King-
dom (太平天囯) (Zhou & Gao, 1998, pp. 202–203). 

Chinese objects, not just examples of clothing, may also be a source 
of inspiration. Roberto Cavalli created a distinct silk-satin evening gown in 
2005. Although the gown had a very classical style, the woman who wore 
it looked like a precious Chinese vase, featuring a majestic dragon. Moreo-
ver, the train of the gown was printed with a small vase pattern (Nelson, 
2015). Designs that include blue motifs upon a white background depict 
one of the most common styles of porcelain produced inter alia in Jingdez-
hen (景德镇). The dragon was one motif gladly used to decorate them. As 
early as the Ming dynasty, the city of Jingdezhen was able to produce por-
celain destined for emperors, as well as export it abroad (Buckley Ebrey, 
2010, pp. 217–219).

Design projects entitled “Fu Manchu” and “Shanghai Express” were 
among the propositions introduced by Jean Paul Gaultier during his fall 
2001 couture show. Vogue seemed to react enthusiastically, predict-
ing that even the Empress Dowager Cixi (慈禧太后) would be jealous af-
ter looking at Gaultier’s stunning projects. According to the creator, “the 
idea was to bring together everything that you imagine when you think 
of China – theater, movement, color, history and richness” (Vogue, n.d.a). 
Leaving aside a discussion of aesthetics and personal preferences, there is 
a question over what this “imagination” really was. The name “Fu Manchu” 
appeared to be an especially controversial choice. Dr. Fu Manchu was the 
devilish Chinese villain in Sax Rohmer’s early-20th-century novels. He was 
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described as “the yellow peril incarnate in one man”, the beneficiary of un-
pleasant features such as a satanic face or magnetic cat-like eyes (Rohmer, 
1913, pp. 25–26). Within the term “yellow peril” were hidden all Western 
feelings of anxiety and fear towards Eastern nations. The threat of losing 
power to Asia was fueled by the portrayal of Asian characters in this way, 
doing battle with evil and devious forces. This image was also supported in 
subsequent Hollywood movies (Marchetti, 1994, pp. 2–3).

John Galliano’s projects reflect his long interest in Asian themes. This 
interest can be traced in projects created for his own brand, as well as for 
Christian Dior. As he said, at first his works were an effect of the imagina-
tion, a world of fantasy, an experience of China under the Hollywood sign. 
Finally, Galliano found his way to discover the real China. The culture of 
minority groups was part of it, with Miao jewelry serving as an example 
(Guiducci, 2015). The apparel of the Miao ethnic minority is diverse, with 
each group having its own tradition. It appears that examples of jewelry 
used by Galliano are characteristic of the Qiandong (黔东) of the eastern 
Guizhou (贵州) and Guangxi (广西). Their outfits are decorated with heavy, 
silver ornamentation, among which elaborate headdresses can be found 
(Garrett, 1994, pp. 182–183). Ornate hairpins were part of Dior haute cou-
ture in 2003. Moreover, the models’ catwalk was an arena for a China-
inspired show, with performers dressed like Shaolin (少林) monks (Mower, 
2003). In 1999, the spring/summer collection for Dior was partially domi-
nated by Galliano’s vision of the Red Guards. He was interested in military 
uniforms and used some elements of this look (Guiducci, 2015). Designs in 
khaki tones, with orange berets or caps similar to these of the Red Guards 
had military vibes, while at the same time exposing a lot of the body. Some 
pieces contained a mandarin collar and were a variation of a military jack-
et. A piece of red or black cloth wrapped on the left arm of the models 
seems to have played the role of a crucial accessory (Fashion Channel, 
2020). The red arm band was a sign of the Red Guards with one having 
been presented by a young student named Song Binbin (宋彬彬) to Chair-
man Mao Zedong (毛泽东), on August 18, 1966, at Tiananmen (天安门) 
Square. During this meeting Mao advised her to change name from Binbin 
(彬彬), since its meaning of gentle and refined was deemed not to be suit-
able for such a revolutionary time. Instead, the name Yaowu (要武), with 
its meaning of being militant, was considered desirable. The reason behind 
this was Mao’s belief that “a revolution is not a dinner party […]. A revolu-
tion is an insurrection, an act of violence…” (Sung, 1966, pp. 16–17). China 
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Reconstructs magazine from that time, portrayed the Red Guards as de-
voted students who left school in order to fight for a better country during 
the Cultural Revolution. They swept the old culture and bad habits away, 
destroyed capitalist clothes and books, while at the same time introduc-
ing a new culture, suitable for the proletariat class (N.d., 1968, pp. 26–28). 
In addition, the Red Guards abused people possessing what they saw as 
a bad class background. They turned against their teachers, writers, cad-
res, or just used it as a chance to get back at others. They organized meet-
ings where their victims were repeatedly tortured physically and mentally 
in front of a crowd. The effect of these actions was that many died be-
fore their time or committed suicide (Buckley Ebrey, 2010, p. 316). In this 
light, the choice of inspiration appears to be inappropriate, even if Galliano 
wanted to prepare his own revolution in the field of fashion. Examples of 
Galliano and Gaultier actions could be taken as an example of not deep 
enough understanding of history related to China and Chinese. Gaultier 
masked the true meaning of Fu Manchu name. Galliano somehow glorified 
Red Guards image, remembering only their loyalty to Mao Zedong, though 
forgetting the consequences of their actions.

CONCLUSION

The fashion world seems to be aware of the contribution of Chinese 
dress to Western fashion design. In some cases, Asian symbols are used 
to decorate garments aspiring to achieve an oriental look. In other situa-
tions, designers present their own vision of certain items of Chinese cloth-
ing. Among them, there is a group of individuals who have introduced 
the China of their dreams, the effect of their creative imagination. Blind-
ly following one’s imagination, however, without further checking on the 
background of one’s ideas, can sometimes lead to controversies. All these 
tendencies were summarized in the exhibition China: Through the Look-
ing Glass, prepared in 2015 by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which 
created a space to show the impact of Chinese culture on Western fashion 
in one place (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, n.d.). Chinese-style dresses 
are not a fashion object that lasts for one season; on the contrary, they 
are to be seen as continuously existing. It appears that Chinese heritage is 
willingly incorporated by fashion designers in order to create original and 
characteristic collections.
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In academia, the position of Chinese dress as fashion is still not clear. 
Different voices are presented, with each concept having its own advocates 
and opponents. Denying the possibility of calling Chinese clothing fashion 
does not seem right in a situation where qipao are displayed at Western 
fashion shows. It appears that in order to change Western perspectives 
and research attitudes towards the application of the term of fashion itself, 
more studies of the history of Chinese dress should be made available in 
English. Preparing the National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of China 
and promoting its acknowledged examples related to dress is a way to il-
lustrate its high levels of artistry and skill. These enterprises represent the 
richness of Chinese culture which has led to the development of many tex-
tile styles and designs with regional characteristics. All in all, a change in 
perception may be fruitful in discovering other ways to create fashion.
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Abstract

In an age of globalization phenomena, ideas or traditions considered typical for 
one culture may appear in another or even in an entire cultural environment. Of 
course, as they adapt to the recipient culture, they will be different from what 
they were originally. In this essay, the author analyzes the phenomenon of the 
popularity of the Japanese philosophy known as wabi-sabi in Western culture, 
while, at the same time, contrasting the original Japanese understanding of this 
term with its western “translation”. The author also tries to answer the question 
of why wabi-sabi has been understood in this particular way – essentially as 
a design trend – and what are the causes and effects of such an understanding. 

Keywords: wabi-sabi, wabi, sabi, hygge, design

The year 2018 can be clearly described as “the year of wabi-sabi” when, 
due to globalization, this characteristic element of Japanese culture ap-
peared in the Western cultural environment. However, has it been prop-
erly “translated” or is Western wabi-sabi something different from than 
the original Japanese concept?

Looking from a Japanese perspective, probably just the attempt to de-
fine what wabi-sabi is exactly may cause this term to be purged of its es-
sence. However, as Leonard Koren has written, it is better to de-romanticize 
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wabi-sabi and define it accurately with the aim of preserving it for future 
generations (Koren, 1994, p. 18). In addition, an accurate definition is 
necessary in order to confront those two understandings – Japanese and 
Western. This will enable one to answer questions regarding what way 
Western culture has understood and adopted Japanese wabi and sabi aes-
thetics, merging them into the concept of wabi-sabi, and why it happened 
in this particular way.

THE JAPANESE UNDERSTANDING OF WABI AND SABI

Generally speaking, wabi-sabi can be described as an aesthetic category 
which has its roots in medieval Japan. However, it is important to note 
that these two terms – wabi and sabi – began to occur together at the 
beginning of the 20th century, subsequently becoming inseparable since 
the 1930’s (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 68). Before describing the Japanese un-
derstanding of wabi and sabi, both words which create this term require 
explanation. Let us start with wabi.

The etymology of this word is connected with the verbs wabu and 
wabiru, which mean “to wilt, to weaken” and with the adjective wabishii, 
which means “sad, hopeless” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 65). As can be seen, 
initially the word wabi connoted a rather negative meaning, one which was 
subsequently changed by Buddhist monks and the masters of the Japanese 
tea ceremony. Monks, according to the rules imposed in Buddhist monas-
teries, lived a very modest and ascetic life, discovering in this poverty an 
opportunity for spiritual enrichment through liberation from earthly sor-
rows (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 65). As mentioned above, masters of the tea 
ceremony also helped to change the previous meaning of wabi, especially 
a tea master called Sen no Rikyū (1522–1591), who contributed to the de-
velopment of the concept of wabicha – tea prepared in the wabi aesthetic 
style. Although he did not define wabi, Rikyū was happy to cite a poem by 
Fujiwara no Ietaka,2 which in his opinion, perfectly portrayed its spirit.

To those who wait
Only for flowers
Show them a spring

2 Fujiwara no Ietaka (1158–1237) was a Japanese poet from the Kamakura period.
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Of grass amid the snow
In a mountain village (quoted in Haga, 1995, p. 200)

This lack of definition was characteristic not only for Rikyū, but for Zen 
Buddhism in general, as it was “reluctant concerning any type of knowledge 
contained in writings” (Cichy, 2011, p. 51), which came from a belief that 
“essential knowledge […] could only be transmitted from mind to mind, not 
through the written or spoken word” (Koren, 1994, p. 16). However, from 
the western perspective, establishing a particular definition of wabi is nec-
essary for this essay, in order for wabi to be defined not only as an aesthet-
ic but also ethical category which can be termed “the beauty of dignified 
poverty” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 65) or the “acceptance of poverty” (Suzu-
ki, 2010, p. 13). From the outside, wabi might seem poor, cold, and raw, but 
inside is vital and warm (Varley, 2006, p. 159) – exactly as the “grass amid 
the snow”, described by Fujiwara no Ietaka. The important factor here is 
that the beauty of wabi is not obvious, but is more “hidden deeply behind 
a facade and available only to the cognoscenti” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 
65). Indeed, to live wabi means “ineffable, calm joy, deeply hidden behind 
inconceivable poverty” (Suzuki, 2010, p. 190). The wabi aesthetic is not only 
about objects, but can be found almost in every aspect of Japanese life and 
culture: in poetry, calligraphy, literature, painting, gardening, architecture, 
food, and, of course, the tea ceremony (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 65).

The second term, sabi, comes from the verbs sabu, sabireru (Cichy, 
2011, p. 55) and the nominative sabishisa which means “loneliness”, but in 
the meaning of “loneliness which someone has overcome” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 
2009, p. 84). Subsequently, it also came to mean “to be getting old, to be-
come covered with a patina” (Cichy, 2011, p. 55). A very important figure 
associated with sabi is the poet Matsuo Bashō, who used this aesthetic 
category in his poetry and understood it as the “beauty of spiritual isola-
tion, detachment or solitude” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 84–85). However, of 
importance here is that this solitude is connected with the beauty of the 
surrounding natural environment (Cichy, 2011, p. 56). Indeed, he depicted 
this mood in his haiku:

Loneliness –
among the blossoms
a false cypress 
(Bashō, 2004, p. 197) 
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Thus, it can be said, that sabi, as an aesthetic category, is both connect-
ed with the spiritual and material aspects of life: spiritual, because it values 
the beauty of loneliness and solitude; and material, because it admires the 
beauty of things, which are imperfect, subtle, irregular-shaped, and time-
worn (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 67), as well as in earthy, faded colors (Cichy, 
2011, p. 55). Although they may be covered with a patina, even the sug-
gestion of them being old and used is already sabi (Suzuki, 2010, p. 14). As 
Barbara Kubiak Ho-Chi rightly points out, sabi “refers mainly to external 
symptoms of beauty and its aesthesis” (Kubiak Ho-Chi, 2009, p. 67).

Having explained these two terms which create wabi-sabi, it is now fi-
nally possible to define its meaning. Thus, wabi-sabi is an aesthetic-ethical 
category which portrays a sensitivity to the ephemeral, imperfect, humble, 
and inconspicuous beauty of the surrounding world – actual moments, na-
ture, physical objects, loneliness but also the presence of another person. 
As Leonard Koren correctly remarks, wabi-sabi “provides an integrated ap-
proach to the ultimate nature of existence (metaphysics), sacred knowl-
edge (spirituality), emotional well-being (state of mind), behavior (moral-
ity), and the look and the feel of things (materiality)” (Koren, 1994, p. 41).

To sum up, it can be said that wabi-sabi is an aesthetic-ethical catego-
ry which descends from the traditional Japanese culture of medieval times 
and is strongly connected with Zen Buddhism and the tea ceremony, but 
also other fields of art. It is important to note that it still has a strong influ-
ence on modern Japanese culture and mentality. Today, of course, the spir-
it of wabi-sabi can be found in the tea ceremony and the utensils which 
are used for it, but also in hanami (the tradition of contemplating the tran-
sient beauty of cherry blossoms) or kintsugi (the tradition of repairing bro-
king pottery with gold lacquer).

THE WESTERN UNDERSTANDING OF WABI-SABI

As mentioned in the beginning, wabi-sabi conspicuously appeared in West-
ern consciousness around 2018 when it became immediately “the hot-
test living trend” (Wabi-Sabi, n.d.). Nevertheless, it had been described 
earlier by western authors, such as the artist and architect Leonard Kor-
en (Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers, 1994), or Rich-
ard R. Powell (Wabi-Sabi Simple: Create beauty. Value imperfection. Live 
deeply, 2004). The Western understanding of wabi-sabi, just as the original 
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concept, detects two dimensions of this phenomenon, namely aesthetic 
and ethical.

The aesthetic dimension is relevant to the perception of wabi-sabi as 
a design trend or inspiration for design – mostly interior design, but also 
of other items, such as furniture or pottery. From this perspective, wabi-
sabi focuses on “perfectly imperfect” interiors in earthy colors, filled with 
handmade objects (especially ceramics) and imperfect, irregular furniture 
and elements which are built from natural materials, such as wood, bam-
boo, or linen. The perception of wabi-sabi as a design trend yielded the 
creation of many new things, such as furniture store collections (Wabi Sabi, 
n.d.), along with places and interiors designed in the wabi-sabi style. One 
famous example is the TriBeCa Penthouse (The TriBeCa Penthouse, 2019), 
in the Greenwich Hotel in New York, which was designed by Japanese ar-
chitect Tatsuro Miki and Belgian designer Axel Vervoodt.3 Another less-fa-
mous, but also wabi-sabi-inspired example, could be the Happa to Mame 
cafe in Poznań, created by Shota Nakayama and Marcin Cieśluk (Baran, 
2017). Whether some of these places really have the spirit of wabi-sabi or 
others just pretend to have it, in any case all of them gained something 
from this Japanese concept, which was then transferred into a Western 
context. Of interest is the fact that sometimes wabi-sabi is considered as 
an antidote to Western consumer society, due to its appreciation of used 
and unique items which are not mass-produced (Driver, 2017) in compari-
son with today’s throwaway culture.

The second dimension refers to wabi-sabi as a philosophy or a way of 
being. This mostly comes down to finding beauty in imperfection – espe-
cially our own – which is connected with the acceptance of ourselves, the 
things which we have, the moment in which we are in our lives, and the 
fact that we are not perfect, all of which is fine and also beautiful. Wabi-
sabi in the Western understanding of the concept is quite similar to the 
concept of mindfulness, because being “here and now” is a very impor-
tant part of it. Moreover, it postulates the acceptance of the passage of 
time and its influence not only on things but also (and maybe most of all) 
on ourselves. It can be concisely summarized as “the subtle art of being 
at peace with yourself and your surroundings” (Grigss, 2001). Wabi-sabi is 
very often presented as a remedy for the Western culture of perfectionism, 

3 Axel Vervoodt is also the author of book Wabi Inspirations.
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which, especially today in times of social media, where everyone is trying 
to create the perfect version of themselves and their life, is very pervasive, 
frustrating, and pressing us to be the best – which means the most per-
fect – version of ourselves.

What is typical for the general Western understanding of wabi-sabi is 
a non-professional approach, which does not require any skills or knowl-
edge to use it in life – wabi-sabi is for everyone, as well as the fact that wa-
bi-sabi seems to be the opposite of the Western culture of perfectionism 
rooted in ancient Hellenic tradition, referring not only to architecture and 
objects, but nowadays also to people. Wabi-sabi was incredibly popular in 
2018, with hundreds of books and articles having been published up to 
today, which not only describe the idea of wabi-sabi, but also give advice 
how to embrace it in life. Of interest is the fact that quite often wabi-sabi is 
compared with Danish hygge4, Swedish lagom5 or even Chinese feng shui6, 
which, as wabi-sabi, can be understood both as a philosophy and a design 
trend. This comparison is crucial, because it shows that wabi-sabi, just as 
hygge, which after all descends from the Western cultural environment, 
may be perceived in the West as a current but short-lived trend. This begs 
the question whether wabi-sabi has a chance to take root in Western cul-
ture and if so, whether it will be more as a design trend or a way of being. 
Although this will be answered in the summary, let us now compare the 
Japanese and Western understandings of wabi-sabi.

COMPARISON OF JAPANESE AND WESTERN UNDERSTANDINGS 
OF WABI-SABI

After discussing these two understandings of wabi-sabi it is obvious that 
they are not identical. In the beginning, their three main similarities will be 
briefly described, followed by the five main differences between them.

Similarities:

4 Hygge – the Danish word for “cosiness”, used also in the meaning of the sense of 
inner peace, safety, and joy. It became popular all around the Western world in 2016.

5 Lagom – the Swedish word for “just the right amount”, which can be perceived 
also as a kind of sustainable way of living.

6 Feng shui – an ancient Chinese practise of planning the space in order to find the 
best flow of energy, which can affect a person’s life.
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1. Problem with defining wabi-sabi
Neither understanding has a single precise definition of wabi-sabi. In 

the Japanese understanding its spirit is mostly encapsulated in poems, 
whereas very often in the Western version there is a simple definition 
along with additional examples being given of what wabi-sabi is, such as 
a “well-loved teacup, made by an artist’s hands, cracked or chipped by 
use” (Sholl, 2019).

2. The core idea of wabi-sabi
Both Japanese and Western perspectives share the same core idea of 

wabi-sabi, which means the beauty and acceptance of the imperfect, ir-
regular, and incomplete, as well as the acceptance of the passage of time 
and its impact on everything and everyone.

3. Aesthetical ideals
It is common for the Japanese and Western understandings of wabi-

sabi to appreciate modest, handmade, and unique items made from natu-
ral materials on which the signs of use are visible, as well as the usage of 
natural, earthy colors.

Differences:
1. Who can understand and appreciate the beauty of wabi-sabi
While in the Japanese perspective it is possible only for people who 

have the knowledge and skills to detect and understand the hidden and 
inconspicuous beauty of wabi-sabi, the Western perspective convinces 
that everyone is able to understand and feel it, which makes the idea of 
wabi-sabi more inclusive and available to people without any knowledge 
of Japanese traditional culture and art, thus being, in other words, more 
egalitarian.

2. Wabi-sabi and different forms of art
Wabi-sabi in Western culture does not refer to any form of art other 

than the design of interiors and items, such as furniture or ceramics. In 
comparison, in Japanese culture wabi-sabi occurs in many artistic fields, 
such as literature, painting, the tea ceremony, gardening, and architec-
ture. However, the reason for this is that in Japan wabi-sabi has existed 
for many centuries, while being present in Western culture only for a few 
years. Thus, there is still a chance that it will influence more western fields 
of art.

3. The role of nature
Nature provides a crucial difference not only in the understanding of 

wabi-sabi, but also generally between Western and Japanese culture. First, 
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regarding wabi-sabi: in the Western perspective, although there is an ap-
preciation of nature, this is more as a source of materials, not as nature 
itself as in Japanese culture. This reflects the different role of nature in 
those two cultures: in the history of the West, nature was more perceived 
as an obstacle to development, which should be harnessed – and could 
only be admired in this aspect. In contrast to this, in Japan nature was and 
still is very much related to national identity through shintō – a traditional 
Japanese polytheistic religion7 – in which gods called kami live in the ele-
ments of nature, such as trees, rocks, streams, mountains, and so on. That 
is why the natural world, which in Japan could be almost termed sacred, 
has also played such a different role in the understanding of wabi-sabi in 
these two cultures.

4. Acceptance of imperfection in ourselves and the world at large
This aspect also shows the differences between Western and Japanese 

culture. The Western understanding of wabi-sabi is quite focused on the 
acceptance of imperfection, first of ourselves and then of the surrounding 
world, unlike that in Japan, where it is mostly about the imperfection of 
the world, not necessary of ourselves. This might correlate with the indi-
vidual character of Western culture and collective character of Japanese 
culture. 

5. The role of loneliness and poverty
The last difference is connected with the lack of aspects of loneliness 

and poverty in the Western understanding of wabi-sabi, while they are es-
sential for the Japanese understanding of this term. This is probably relat-
ed to the situation of Western civilization nowadays and the wealth of its 
society, which has different priorities and very often does not value a hum-
ble and modest way of living.

SUMMARY

As it has been presented, the Western understanding of wabi-sabi differs 
from its Japanese counterpart. We could, therefore, call Western wabi-sabi 

7 It is difficult to call shintō a religion in the same sense as Christianity or Islam, as it 
does not have one founder and also allows one to practise other religions, such as, for 
example, Buddhism. However, the term “religion” is used to describe shintō in order to 
help members of other cultures understand it.
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a happier, easier-to-follow version of the original concept, one more acces-
sible to everyone and more focused on beautiful interiors, items, and the 
acceptance of the imperfections which lie within us. Although wabi-sabi 
may last as a design trend, just like hygge, it may stay on for longer as 
a part of a resistance toward the cult of perfectionism, which is already 
typical not only for Western culture but also for our whole modern, glo-
balized, consumer world, where there is a need to slow down and appre-
ciate living a life which is not as perfect as in social media. Wabi-sabi has 
been understood in this way in the West because of two reasons. Firstly, 
it is easier to adapt some traditions in their material aspect than in their 
spiritual one, as it has happened with Christmas all around the non-Chris-
tian world. Secondly, in Japan wabi-sabi comes from the history and tradi-
tion of this country itself. On the other hand, as this is something brand 
new for the West, it has been shaped to suit modern Western times and 
challenges.
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Abstract

“Speech level shift” is a phenomenon in which formal speech is used in casual 
conversations. This paper aims to clarify when and why this temporary shift oc-
curs and considers whether its functions are unique to the Japanese language 
by employing the concept of “politeness theory”. According to this theory, 
a speaker has two choices of strategy for successful communication. The first, 
namely “positive politeness strategy”, attempts to decrease their distance with 
the listener, while the second, “negative politeness strategy”, tries to maintain 
this distance. Using examples from a database of Japanese conversations, four 
functions of speech level shift based on politeness strategies were found. When 
the shift appears at the beginning or the end of a topic, its function is to reduce 
the suddenness of conversational transition, while in the case of communicating 
blame, criticism, or requests, the shift has the function of softening something 
hard to say. These two functions are based on negative politeness strategy. 
When the shift is used to emphasize something important in the conversation, 
its function is to make the speech clearer, while in the case of telling a joke, 
the shift can create an emotional connection through humor. These two func-
tions are based on positive politeness strategy. In this way, speech level shifts in 
the Japanese language have four principal functions, which are explainable by 
theories developed internationally. This fact shows that there is a commonality 
between Japanese and other languages regarding the function of consideration 
for others.
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INTRODUCTION

Using casual expressions and formal expressions properly is important for 
successful communication. In the case of the Japanese language, there are 
two types of speech styles identifiable as casual speech and formal speech. 
For example, when one says “I am Japanese” in casual Japanese speech, it 
is phrased as 私は日本人だ (watashi wa Nihonjin da), but in formal speech, 
it becomes 私は日本人です (watashi wa Nihonjin desu). The main morpho-
logical differences between these two styles appear in auxiliary verbs such 
as だ (da) and です (desu), or verb forms such as the plain form and the  
ます (masu) form at the end of sentences.

Basically, the speaker chooses either style depending on their rela-
tionship with the listener. Generally, casual speech is used when talking to 
someone equal in age or rank or junior to them, and formal speech when 
talking to someone senior. However, sometimes the styles are mixed tem-
porarily in the same conversation. The following is an example of a con-
versation between speaker A and B who are friends and equal each other.2

(1) A: 笑うと元気んなるじゃん。(Warau to genki n naru-jan.) [Laugh and 
get well.] 

B: うん、絶対それ大切だよ。(Un, zettai sore taisetsu da yo.) [Yes, laugh-
ing is certainly important.] 

A: まー、あたしはその辺はね、いろいろとこう計算してるんですよ。 
(Maa atashi wa sono hen wa ne, iroiro to kō keisan shiterun desu yo.) 
[Well, I always calculate this kind of thing.] 

This is a conversation between friends that is basically conducted in 
casual speech. Although the first and second sentences end with casual 
speech forms, in the last sentence, the marker of formal speech – desu – 
can be found. Therefore, the style changes distinctively from casual speech 
into formal speech here. This is an example of “speech level shift”. 

This kind of shift is not limited only to “casual speech to formal speech” 
as in this example, but also includes “formal speech to casual speech”. This 
paper, however, will focus on the former type of shift, as in the casual 

2 The original text is Japanese. The pronunciation is shown in italics and the English 
translation is shown in square brackets.



SPEECH LEVEL SHIFTS IN JAPANESE DISCOURSE: AN APPROACH FROM POLITENESS THEORY 109

conversation we just saw. Since the functions of these two types of shifts 
are different, the latter type should be considered in another paper.

Speech level shifts from casual speech to formal speech seem to have 
the function of pushing the listener to consider and adjust their relationship 
with the speaker. For this reason, formal speech can be used even in casual 
conversations among friends. In order to determine why and when this shift 
occurs, and whether it is particular to the Japanese language, I will present 
the examples of conversations between friends and conduct an analysis 
employing the concept of “politeness theory” that is shown in Politeness: 
Some Universals in Language Usage written by Penelope Brown and Ste-
phen Levinson (1987). The applicability of this theory, which has been used 
to study languages around the world, will serve as an indicator of the par-
ticularity or universality of speech level shifts as they appear in Japanese.

REVIEW OF SPEECH LEVEL SHIFT RESEARCH

This paper will begin with a brief look at the results of previous research on 
the subject of speech level shifts. Table 1 shows the conclusions reached 
by three researchers regarding the circumstances under which the speech 
level shifts they observed occurred. 

Table 1. Results of previous research

Situation
References

Yoko Mimaki 
(1993)

Tomomi Otsu 
(2007)

Yajing Liu 
(2013)

To start the topic o

To end the topic o

To add comments or supplementary remarks o

To cast blame or criticism o

To focus on something important o

To tell a joke o

Mimaki Yoko (1993, pp. 41–50) conducted a survey using scripts of TV 
shows and found that the shift appeared when the speaker intended to 
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start a new topic, add comments or supplementary remarks, or say some-
thing important. Otsu Tomomi (2007, pp. 47–53) recorded the conversa-
tions of friends and found that the shift was used when the speaker was 
telling a joke to the listener. Liu Yajing (2013, pp. 36–45) also used friends’ 
conversations and found that the shift appeared when the speaker intend-
ed to end the topic or to express blame or criticism.

However, some questions still remain. Why does the shift appear in 
these situations? In other words, what is the function of temporary formal 
speech? In addition, are there any other situations in which the shift ap-
pears? These questions can be explored by using conversational data and 
employing the concept of “politeness theory”.

There are some studies that have considered speech level shift in re-
lation to politeness theory. Usami Mayumi (1995, pp. 28–40) picked out 
examples of speech level shift from recorded data of conversations and 
found that the shifts function as a politeness strategy adjusting the dis-
tance between listener and speaker. This indication is important as the 
investigation was conducted by connecting speech level shift and polite-
ness theory. However, Usami only focused on the conversations conducted 
during first-time meetings. In contrast, the ways of communicating used 
between friends and those between strangers meeting for the first time 
would be markedly different. Therefore, it is necessary to consider the 
function of speech level shifts in casual conversations between friends in 
order to produce a clearer understanding of this phenomenon.

OVERVIEW OF POLITENESS THEORY

Politeness theory was formulated in 1987 by Penelope Brown and Stephen 
C. Levinson, according to whom people in a society have the desire to be 
protected. They call this desire “a face”. There are two types of faces. The 
first is “the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least 
some others” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 62). This is defined as “positive 
face”. The second is “the want of every ‘competent adult member’ that his 
actions be unimpeded by others” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 62). This is 
defined as “negative face”. 

The method employed to protect these faces is “politeness strategy”. 
The strategy used to protect positive face is to talk in a friendly and clear 
manner and try to reduce one’s distance from the other person. This is 
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known as “positive politeness strategy”. For example, when one friend un-
derstands what another needs without any words, the second friend might 
respond: “Great! You are a real friend! You know exactly what I need”. 
They express exaggerated praise by using the word “great” and show the 
strength of their friendship by confirming that the person is a real friend. 
The strategy employed to protect one’s negative face, specifically, is to talk 
politely and indirectly and to try to maintain a distance from the other per-
son. This is known as “negative politeness strategy”. For example, when 
one wants to borrow a pen from someone, one might ask: “Would you 
mind if I used your pen?”. Using the conditional form to pose the question 
makes it indirect and polite. These two types of faces and strategies are 
summarized in Figure 1.

Fig. 1. Overview of politeness theory

Incidentally, Brown and Levinson are not claiming that “positive” is 
good and “negative” is bad. These words are intended to express whether 
speech is active or passive. What is important in their viewpoint is that 
there are two types of consideration for a listener to process going in dif-
ferent directions.

RESEARCH DATA

This research uses examples drawn from the “Corpus of Spoken Japanese 
by using Basic Transcription System for Japanese. (Transcription and Audio 
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Recordings)”. This is a database of natural Japanese conversations by na-
tive speakers, that are recorded in the Usami laboratory at Tokyo Univer-
sity of Foreign Studies. All conversations are transcribed and classified by 
the age, gender, and relationship of the speakers. I have chosen conversa-
tions between friends that were basically conducted in casual speech, and 
quoted examples of speech level shifts into formal speech. All the exam-
ples listed in this paper were collected from this database. 

The number of quotations that include speech level shifts was seven-
ty-six, collected from twenty-three distinct conversations. Each example 
was classified by its purpose, before the functions of its speech level shifts 
were analyzed. When a purpose differed from those appearing in previous 
research, new purpose types were added.

RESULTS: SITUATIONS AND FUNCTIONS

Table 2 shows the situations in which speech level shifts were found and 
the number of each example. 

Table 2. Purposes and Their Frequency

Situation The number of text (rate)

① To start the topic 4 (5.3%)

② To end the topic 2 (2.6%)

③ To add comments or supplementary remarks 0

④ To cast blame or criticism 5 (6.6%)

⑤ To present requests and orders 6 (7.9%)

⑥ To express something shameful 7 (9.2%)

⑦ To boast or talk about hardships 6 (7.9%)

⑧ To focus on something important 4 (5.3%)

⑨ To tell a joke 42 (55.3%)

Total 76 (100.0%)

The most frequent situation was “⑨ To tell a joke”. With as many as 
forty-two examples, this accounted for more than half of the total. On the 
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other hand, the search for examples that followed the pattern of “To add 
comments or supplementary remarks” produced no results in this survey. 
In addition, the purposes described in ⑤, ⑥ and ⑦ were added, be-
cause they did not appear in the scholarship. 

From these examples, the intended functions of the speech level shifts 
emerged. In the next section, we will look more closely at each example 
and consider these functions by relating them to politeness strategy.

To Reduce Suddenness

There were four examples of the purpose “① To start the topic”, and two 
examples of the purpose “② To end the topic”. The shift in these pur-
poses has the function of reducing suddenness in the conversation. The 
following is an example of situation ①. This is a conversation between 
speaker A and B, who are friends. Underlined letters show the speech level 
shift into formal speech.

(2) A: さあ、そういうことでですねー。(Saa, sō iu kotode desu nee.) [And 
now, with that…] 

B: はいはいはい。(Hai hai hai.) [Ok, ok, ok.]
A: 学校生活について。(Gakkō seikatsu ni tsuite.) [About school life.]

These sentences appeared at the beginning of the conversation, with 
the shift appearing in the first sentence. Therefore, we can see that speak-
er A started the topic with the formal speech marker desu. Why did the 
speaker do this?

In situations such as the starting or ending of a topic, the direction of 
the conversation is being changed. If this change is sudden, the listener 
might be surprised or become unable to keep up with the conversation. 
However, by using formal speech, the change is softened and suddenness 
is reduced. The speaker is probably trying to reduce suddenness and sur-
prise out of consideration for the listener. In other words, this is an action 
that blunts the impact on the listener by maintaining distance. 

Therefore, the kind of speech level shift with the function of reduc-
ing suddenness can be regarded as similar to negative politeness strategy. 
Negative politeness strategy is a way of communication that maintains 
one’s distance and avoids excessive interference. Shifts at the beginning or 
end of a conversation can be explained as a part of this strategy.
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To Soften Something Hard to Say

As we have seen above, formal speech in casual conversations has the 
function of maintaining one’s distance and softening impact. This function 
is useful not only at the beginning or end of a conversation, but also in 
the following purposes: “④ To cast blame or criticism”, “⑤ To present 
requests and orders”, “⑥ To say something shameful”, and “⑦ To boast 
or talk about hardship”. All of these purposes have the common point of 
expressing something difficult to say. The following is an example of pur-
pose ⑤. Here, speaker A is presenting a request to speaker B.

(3) A: でも、まあ、なんかを話さなきゃいけないからー、じゃ、○○（人名）
の話でもしてください。(Demo, maa, nanka wo hanasanakya ikenai 
kara, ja ○○ [person’s name] no hanashi de mo shite kudasai.) [But 
we have to talk about something, so please talk about ○○.]

B: よーし、○○の話か。(Yōshi, ○○ no hanashi ka.) [I see, let me talk 
about ○○.]

ください (kudasai) is a marker of formal speech that is used when pre-
senting a request to the listener. Therefore, the shift occurred in the first 
sentence here. To present a request means the speaker is asking the lis-
tener to do something. The speaker might hesitate to make the request di-
rectly, because the request might place a burden on the listener. However, 
if the speaker presents the request in formal speech, it becomes polite and 
soft. This is not just true of requests, but also of other things that are hard 
to say. Therefore, out of consideration for the listener, the speaker makes 
the speech polite and soft. 

This kind of approach is a typical aim of negative politeness, so this 
function also can be regarded as being similar to negative politeness 
strategy.

To Focus on Something Important

Speech level shifts are also found in situation “⑧ To focus on something 
important”. The following is an example.

(4) A: ほんとに考えなくちゃ。(Honto ni kangaenakucha.) [We have to 
think about it seriously.]

B: ね。Ne. [Exactly.]
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A: やっぱりお昼はー、当日、どこで食べるか。(Yappari ohiru wa tōjitsu 
doko de taberu ka.) [Where are we going to have lunch that day?]

B: 問題？(Mondai?) [Is it a problem?]
A: が、問題ですね。(Ga, mondai desu ne.) [It is a problem.]

In the last sentence, speaker A emphasizes the previous word mondai 
(“problem”), as it is regarded as the important part. By using the formal 
speech marker desu in a casual conversation, the speaker can attract the 
listener’s attention and focus it on the important part, making the informa-
tion being communicated clearly. 

Moreover, this speech level shift is a positive politeness strategy, unlike 
the previous two types. Positive politeness strategy is a method of communi-
cation that clarifies what one wants to say and makes it easier to understand. 
Since the speech level shift in the example works by making the speech 
clearer for the listener, it exhibits similarities to positive politeness strategy. 

To Add Humor by Using Stylistic Incongruities

The last purpose discovered in this research concerns the use of incongru-
ous speaking styles to introduce humor into a conversation. Purpose “⑨ 
To tell a joke” is the only category in which this function is seen. The fol-
lowing is an example. Here, speaker A is curious to know if speaker B went 
to an amusement park with his love interest.

(5) A: 誰と行ったの？(Dare to itta no?) [Who did you go there with?]
B: や、一人だよ。(Ya, hitori da yo.) [By myself.]
A: えー。(Eee.) [No way.]
B: そんな一緒に行く人がいるなら、一緒に行きますよ。(Sonna isshoni 

iku hito ga iru nara, isshoni ikimasu yo.) [If I had someone to go with, 
I would go with them.]

Masu is a marker of formal speech fixed to the end of verbs. In this 
situation, speaker A asked speaker B teasingly, and speaker B replied with 
formal speech. In addition, speaker B laughed after he had said the last 
sentence. The use of incongruous formal speech makes it appear that the 
conversation is not between friends. The difference from the actual cir-
cumstances generates humor. This humor then reduces the distance be-
tween the two speakers.
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As an example that aims to decrease the distance from the listener 
and build an amicable relationship between the conversation participants, 
this conversation can be regarded as being similar to positive politeness 
strategy. In addition, this was the purpose that appeared most frequently 
in this study. Therefore, this can be interpreted as the main function of 
speech level shifts in conversations between friends. It is notable that for-
mal speech, originally used to preserve distance and enable polite expres-
sion, is used here instead to add humor. 

COMMONALITIES BETWEEN JAPANESE  
AND WESTERN LANGUAGES

As we have seen, the reason why speech level shifts occur can be explained 
by politeness theory. From this fact, we can see a commonality between 
Japanese and other languages regarding linguistic approaches adopted out 
of consideration for others.

Japanese and Western languages, such as English, have clear differ-
ences in terms of formality and roots, and Japanese is often considered to 
be high context and Western languages low context. Nevertheless, polite-
ness theory is equally applicable to these different languages. In fact, the 
functions found in the above research, such as reducing the distance from 
a listener by adding humor or avoiding interference by softening some-
thing hard to say, appear to be common expressions of consideration that 
transcend the boundaries between languages. 

Further study on the subject of considerate expressions will further 
deepen this perspective. Although studies of considerate expressions in 
Japanese have been popular since the beginning of the 21st century (Yama-
oka et al., 2019, p. 19), they are still at an early stage. Politeness theory has 
found a place in this sub-field. Yamaoka Masaki et al. (2019) suggest the 
possibility of studying considerate expressions using politeness theory, and 
have shown the functions of consideration concerning not only honorifics 
but also adverbs and idiomatic expressions in association with politeness 
theory. It is expected that the sense of consideration partially revealed in 
this research that is common to both Japanese and Western languages will 
be further explored in the future, reducing the sense of absolute distance 
between them. 
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CONCLUSION

Table 3 summarizes the results of the research regarding the purposes, 
functions, and corresponding politeness strategies. As we have seen, 
speech level shifts from casual speech to formal speech in friends’ conver-
sations appear in nine types of purposes and have four types of functions. 

Table 3. Situations and functions of speech level shift

Situation Function Politeness strategy

① To start the topic To reduce 
suddenness

Negative politeness 
strategy

② To end the topic

③ To add comments or supplementary 
remarks

④ To cast blame or criticism To soften something 
hard to say

Negative politeness 
strategy

⑤ To present requests and orders

⑥ To express something shameful

⑦ To boast or talk about hardships

⑧ To focus on something important To focus on the  
important part

Positive Politeness 
strategy

⑨ To tell a joke To add a humor by 
using unusual style

Positive Politeness 
strategy

Formal speech is used not only to speak politely to superiors, but also 
to facilitate conversations and improve relationships between friends. This 
kind of example is common, while the functions connected with engaging 
in lively conversation appear to have become established as a basic usage 
of formal speech.

Another point is that each of the functions of speech level shifts into 
formal speech can be explained by politeness strategy. Although there is 
a limited number of languages that have different styles of casual speech 
and formal speech marked by auxiliary verbs, the usages and functions of 
these styles can be explained by a theory developed internationally. The 
commonality of a sense of consideration seen in Japanese and other lan-
guages will become an important element in future studies about consid-
erate or polite expressions.
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This article introduces a definition of intercultural communication, understood 
as an important skill in creating social bonds in times of globalization. Mutual 
understanding in an intercultural space is based, among other things, on lan-
guage, a point which the author underlines by using the Japanese language as 
an example. Moreover, she points out how the Japanese belief in ethnocentrism 
and the main cultural differences in fields such as nonverbal communication 
are considered problematic in facilitating outsiders both to understand Japa-
nese society and to function within it. The analysis is based on the author’s own 
research focused on students attending a course at the Jagiellonian University 
in Kraków, Poland on the cultural adaptation process in Japan, including reflec-
tions on the usefulness of the Japanese language in this process. 
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INTERCULTURAL SPACES – THEORETICAL REMARKS

It has long been known that people have traveled and continue to trav-
el for various reasons, thus becoming participants in intercultural spac-
es. From a European perspective, Japan is a culturally different country, 
while its inhabitants seem to be still partially closed to establishing contact 
with “strangers”. In such a formal and traditional cultural space, proper 
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functioning becomes a challenge. Therefore, the aim of the work is to pre-
sent those challenges that every foreigner must face, with an emphasis on 
the importance and usefulness of the Japanese language in the cultural 
adaptation process in Japan. The beginning of the work characterizes the 
relationship between language and culture and defines intercultural com-
munication, a phenomenon which plays an essential part in understanding 
the role of the Japanese language in this article. The second part presents 
the specific nature of Japanese society and language, taking into account 
those elements that may pose the greatest challenges to foreigners. Such 
assumptions have been confirmed by the theories of Japanese researchers 
who have described the fact that a foreigner will usually find it difficult to 
adapt to such a homogeneous society, especially from a linguistic perspec-
tive. The third part is devoted to a brief characterization of the rise of Japa-
nese Studies in Poland, followed by the citation and discussion of in-depth 
interviews with students attending a course at the Jagiellonian University 
in Kraków, Poland who shared their thoughts and the difficulties that had 
occurred during their year-long scholarships in Japan. These interviews al-
lowed one to observe the individual processes of a given student’s adapta-
tion to the Japanese environment. For the purposes of this study and in 
line with my understanding, the most accurate definition of cultural adap-
tation is to adopt in some basic spheres, namely those generally related 
to work, patterns of behavior, and norms that are dominant in the host 
environment, while maintaining one’s own values and patterns of behavior 
(Budyta-Budzyńska, 2009, p. 46). Cultural adaptation occurs when, with-
out the feeling of dissonance and discomfort, outsiders adopt the norms 
and values which operate in the new environment. This issue is believed 
to play an important role in being aware of cultural differences as a source 
of serious problems occurring in an intercultural space, and in understand-
ing the importance of languages that help us not only to communicate in 
problematic situations, but also to understand confusing differences and 
to explore the mentality of its users more thoroughly.

The processes occurring in the modern world, such as globalization 
and migration, have contributed to the overlapping of spaces and to the 
growth of intercultural spaces that exist practically everywhere to vary-
ing degrees (Korporowicz, 2011, p. 136). An intercultural space can be 
understood as a symbolic context of interactions of people and groups 
from different cultural backgrounds, which brings about cultural diversi-
ty and hybridization. Due to the growing expanse of intercultural spaces, 
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appropriate cultural competences are needed to function properly in the 
modern world. An extremely important competence nowadays is the abil-
ity to conduct intercultural communication. Commonly, communication is 
understood as interaction between two active parties (Korporowicz, 1996, 
p. 16). Therefore, communication understood as interaction is character-
ized by reciprocity, exchange, interdependence, subjectivity, intentionality, 
and authorship. As Marek Szopski points out, the culture we live in deter-
mines the way we communicate, while the way we communicate modifies 
our culture.

Consequently, communication adaptation is undoubtedly an impor-
tant skill in adapting our behavior to a given situation and the people with 
whom we communicate. According to Robert Duran, such communication 
adaptability requires both cognitive and behavioral agility (Gudykunst, 
2002, p. 167). Furthermore, as Geert Hofstede states, intercultural com-
munication is a process of information exchange (Hofstede, 2000, p. 46). 
Indeed, it is the act of communication and understanding between rep-
resentatives of different cultures using information encoded in language, 
gestures, fluctuations, or creativity (Boćwińska-Kiluk, Muszyńska & Niki-
torowicz, 2014, p. 140). Intercultural communication requires crossing bor-
ders on spatial, mental, cultural, and environmental grounds (Korporowicz, 
2011, p. 141). In cases of any inability to accomplish this during the com-
munication process, many misunderstandings or cultural conflicts may oc-
cur. Without a doubt, intercultural communication must not be affected by 
one’s prejudices. Both sides should have a clear intention not to let their 
own cultural backgrounds hinder the possibility of understanding one an-
other (Bouchet, 2012, p. 27). 

In Japan, as such a formal and tradition-centered country, proper in-
tercultural communication and adaptation is a difficult and slow process 
for every foreigner, especially when it comes to staying for a longer pe-
riod. As quoted above, intercultural communication is a process of decod-
ing another person’s intent, which is why it appears to be a real challenge 
in a country where the differences are visible in every field, at every step. 
Although all such cultural barriers are caused by Japan’s historical back-
ground, complicated system of etiquette, different mentality, the Japanese 
language becomes a source of understanding between those who use it.

When language is used in the context of communication, it is con-
nected with culture in many ways. First of all, language expresses cultural 
reality and allows us to share experiences. Not only does it express them, 



SYLWIA ADAMOWICZ122

but also creates experience through the language itself. Language is a sys-
tem of signs, with speakers identifying themselves and others through 
their use of language – thus, they view their language as a symbol of their 
social identity (Kramsch, 1998, p. 3). Since the 1990’s, large sections of lin-
guistics – including anthropological linguistics, sociolinguistics, or research 
into intercultural communication – have gradually emphasized the asso-
ciation between language and culture. This has caused research to focus 
even more on how cultural differences express themselves and are cre-
ated via various forms of linguistic discourse (Risage, 2006, p. 1). Yoshitaka 
Miike terms the way to facilitate dialogue among civilizations as “centric-
ity”, which he defines as one being engaged in learning from, not about, 
cultures if one wishes to broaden and deepen the understanding of cul-
ture-specific thought and action (Miike, 2008, p. 68). The Polish sociologist, 
Jerzy Smolicz, claimed that although a language can form a bridge connect-
ing everyone who speaks it, for those who do not know it, becomes an 
annoying and burdensome obstacle (Smolicz, 1999, p. 144). Accordingly, 
from the perspective of its supporters, language is culture and culture is 
language. Thus, in the case of such a formalized country as Japan, the use 
of the Japanese language appears to be a bridge for foreigners to achieve 
cultural adaptation, a phenomenon I am going to present by employing 
the example of the experience Polish students from the Jagiellonian Uni-
versity in Kraków gained of Japan.

JAPANESE CULTURE AND LANGUAGE

In this section, I plan to provide the reader with basic facts concerning 
Japanese culture and language which have an impact on communication 
with foreigners. The perfect point of departure is the work of Etō Jun, an 
influential writer of the Nihonjinron ethnocentric intellectual movement. 
As early as in the 1970’s, he maintained that because the Japanese people 
are one of the most homogeneous nations, they are able to deduce each 
other’s feelings from facial expressions, eye movements, and the slightest 
gestures, and their deductions are not mistaken. On the other hand, when 
the Japanese meet a completely different person (namely a Westerner), 
their first reaction is one of shock (Kowner, 2004, p. 135). 

It should be stressed that Etō’s thesis constitutes a moot point. 
Most contemporary scholars doubt whether the relationship between 
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homogeneity and an ability to interpret nonverbal communication is as 
simple as Etō claims. However, even Etō’s critics agree that culture has an 
impact on nonverbal communication. 

Let us take the example of eye contact – one of the important sources 
of information in the communication process. It is noteworthy that look-
ing into one’s eyes is considered rude and arrogant behavior in Japanese 
culture. In addition, touch – one of the most intimate senses – is also nega-
tively perceived in Japan. According to the scale of acceptance of physical 
contact, Japan is closest to the “do not touch me” option (Szopski, 2005, 
p. 106). Consequently, Japan is classified as a non-contact culture, which 
means it is not natural to maintain eye contact during a conversation or 
embrace people of the same sex. In non-contact cultures in general, such 
activities are prohibited. Nonverbal communication is also a key factor in 
the intercultural relations process. The common feature of Japanese people 
is not displaying emotion on their faces, i.e. maintaining an expressionless 
face. To foreigners this may appear as an obstacle during the conversation – 
thus, one may wonder “Is he/she listening to me?”, “Am I being clear?” 

However, silence for the Japanese is not identified with a state of 
nervousness or discomfort. The Japanese are often silent, a phenomenon 
which has many reasons that should be read from the context of the situa-
tion. On the other hand, nonverbal communication seems very misleading 
to foreigners. One of the most frequently asked questions by foreigners is: 
why do the Japanese smile so often? A Japanese woman’s normal response 
to a question concerning directions in English is to laugh and nod her head. 
Laughter in Japan is not only a reaction to something funny but also a way 
of showing misunderstanding or masking a sense of shame. This is con-
nected with the fact that in every situation, even in a situation of conflict, 
embarrassment, or unpleasant news, Japanese people try to maintain 
cordial relations and avoid the risk of misunderstanding. Establishing and 
maintaining social relationships have a crucial significance in Japanese soci-
ety. In addition, the Japanese rely mainly on indirect communication. 

This is connected with Edward Hall’s division into high and low context 
cultures (Szopski, 2005, p. 105). Japan belongs to the high context cultures 
which means that direct speech is identified with rudeness and immatu-
rity. In Japanese society, it is practically impossible to hear the word “no”. 
Instead, Japanese people use words such as: “maybe”, “it may be uncom-
fortable”, “it may be difficult to do”, “yes, but…”. However, if the Japanese 
say “yes”, it does not really mean an acceptance, rather a polite version of 
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saying “no” (Gesteland, 2012, p. 42). The reason for choosing words care-
fully is not a fear of misunderstanding, but a fear of offending another per-
son and way of avoiding being directly rude.

As it follows from the above, Japanese culture is well known for its 
politeness, a phenomenon which also refers to the Japanese language. 
Here I mean Keigo, literally a respectful language register that is manda-
tory to use in many social situations. The main aim is to emphasize social 
distance or similarity in rank (Huszcza, 1980, p. 176). It is a very extensive 
language, possessing its own special complicated vocabulary, terms, and 
grammatical forms that express various levels of respectful, humble, and 
polite speech. It can be concluded that using respectful language improp-
erly could unconsciously cause the impression of rudeness while speaking 
Japanese. Thus, for Japanese learners the relationship between Japanese 
language and culture is taken for granted. They do not exist separately and 
the complex cultural norms make the learning process additionally difficult 
(Kramsch, 1998, p. 10).

Even without the rules of politeness, the Japanese language is con-
sidered to be one of the most difficult languages in the world. It has four 
alphabets including kanji – logographic Chinese characters that are used 
in the Japanese writing system. The exact number of kanji is unclear. Al-
though the Japanese government has defined a list of about 2,000 basic 
kanji, it is believed that a reasonably educated person is expected to know 
about 4,000 of them. Moreover, there are some specific characteristics 
such as omissions of the person in the predicate, no distinction between 
masculine and feminine, unclear use of the plural form, no verb conjuga-
tion, and complicated grammar forms. The Japanese language and its dif-
ficulty appear to be a real challenge for foreigners. The uniqueness of the 
Japanese language sometimes restricts effective communication. This re-
fers to specific grammar structures completely opposite to other foreign 
languages. Japanese shapes a particular way of thinking and looking at the 
world. Many researchers have examined this case as one constituting a lin-
guistic community. 

For a foreigner who does not speak a language, being in a society that 
seems beyond comprehension becomes stressful in itself. In addition, 
when the language barrier begins to bother one gradually, some other 
sorts of negative feelings can appear, such as loneliness, rejection, and the 
fear that someone may be talking about us or to us without realizing it. For 
those, who do not speak the Japanese language, functioning in this unique 
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society can be full of misunderstandings and difficulties. For instance, this 
includes the already mentioned mysterious Chinese characters – kan-
ji – which excite tourists’ curiosity and which are obviously visible at every 
turn in Japan. Unfortunately, without understanding their meanings living 
there becomes troublesome. This starts to cause anxiety even in simple 
situations, such as shopping or using public transportation. 

To sum up this section, the Japanese people are convinced that the 
uniqueness of their culture is manifested in their language. Therefore, they 
believe, no one except ethnic Japanese can master their language com-
pletely. In other words, only in Japan can people speak Japanese fluently. 
A Japanese doctor, Tsunoda Tadanobu, even put forward medical argu-
ments that the speech of a person from the West and Japan is biologi-
cally different, since it depends on the left (Japanese) and right (European) 
hemisphere of the brain (Stanlaw, 2004, p. 274). Harumi Befu, like Etō, in 
Nationalism and Nihonjinron emphasized the role of homogeneity in soci-
ety and the assumption that Japan is culturally homogeneous (Befu, 1993, 
p. 109). The same opinion is shared by Ishida Eiichiro, a Japanese anthro-
pologist, who claims that despite various disadvantageous moments in the 
history of Japan, such as the presence of other cultures in the era of west-
ernization, Japan has remained pure and homogeneous. This statement 
underlines the continuity of Japanese blood from ancestors who have al-
ways lived on the Japanese archipelago and who are proof of the purity 
of blood in society. Thanks to these ancestors, the Japanese are able to 
speak fluent Japanese and practice their culture properly. Some Japanese 
linguists question the ability of foreigners to speak Japanese, arguing that, 
traditionally in Japan, foreigners do not speak Japanese and never should. 
For instance, the linguist Suzuki Takao stated that as foreigners cannot 
speak Japanese perfectly, the Japanese feel very uncomfortable when they 
meet a foreigner (Kowner, 2004, p. 136). However, the case study which 
I present below rejects some of the above-mentioned beliefs. 

ADAPTATION OF POLISH STUDENTS IN JAPAN

The origins of Japanese Studies in Poland date back to 1919 when the first 
Japanese language course at the University of Warsaw was established. Un-
til 1987, Warsaw was the only city where students could undertake stud-
ies of the Japanese language. The next step was opening a Department of 
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Japanese Studies at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków, and then at Adam 
Mickiewicz University in Poznań (Jędrasiak, 2019, p. 13). Consequently, 
new educational opportunities emerged and annual scholarships to Japan 
for Polish students were granted. The first five students qualified for Japa-
nese scholarships in 1990. On the other hand, Japanese people who were 
also interested in Eastern Europe, gradually undertook learning Slavic lan-
guages. This was associated not only with growing curiosity but also with 
emerging trade and investment opportunities in the new Europe. In Japan, 
learning the Polish language became possible from 1966 at Tokyo Univer-
sity of Foreign Studies. Nevertheless, there are many more Poles study-
ing Japanese culture and language than Japanese people studying Polish. 
Today, according to the website of the Japanese Embassy in Poland, there 
are fifty-nine language schools which provide Japanese language cours-
es. In Kraków alone, there are four of them, namely: Everest Language 
School, Ichigo Japanese Business and Culture Center, Manggha Museum 
of Japanese Art and Technology, and Sunstar Japanese Language School. 

This section presents the results of research which was a part of my 
bachelor’s degree thesis concerning Japanese society. I focused on the 
problem of the cultural adaptation of Polish students in contemporary Ja-
pan. This thesis aimed to indicate problems that foreigners must face while 
adapting to Japanese society, including communication problems. Moreo-
ver, this study shows how foreigners perceive Japan before and after their 
arrival in this land and what aspects may constitute the greatest challenges 
to the adaptation process. I conducted in-depth interviews with ten stu-
dents (nine women, one man) of the Jagiellonian University, who studied 
in Japan for one year before returning to Poland. The sample included stu-
dents who were partially prepared for an encounter with Japanese culture 
due to the field of study they had undertaken (Japanese Studies program 
and Far Eastern Studies program with a specialization in Japan). In order to 
recruit participants, I used the so-called snowball method, namely estab-
lishing a chain of people who recruit new interviewees from among their 
acquaintances. Additionally, faculty members and the International Rela-
tions Office of the Jagiellonian University helped me make contact with 
Polish students based in Japan. As a result, I interviewed students staying 
in small towns (Koganei, Hirakata), as well as in larger cities (Tsukuba, Kum-
amoto, Kanazawa) and large urban conglomerations, such as Sendai includ-
ing the capital of Japan, Tokyo. I decided to employ a qualitative research 
design, more precisely the in-depth interview method. Using open-ended 
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questions allows one to ask interviewees about their individual observa-
tions and personal feelings that a survey would not capture well enough. 
The interview consisted of eighteen open-ended questions from a previ-
ously prepared script. The three main issues I tried to capture in my re-
search were:

1. How did the process of adapting to Japanese society proceed?
2. Which emotions accompanied the process?
3. What were the main difficulties of the process?

All the students, due to the fact that their courses prepared them in 
various ways (culturally, historically, linguistically) for a possible trip to Ja-
pan, were – as they claimed – well-oriented regarding the country and the 
specific nature of its society. They all unequivocally stated that their knowl-
edge was very good, they were aware of cultural differences of the coun-
try they were going to, and, what was especially important, their level of 
Japanese communication skills was at least intermediate. Two respondents 
defined themselves as being at the highest level of advancement accord-
ing to the Japanese language proficiency level for foreigners called JLPT 
(Japanese-Language Proficiency Test). All the interviewees lived in various 
Japanese cities for one year and, as the research shows, the places where 
they studied had a big impact on the communication process. However, it 
should be added, most students did not have a choice of which university 
to attend. Two students were afraid to live in such big and technologically 
advanced places such as Tokyo, while another admitted that she had avoid-
ed studying in Tokyo on purpose in order to prevent stressful situations 
or possible misunderstandings in communication. Eventually, however, the 
respondents declared that communicating in Japanese was much easier 
in the biggest cities where people seemed to be more open to foreigners 
and intercultural experiences than in smaller places where communication, 
even in English, was more demanding. What is remarkable is that two stu-
dents who decided to live in Tokyo claimed that, despite Tokyo being com-
plicated to live in from a foreigner’s point of view, the Japanese language 
made it much easier and less stressful. They suggested that before going 
for a longer stay, especially to Tokyo, it is better to be aware of some of 
the barriers, such as dealing with important matters in offices, something 
which becomes difficult, especially if you do not know Japanese.

In the next question I wanted to encourage students to share their ex-
periences connected with committing cross-cultural faux pas. Of the ten 



SYLWIA ADAMOWICZ128

people involved, four declared that they had not experienced any incidents 
due to cultural differences or a lack of knowledge of Japanese etiquette. 
The others, although they knew a lot about the culture before leaving, as 
they previously stated, gave the following examples:

I had the option to get the internship at my university, but you had to be se-
lected from a large group of people, so the interviews were in Japanese or 
English if someone wasn’t well prepared. When entering a room in Japan, one 
should knock, wait for them to say “please, come in”, enter, bow, and wait 
for them to say “please, sit down”. I entered the room, bowed, said “good 
morning”, and instead of waiting for them to say “please, sit down”, I turned 
around to put my bag down. After the interview, the supervisor pointed out 
that I should not turn my back when I enter the room. (Interview 1)

Another respondent, in turn, shared such experience:

At the end of my stay in Japan, I was working at the hostel at the reception. 
I waited for a guest to leave their luggage so I could stow it away. The manager 
looked at me and then told me to go to the kitchen to get something. When 
the guest left, he pointed out to me that I should not stand over the client this 
way, because it makes him feel confused and uncomfortable. I was standing 
over him and he was under pressure. I was just waiting because it was my job. 
He honestly told me what a mistake I made, he was very open and aware in 
explaining my mistake. (Interview 2)

The quoted excerpts prove that it is quite easy to make a mistake in 
such a formalized society, even for those who have a lot of knowledge 
about Japan. The rest of the respondents who experienced “cultural mis-
haps” stated that the Japanese do not usually tell you that something was 
wrong. Although their common reaction to a foreigner’s blunders is laugh-
ter, generally speaking they are very understanding towards them. Accord-
ing to the experience of some, occasionally the Japanese would not let any-
one know anything was wrong regarding such blunders, as one respondent 
said: “perhaps because the Japanese were nice and polite enough that 
they didn’t make clear that I had made such a blunder” (Interview 3).

The observations about how Polish students felt among Japanese 
students are also of interest. Only one respondent admitted that she had 
studied at an international university where English was the main spoken 
language, which might be why local students seemed to be friendly and 
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open to foreigners. However, the remaining nine people agreed on one 
point: they had all felt alienated. Although the respondents shared vari-
ous positive examples from their student life, in the end, they all came to 
similar conclusions:

1. I attended very few classes that regular Japanese students attended. I stayed 
with a group of other students from abroad, but when we all gathered, I did 
not attract much attention and I felt a bit invisible. (Interview 4)
2. I certainly felt I was standing out a bit, but no one expressed it outright ei-
ther. Nobody was talking to me, they totally ignored me. When I told one girl 
that she had a nice pencil case, she only thanked me, she was so intimidated 
that she did not continue the conversation. I got the impression that Japanese 
students are very passive. (Interview 2)
3. I felt a bit alienated, but after all, it is a completely different country, a dif-
ferent language and it was a bit like that I was a stranger here, but the stu-
dents did not let me feel it. (Interview 5)
4. I felt a bit alienated because Japanese students do not like foreigners too 
much, but on the other hand, foreigners are also afraid of contact with Japa-
nese people and I think it is because of the language barrier on both sides. 
(Interview 3)

The intensity of contact depended on the city and the university pro-
gram, which were either aimed at classes with foreigners or with Japanese 
students. The size of the city in most cases (but not all) confirmed the 
thesis that in smaller cities people were more reserved, while students in 
Tokyo, having had frequent contact with foreigners, were open. However, 
this thesis is contradicted by the stories of two female students from the 
same city, namely Tsukuba (where a lot of foreigners study), as both of 
them stated that their contact with Japanese people in this city was neg-
ligible. Indeed, one of them had much better contact with foreigners, and 
not with the Japanese, as they were reserved and did not integrate with 
foreigners.

Only a few students did not experience culture shock in Japan. Those 
who did gave various examples, both positive and negative, that, interest-
ingly, they did not notice that until they had arrived back in Poland. One 
of the respondents was very confused when she was at the interview and 
her employer never met her eyes in conversation. The others complained 
about feelings or opinions not being expressed openly, having to endure 
a bureaucratic approach to reported problems, an unusual approach to 
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relationships, i.e. not showing any sensibility in a group. The work culture, 
part of which was the attention to detail and focusing on things that a Eu-
ropean would not, was also shocking for Polish students. They underlined 
that treating work as something very important, saying things so as not to 
cause an argument, and keeping one’s true opinions to oneself is, while 
typical behavior for Japanese people, very confusing for outsiders. Apart 
from negative aspects, the respondents showed positive feelings especial-
ly when juxtaposing Japan with Poland: everyone is very polite and help-
ful, “sometimes to the point of absurdity” (Interview 3), as one student 
claimed, everything is tidy, well-organized, especially in public institutions 
where it is noticeable that the client is treated as someone important at 
the very first moment they appear.

The above examples show that Japan seems to be a country of con-
trasts. There are many disconcerting but also positive things that are not 
easy to experience in Poland. Therefore, respondents were asked if they 
had ever thought they wanted to leave Japan during their stay. The an-
swers were divided, five out of ten people replied that they had no such 
thoughts, not even “for a second”. However, two of the remaining five 
respondents, shortened their stay. After asking additional questions, al-
though it turned out that one of them had come back for personal rea-
sons, the other respondent explicitly associated the problem with their dif-
ficulty in adapting to the environment.

I had such thoughts many times and that is why I shortened my stay by one 
and a half months, maybe two. It was related to the problem of adaptation and 
a longing for literally everything. At the end, these thoughts were very intense, 
I crossed off the days on the calendar because I couldn’t stand it, although the 
beginning was really ok. The last four months I really wanted to come back. 
(Interview 6)

As the respondent continues, after her return she did not want to talk 
or think about Japan. These thoughts, as she says, have since passed and 
she now wants to return to Japan, but for a temporary stay such as sight-
seeing, not to live or work. Although another respondent described all her 
feelings about Japan as positive, she admitted that she did not would like 
to live in Japan because of the cultural differences encountered.

The respondents were also asked to indicate their feelings after re-
turning to Poland. Among them we can distinguish: 
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1. Relief – the respondent admitted that the last three weeks in Japan 
were hard, working in Japanese society is hard, everyone speaks Japanese 
and no one speaks English.

2. Frustration connected with returning to normal life. The respondent 
admitted that she wanted to have even more experiences. However, there 
was a sense of satisfaction that she had had the opportunity for self-de-
velopment in a foreign country.

3. Happiness in returning to Poland, but at the same time regret that 
it was necessary to leave.

4. Depression due to returning to Poland, sadness that it was over, 
feelings of deep hopelessness, apathy.

6. A willingness to return to Japan – the respondent stated that be-
cause of the culture shock she had experienced, she wanted to return there. 
Moreover, she saw also Japan as having many advantages: good food, the 
kindness of information services, a beautiful natural world and culture.

At the end of the interview, I asked respondents for advice they would 
give people who are not interested in Japanese culture but who are go-
ing to visit Japan – five of them pointed out exactly the same: to learn 
basic Japanese words or polite phrases. It certainly shows the importance 
of the Japanese language in Japan. Some of their advice was, I would say, 
powerful, for instance: “Give up, such a person will find it difficult to live 
in Japan, especially when he or she doesn’t know the Japanese language” 
(Interview 7).

Some advice was repeated often:
– Six people stressed the importance of being polite in Japan, which is 

manifested by: caring for what is common to all, respect for some-
one else’s time – the obligation to standing in queues for trains, bus-
es etc., thinking about the other person when dealing with them, as 
Japanese communication relies largely on the fact that people do 
not directly convey what they think and do not patronize others.

– Five people advised exactly the same, namely: to learn basic Japa-
nese words or polite phrases, because English in Japan is at a very 
poor level.

– Three people pointed out that before leaving it is necessary to read 
some information about Japanese culture and the behavior of Japa-
nese people – the culture is very different and will not be to every-
one’s taste.
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Other pieces of advice from respondents were: look around care-
fully, because it is easy to get lost, repay those who help you but do not 
thank them by giving money, as you will offend the Japanese; when visiting 
someone, prepare a well-wrapped gift and present it to the head of the 
family, namely the father; be careful to take off your shoes if there is such 
a requirement; be careful with shopping, as it is hard to find the right size 
in clothes, especially if you are tall; do not talk / do not call while on public 
transport as it is customary to be silent on the subway.

It is easily noticeable that the students were aware of all the commands 
and prohibitions prevailing in Japan. The average Pole, as well as any other 
foreigner who does not know the local etiquette and language, can easily 
make a mistake which may offend Japanese people. Being unaware of the 
above rules becomes a serious obstacle in allowing foreigners to function 
properly in their society, while the lack of awareness of Japanese etiquette 
may prevent a closer relationship being formed with the Japanese. Follow-
ing this, requests for advice from Polish students always resulted in similar 
answers which remarked the importance of relationships with others.

Do not expect that you will have a lot of Japanese friends, but rather foreign-
ers, because it is hard to establish closer friendships with them. (Interview 6)
Focus on relations with the Japanese. (Interview 8)
Get interested. Do not expect people to adjust to you, you are the guest. (In-
terview 9)
Make friends, be open-minded, try new things. (Interview 10)

Moreover, respondents noted that establishing closer contact with 
a Japanese person seems difficult, while forming a deeper relationship 
seems impossible. The thesis has confirmed that the Japanese are open to 
foreigners up to a certain point – when you want to move to establishing 
closer contacts, however, they become shy and they do not talk too much 
about themselves. In a way, this question was related to the final summary 
question – how the respondents assessed contact between the Japanese 
and foreigners – and here the answers were very similar, in that it all de-
pended on the nature of the other person. 

Although they found themselves in situations where the Japanese 
were very closed and sometimes terrified in front of foreigners, on the 
other hand they seemed interested in them, and asked a lot questions 
about the culture of the students’ country of origin, especially when it 
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comes to young people. Respondents also thought that the Japanese were 
slowly coming out of their shell and that being more open to the outside 
world is gradually being imposed on them socially. The respondents’ own 
experiences were varied, with some of them encountering ignored, and 
some curiosity or even independent initiative. Undoubtedly, according to 
the analysis of respondents’ answers, not everyone, albeit most of them 
agreed that living there without proper knowledge and being prepared to 
take the initiative may be hard. By “initiative” I mean being ready to take 
the first steps, as many times as I heard from respondents, Japanese stu-
dents were too shy to start conversations with foreign students. As they 
emphasized, this is connected with their natural character, as well as an 
unwillingness to talk in the English language.

In view of the above situation, an interesting issue seems to be com-
munication with the Japanese themselves. All ten students agreed with 
one statement, namely: the Japanese language helped them with social-
izing in their student life. They underlined many times that the Japanese 
language supported them in making new friends and in making their stu-
dent life easier. Some of them, because of the language barrier and com-
munication fears, tried to communicate in English at the beginning of their 
stay in Japan. Unfortunately, this did not work out well. What is more, the 
level of English in smaller towns was too low to be able to communicate, 
which is why they had no choice but to switch to the Japanese language. 
In addition, my research confirmed the popular observation of foreign re-
searchers that Japanese people avoid contact with foreigners when they 
have to use the English language. Even though communication in Japanese 
with Japanese people was stressful for some of them at the beginning, this 
became the key factor in making new friendships with local people. Apart 
from this particular barrier, respondents mentioned basic issues that could 
happen and certainly happen to anyone who speaks a foreign language. 
These were problems with understanding pronunciation, forgetting words, 
the speed of speech, or problems in being articulate. 

Respondents mentioned that communicating in Japanese facilitates 
understanding the Japanese mentality and society. What is more, they eas-
ily could have found themselves in more formal situations, such as con-
versations with teachers, older people, mentors, or a friend’s family, when 
situations required the use of Keigo to show respect and politeness, which 
as I mentioned earlier, is a key issue in proper communication in Japanese 
culture. Even though they mentioned many times that Keigo is definitely 
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the hardest part of learning Japanese, they were ready to use it, despite 
associating it with stress and fear of offending mentors. 

At the end of the interview, I asked the respondents if they would re-
turn to study in Japan. Five of them replied “definitely”, three “yes”, one 
declared that they are ready to study in Japan, but not to live there, while 
only one declared “probably not”.

CONCLUSION

The effects of closing the country to external influences in Japan’s history 
are still visible to the present day. Japanese social and linguistic homoge-
neity, the level of difficulty of the Japanese language, communication bar-
riers, complicated etiquette, and some elements of its culture become an 
obstacle in adapting to Japanese life. According to the examples pointed 
out by students, life in Japan seems to be a complicated venture due to 
language, etiquette, and cultural differences. However, for someone who is 
respectful and open-minded to new and different experiences, adaptation 
and understanding “others” would prove to be easier. As the students not-
ed, functioning in Japan for someone who does not know anything about 
this country can be very demanding. Undoubtedly, it is important to know 
the specific aspects of Japan that will allow you to get used to this country. 
Obviously, one of them is the Japanese language. Needless to say, a trip 
to Japan, particularly for a longer stay, will never be just an ordinary “trip 
abroad”. It is important to know that Japan demands an appropriate level 
of knowledge and cultural sensitivity from foreigners. 

To sum up, I would like to underline that languages help us with explor-
ing and understanding the world. There are many languages which operate 
as cultural codes that have to be decoded and Japanese is one of them. 
The difficulty and uniqueness of the Japanese language are worth over-
coming in order to understand fully those who use it in its native setting.
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GLOBALIZATION OF TANKA. 
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OF TRADITIONAL JAPANESE POETRY
Abstract

Tanka poems are a representative type of classical Japanese poetry with a long 
history. Beginning as waka, which were widely composed starting in the 7th 
century, today they continue to be produced by people of diverse backgrounds 
while retaining their ancient characteristics. In other words, tanka poems can 
be regarded as a valuable part of Japanese cultural heritage that are loved 
and enjoyed in contemporary Japan. My paper focuses on the current state 
of modern tanka and the significance of tanka in contemporary society. In the 
processes of globalization, the Internet is becoming the main platform for cre-
ating and reading modern tanka. Twitter, in particular, has become the largest 
such forum and features tanka from all over the world. It can be said that so-
cial media has had a great impact on modern tanka. As a result, the tradition-
al framework of social exclusiveness of this poetic genre from ancient times 
has been removed, leaving an environment where people of any social status 
and cultural background can easily create and read tanka and join the tanka 
community.

Keywords: Twitter, tanka, modern tanka, globalization, social media

INTRODUCTION

The relationship between literature and social media must not be over-
looked today. Recently, a variety of literary works including short stories 
and poems have come to be posted on social media by people around 
the world on a daily basis. People may also read a passage from a world 
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masterpiece without having access to a print copy when someone shares 
it on Twitter. At the same time, it is possible for virtually everyone to post 
their work on social media to a potentially limitless number of readers. In 
this way, Japanese short poems have become particularly popular in global 
society and widely shared on social networking sites. It seems to be related 
to the characteristics of both social media and the poems themselves. This 
can be seen especially clearly in the case of Twitter, which has a limit of 
two hundred eighty characters, and its compatibility with Japanese short 
poetry expressed in three or five lines. The prominence of photographs on 
such websites as Facebook and Instagram also provides a fertile ground for 
short poetry, with many using photographs to enhance the effectiveness 
of haiku and other works. This paper focuses on tanka poetry, another im-
portant component of Japanese cultural heritage, one which nevertheless 
has undergone change and found new forms in foreign languages and on 
social media. 

This phenomenon has been of much interest and concern to many 
young people in Japan since the second half of 2009, when Twitter first 
appeared and quickly became popular. Sasaki Arara (2010) points out that 
the number of people who post tanka on Twitter has increased rapidly in 
Japan since 2010. This topic has also received attention in newspapers, in-
cluding the popular Sankei Shimbun News (2016), in which the following 
was written:

The number of young people writing tanka has been increasing. Social media 
such as Twitter sparked this boom. […] It may be as easy for young people to 
write a tanka poem as it is to post a short sentence on social media. In fact, 
tanka is spreading across generations and has gradually started to be loved by 
a younger public. 
(translated by Koshida Kensuke)

So far, several books and articles in Japan have introduced the idea 
that the spread of social media that allows easy posting and communicat-
ing has allowed for the creation of new types of tanka; for example, poems 
that alter the rules for composing tanka or others that use slang and infor-
mal language. Moreover, Masuno Koichi (2018) has stated that “It seems 
that posting tanka on various social media has become popular among 
young people these days”, while pointing out that the number of postings 
of tanka with photographs on Instagram is increasing.



139GLOBALIZATION OF TANKA. HOW TWITTER CONTRIBUTES TO DEVELOPMENT . . .

While the relationship between tanka and social media in Japan has 
thus been discussed, not enough attention has been paid to the tanka in 
foreign languages that social networking has made possible. It needs to be 
recognized that tanka is in the process of becoming part of world literature 
and is no longer exclusively the national poetry of Japan. To better under-
stand the significance of tanka in modern society, it is essential to pay at-
tention to tanka on social media all over the world.

This paper examines the relationship between social media and mod-
ern tanka in the processes of globalization. The paper first explains in detail 
the composition of tanka and its history from the 8th century to the pre-
sent day. Then it discusses the point of expression of tanka poems through 
introducing one of the most famous works in Japan. Lastly, it introduces 
tanka works posted on Twitter and analyzes why this type of poetry has 
become popular on social networking sites and what new places it may 
find in the globalized world.

THE COMPOSITION OF TANKA AND THE HISTORY 
OF ITS DEVELOPMENT

There are roughly three types of short Japanese poetry that are specifica 
lly mentioned in this paper. That is tanka (短歌), haiku (俳句), and senryū (
川柳). Tanka has a long history having been widely composed since the 8th 
century onwards, and is still written by various people, mainly in Japan. On 
the other hand, haiku and senryū are the major genres of traditional Japa-
nese poetry which were born under the influence of tanka and were popu-
lar in the Edo period (1603–1867 CE). Although haiku include kigo (季語), 
which are words or phrases associated with a particular season, senryū do 
not generally include this. Therefore, haiku tend to be about nature while 
senryū tend to be about human affairs and are cynical or darkly humor-
ous. Moreover, there is an important rule of these Japanese forms of short 
poetry in which tanka is a poem in 31 sound units or morae, arranged in 
lines of 5, 7, 5, 7 and 7 morae, while haiku and senryū contain 17 morae, in 
three lines of 5, 7 and 5 morae. 

For example, haiku, short three-line poems now composed in many 
countries, are posted on Twitter every day by poets from all over the 
world. Alongside haiku, social media has also become the main reading 
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and writing platform for other Japanese short poetry forms such as tan-
ka and senryū, and, with them, the community of readers and writers has 
spread around the world. 

The short poetry forms mentioned so far may have thus become 
popular forms of world literature, but they also represent elements of the 
cultural heritage of Japan. In particular, tanka poems are a representative 
form of classical Japanese poetry with a long history. Beginning as waka 
poetry, which were widely written starting in the 8th century, they contin-
ued to be composed by people of diverse backgrounds into the Edo period. 

As a first step, we need to investigate the composition of tanka poetry. 
One of the most important rules defines tanka as a poem of 31 morae in 
Japanese, arranged in lines of 5-7-5-7 and 7 morae. One of the most fa-
mous tanka poems in Japan serves as an example.

観覧車 Kanransha Ferris wheel,

回れよ回れ Mawareyo maware go round and round!

想ひ出は Omoide wa memories last one day for you,

君には一日 Kimi ni wa hitohi a lifetime

我には一生 Ware ni wa hitoyo for me.

(translated by Uzawa Kozue and Amelia Fielden)

The units of sound are counted as morae, rather than syllables, and ac-
cord with a single kana in the Japanese syllabary. Divided into these sounds 
for clarity, the above poem would appear as:

Ka n ra n sha
Ma wa re yo ma wa re
O mo i de wa
Ki mi ni wa hi to hi
Wa re ni wa hi to yo

It is possible to feel the fixed rhythm as 5-7-5-7 and 7 morae when 
reading it aloud while paying attention to the breaks inserted above. As 
the rules also stipulate that tanka be composed in a structure of five lines, 
they are sometimes called “five-line poems” overseas.

The depth to which tanka have permeated Japanese culture can be 
seen in their publication and incorporation in Japanese newspapers, TV, 
and radio programs. For example, newspapers offer regular tanka columns 
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featuring works by the public, including many under the theme of events in 
daily life. Therefore, we can say that anyone in Japan can be a poet. Don-
ald Keene, a famous scholar of Japanese literature with a long affiliation 
with Tohoku University, stated that “Poetry in Japan is the property of all 
classes of society, and even today almost any Japanese can write a poem 
without difficulty” (Keene, 1955, p. 25). In contemporary Japan, traditional 
poetry forms such as tanka and haiku continue to be extremely important. 
They are valuable elements of Japanese cultural heritage, and tanka in par-
ticular has a long tradition and can be enjoyed by any Japanese person.

Tanka first emerged from the older form of waka poetry, upon which it 
is directly based. Waka (meaning “Japanese poems/songs”) is a form of po-
etry that was prominent in Japanese classical literature first being recorded 
in the early 8th century in a collection known as the “Man’yōshū” (万葉集). 
Waka poems were part of the general education of ancient people and had 
a great influence on the classics of Japanese literature, such as “The Tale of 
Genji” (源氏物語) and haiku, which are known all over the world.

Waka were composed under a variety of themes (e.g. nature, love, 
friendships, mourning, and so on), and are themselves not greatly different 
from the poetry appearing in present day newspapers. However, a key fea-
ture of waka is that they make you feel the season. The way in which po-
ets usually did this was to rely on a seasonal framework to express these 
themes.

Here is an example which is one of the most famous waka poems in 
Japan. 

五月待つ Satsuki matsu2 If I smell the fragrance---

花橘の Hana-tachibana no of the mandarin orange flowers

香をかげば Ka o kageba whose bloom waits for the Fifth Month,

昔の人の Mukashi no hito no I am reminded of the fragrance

袖の香ぞする Sode no ka zo suru of the person I loved a long time ago.

(Kokin Wakashū [古今和歌集], M. F. Marra, Trans.)

2 At the workshop, we discussed Kake-kotoba (掛詞) (pivot words), which are an im-
portant rhetorical device used in waka. The presentation of multiple meanings inherent 
in a single word (e.g. 松, matsu, meaning “pine tree” / 待つ, matsu, meaning “to wait”) 
allows the poet a fuller range of artistic expression with an economical syllable-count. 
While this was a key feature of waka, it is not frequently found in tanka.
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The first point of interpretation is in lines 4 and 5, “Mukashi no hito 
no / Sode no ka zo suru”. This tells us that the poet has just remembered 
their former lover by the fragrance of the mandarin orange blossoms. The 
second point is the word “Hana-tachibana”, referring to a blooming that 
evokes a real feeling of the beginning of summer. Considering these two 
points, this waka is based on a seasonal framework and represents the po-
et’s feelings as something that everyone can easily empathize with.

However, because of its seasonal framework, waka poetry became en-
coded in stereotypes, resulting for those who did not have any knowledge 
of them in not being able to compose or interpret waka poems. In other 
words, waka became a privilege of only the intellectual class. It has been 
observed that in the 19th century, due to the constrained situation of the 
community of waka poets and the influence of poetry transmitted from 
abroad to Japan, innovation in traditional short poetry spread among ris-
ing poets, transfiguring the waka poem into tanka. The background of this 
change also includes modernization in the Meiji period (1868–1912) and 
the very influential poet and critic Masaoka Shiki (正岡子規, 1867–1902). 
Masaoka criticized the seasonal framework severely and tried to get rid of 
it, insisting that tanka should express personal experiences. Regarding this, 
John Holt states that “No other modern Japanese poet displayed a fresh, 
original approach to private moments of time better than Shiki” (Holt, 
2016, p. 28).

Many tanka poets followed Shiki and expressed their personal experi-
ences in their poems, and this trend made it easier for various people to 
participate in the tanka community. Therefore, Shiki’s criticisms marked an 
important turning point for short poetry in Japan, and, even in the present 
day, continue to have an impact on modern tanka. Due to his influence, 
personal incidents and private moments of awareness displaced seasons 
as a primary theme.

IMPORTANT POINTS OF EXPRESSION IN TANKA –  
THE EXAMPLE OF TAWARA MACHI

We now turn to the point of expression and interpretation of tanka po-
etry. Here, the example of Tawara Machi (俵万智, born in 1962), one of the 
most popular tanka poets and a writer who enjoys international fame, will 
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be used by way of illustration. Presented below is the poem that is consid-
ered Tawara’s masterpiece and is taught to students of junior and senior 
high school in Japan.

「寒いね」と “Samui-ne” to “Cold out, isn’t it?”

話しかければ Hanashikakereba You say, and get an answer,

「寒いね」と “Samui-ne” to “Cold out, isn’t it?”

答える人のいる Kotaeru hito no How warm it makes you feel

あたたかさ Iru atatakasa That someone is there to answer.

(Tawara, 1987, J. Stamm, Trans.)

The meaning of this tanka is that even though it is cold outside, it 
makes one’s heart warm to have someone to answer them. It should be 
said that this fits the profile of a moment of private awareness in everyday 
life. Tawara (1993, p. 86) points out that the first step in composing a tanka 
should be to express the wavering of the heart in daily lives, as Shiki ap-
pealed for the importance of private moments. “Wavering of the heart”, in 
other words, means that you have the feeling that gives you some kind of 
“ah!” moment. It is because so many people in the world empathize with 
the “ah!” moments of Tawara’s poems such as these that she has been 
popular for a long time.

Since tanka has only five lines, the poet cannot express many things. 
Therefore, even private incidents can have a spotlight shone upon them, 
and the tiniest impression of them sparks empathy in various people’s 
minds. This is one of the most important points of expression of tanka 
poems.

We have in our daily lives countless “ah!” moments that can form 
a tanka. At the same time, these are often the things that we might post 
on all kinds of social media. In this way, it can be said that social network-
ing sites and tanka have similarities in their use as platforms for conveying 
impressive personal events and diverse feelings to others and evoking em-
pathy in them. Considering this background, it is not hard to understand 
why people who enjoy tanka live not only in Japan but also all over the 
world. In the next section, we will take a closer look at the relationship be-
tween modern tanka and social media, especially Twitter.
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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TANKA AND SOCIAL MEDIA

The appeal of Machi Tawara provides the departure point for an explora-
tion of how modern tanka poems are expressed and the reason why they 
have become popular on social media. The following section offers some 
examples of tanka on Twitter as global social networking.

Twitter has had the biggest impact on modern tanka. Hashtags at-
test the popularity of tanka on the site and searches for #tanka or #five-
lines bring up scores of poems. There are numerous accounts that intro-
duce famous waka and tanka poetry, and many people use the platform 
to post their own works. These include works composed in Japan and 
around the world. 

Tanka on Twitter and other social media highlight how poets shape 
moments from daily life into the form of tanka and share them with peo-
ple from different countries. This relationship between modern tanka and 
social media has led to an expansion of the tanka community. At the same 
time, tanka is being reinvented as a new literary form by the impact of so-
cial networking sites. In that sense, #tanka or #fivelines is a testament to 
the global appeal of tanka poetry as a means of self-expression.

The following is an example of a tanka poem posted on Twitter. 

会えたから Aeta kara Because I saw you right away,

見落としていた Miotoshiteita I missed your text

「着いた」って “Tuita” te that said, “I just got here!”

メールに今日が Meeru ni kyou ga When I found it later on my way home,

あふれだす帰路 Afuredasu kiro the memories flooded my mind

Source by ひざみろ(@100kat2), (2019, September 12,  
2:08 AM. Tweet., K. Koshida, Trans.)

This tanka focuses on the feeling experienced by the author upon the 
discovery of an email that reminds them of the joyful events of that day. 
Readers can sympathize with the poet who enjoyed going out somewhere 
with their friends through the expression of this work.

Moreover, we must note that the number of likes this tanka has got-
ten on Twitter is one hundred six and counting. The “Like” button, in oth-
er words, is a barometer of the degree to which people were moved by 
the poem. The number of one hundred six likes might be considered one 
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hundred six units of empathy from readers. In this way, it can be said that 
an advantage of social media as a forum for poetry is that authors can see 
readers who empathize with the poet’s moments of awareness in every-
day life. The ease of posting, as well as the formation of a close commu-
nity of poets and readers are both reasons why tanka poetry has become 
popular on social media.

The following is an example of tanka from social media from outside 
of Japan.

We are all
Walking the Earth
With feet of clay
And hearts of tin,
Yet sometimes we sparkle
Source by M. Kei (@kujakupoet), (2018, December 8, 8:31 PM. Tweet, K. Ko-
shida, Trans.)

The first point of the interpretation is the phrase “With feet of clay /  
And hearts of tin”. It expresses weak points (= “With feet of clay”) and 
being unconfident (= “And hearts of tin”). The author may be depressed 
by their weakness, but such negative things are appropriate as themes for 
modern tanka, because they are personal experiences. The second point is 
the phrase “Yet sometimes we sparkle”. Certainly, there are not many days 
when everything goes perfectly smoothly, but still sometimes we manage 
to sparkle. This tanka thus attempts to express some aspects of the sub-
tlety of human life.

There may be some doubt, based on the explanations earlier in this 
chapter, as to whether this can really be considered a modern tanka, rath-
er than just a five-line poem. It is hard to be certain that poets writing in 
English and other languages on social networking sites know about proso-
dy and other specific traditions of Japanese waka and tanka poetry. How-
ever, I argue that we should recognize all these poems, whether they are 
or are not tagged with either #tanka or #fivelines, to be considered works 
of modern tanka. Putting aside the problem of the validity of translated 
poetry and linguistic differences between Japanese and other foreign lan-
guages, the fact that poets post their intention to express their feeling in 
the form of a tanka poem, in my opinion, makes it enough to appreciate 
their works as modern tanka. It has also played a role in preserving and 
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maintaining the tradition of short Japanese poetry in the present and has 
caused tanka to be embraced as cultural heritage not only in Japan but 
also worldwide.

A final example follows.

No matter
What father just said…
His right hand
Keeps erasing the words
On the blackboard of his mind.
Source by Chen-ou Lui (@ericcoliu), (2019, March 23, 2:56 PM. Tweet, K. Ko-
shida, Trans.)

The first feature is the ellipsis points (“What father just said…”), which 
express that the author’s father was hard to read, and the thoughts in his 
mind at that time were expounded in the following phrases. The second 
point is “the words / On the blackboard”, which disappear without a trace. 
This is an expressive phrase that the father may have been afflicted with 
dementia. In any case, this tanka represents a delicate relationship be-
tween father and his son. In addition, it feels real because the theme is 
family, something that evokes universal empathy.

By posting and sharing tanka all over the world, the day has also come 
when someone’s observations and feelings in daily life can be expressed 
easily.3 While tanka has changed dramatically due to the impact of social 
media, the activities of composing and reading it have been repeated by 
people throughout its long history. 

CONCLUSION

Cultural heritage refers to the practices, representations, expressions, knowl-
edge, and skills which communities, groups, and, in some cases, individuals 
recognize as important parts of their culture. These are not only transmitted 

3 At the workshop, it was asked whether one could respond to a posted tanka with 
a poem of one’s own. In fact, there are many examples of this kind of exchange, and it 
is consistent with the tradition of waka and tanka. In ancient societies, the exchange of 
waka poems was an important activity between lovers.
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from generation to generation, but continue to be creatively developed and 
globalized in new forms today by means of social networking sites. 

This paper has investigated the composition and appreciation of tanka 
poetry on social media. After briefly reviewing its history from the 8th cen-
tury to the present day that begins with waka poetry, the paper discusses 
the nature of contemporary tanka expression through the important works 
of Tawara Machi. Finally, it offered reasons why Japanese short poetry has 
become popular around the world and the relationship between tanka and 
social media.

A key feature of waka is the seasonal framework which poets usually 
depended on to express a variety of themes. However, over time, waka 
poetry became stereotyped, and those who did not have any knowledge 
of these seasonal codes could not compose and interpret them. Therefore, 
Masaoka Shiki promoted a movement focused on introducing innovation 
into traditional short poetry during the Meiji period. He criticized the sea-
sonal framework severely and tried to force its abandonment, insisting 
that tanka should express personal experiences. Shiki’s approach made it 
easier for a wider variety of people to participate in the tanka community. 
This was an important turning point for short poetry in Japan and, even in 
the present day, it still has an impact on modern tanka.

Tawara Machi has also focused attention on moments of private 
awareness in daily life – ones which she calls “ah!” moments – and has 
appealed for their importance to be recognized in tanka. As the short five-
line structure of tanka shines a spotlight on such moments, the tiniest im-
pression of them directly creates empathy in various people’s minds. This 
is one of the most important points of expression of tanka poems.

In addition, social media and tanka resonate with one another in their 
capacity to convey impressive personal events and diverse feelings to oth-
ers. In other words, there is a comparability between the aim of social net-
working and the spirit of tanka, namely to express one’s desires and expe-
riences, and to share them with the world. This is the reason why modern 
tanka has become popular on social media, especially Twitter. Moreover, 
particular aspects of social media, such as hashtags and the “Like” button, 
are also related with the popularization of tanka all over the world and the 
formation of a global tanka community of poets and readers.

Through globalization, we have been able to share tanka and partici-
pate in its community of poets and readers on social media around the 
world. While some doubts have emerged concerning the authenticity of 
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such international and net-based tanka (e.g. different languages, number 
of syllables, lack of prosody, and so on), historically classic tanka poetry 
has already undergone some dramatic changes in its derivation from waka 
poetry, despite its preservation of the 5-7-5-7-7 line format. Therefore, it 
can be said that modern tanka is being composed and read all over the 
world as a new style of one of the established genres, while still maintain-
ing its spirit. It is important to note that the relationship between tanka 
and social media has had a positive effect on both elements.

Today, tanka poems are being composed and appreciated all over the 
world, and its community is expanding. While Japanese short poetry has 
been handed down as a tradition shaped over many centuries, it is now 
not only a literary genre in Japan, but also a piece of cultural heritage 
shared around the world. This is one of the roles that tanka plays in glo-
balization. As tanka poetry is increasingly written, read, posted, and shared 
all over the world, it may become an important part of the world’s cultural 
heritage. Further research is needed that explores different social media, 
other than the ones focused on in this chapter, and how tanka is posted 
and shared around the world.
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Abstract

In 1872, the Meiji government issued the Education Act aiming to provide basic 
public education for boys and girls. The clash between Confucian ideals of wom-
en and the recently introduced Western literature on female liberation divid-
ed opinions among scholars. Having been influenced by the writings of British 
thinkers such as John Stuart Mill or Herbert Spencer, Japanese male and female 
thinkers proceeded to enlist various arguments in favor of female schooling and 
equal rights. Despite their advocating the right of women to attend schools, as 
well as their general agreement regarding the favorable results that girls’ educa-
tion could bring to the nation, it is possible to identify key differences among 
scholars concerning the content of girls’ education and the nature of women’s 
rights. This paper focuses on Kishida Toshiko, an important female figure in Meiji 
politics who not only fought for female education but also emerged at the fore-
front of activism in her advocacy of women’s political rights and universal suf-
frage, showing the clear influence of British suffragette Millicent Garret Fawcett.
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tion

INTRODUCTION

The role that women would play in the new nation under construction and 
how the status of women would differ from the norms of the past was 
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a topic of keen interest to Japanese thinkers of the late 19th century. The 
ideas of most male ideologues focused on a brand of education that would 
train women to become good wives and wise mothers, while excluding 
women from owning assets and political rights. There was, however, one 
female thinker who not only broke the silence over women’s suffrage but 
also raised new debates about education, equal rights, and freedom.

This woman was Kishida Toshiko (1861–1901), who published, in 1884, 
in the Liberal Party Newspaper, Jiyū no Tomoshibi 自由の燈 (The Light of 
Freedom), the first essay on women’s rights in Japan (Anderson, 2010, 
p. 51). This was the first in a series of ten installments titled Dōhō Shimai 
ni Tsugu 同胞姉妹に告ぐ (To my Sisters) coming after the end of her brief 
career as a lecturer, which had culminated in her imprisonment for giving 
a speech about female education entitled Hakoiri Musume 函入娘 (Daugh-
ters in Boxes) in the city of Ōtsu on October 12, 1883. The ideas contained 
in these and other works by Kishida reflect both her own responses to 
the circumstances reigning in Japan at that time, the lukewarm rhetoric of 
her male contemporaries, and the important and revolutionary ideologi-
cal work she found being produced abroad, most notably that of British 
suffragist Millicent Fawcett. While the prominent male thinkers of the day 
espoused tepid ideas that proposed only the most moderate degree of 
change, Kishida found in the writings and thought of Fawcett a model for 
women’s rights that she was able to apply to Japanese society, helping to 
inform her conception of a new age of equality and opportunity for wom-
en that went far beyond the ideas of her contemporaries. 

FEMALE EDUCATION IN THE TRANSITION 
FROM THE SHOGUNATE TO IMPERIAL JAPAN

Kishida Toshiko 岸田俊子2 (1861–1901) was born in Kyoto Prefecture to 
a merchant family. Her introduction to unorthodox ideas began at an early 
age with her mother Taka, who encouraged her to study Confucian litera-
ture in contradiction to the Neo-Confucian expectation that women need 
only study matters related to domestic affairs (Fujita, 1984, p. 80). Neo-
Confucian thought played a significant role in Kishida’s life and in women 

2 Kishida Toshiko had a variety of pennames including Nakajima Shōen 中島湘煙 
and Shun Nyo or Shun Joしゅん女.



153WOMEN’S LIBERATION IN MEIJI JAPAN: RUPTURES IN CULTURAL CONCEPTIONS . . .

born during the Edo 江戸(1603–1868) and Meiji 明治periods (1868–1912). 
The shi-nō-kō-shō 士農工商 social stratification system regulated citi-
zens into classes of samurai or bushi 士 (shi), farmers 農 (nō), crafts-
men 工 (kō), and merchants 商 (shō), as well as was dictating what men 
and women of each class would study and how much they should learn. 

Under the Tokugawa bakufu 幕府 or shogunate according to the mod-
el followed by the samurai, women born in this particular class had a mar-
riage-oriented education, focusing on raising girls to perform household 
duties, along with a Neo-Confucian moral upbringing that dictated their 
obedience to their father, husband, or eldest son.3 Not only were they thus 
constrained by a set of patriarchal rules, but they were also physically lim-
ited to the geographic realm of the home, as the realm of the household 
affairs was the place of a woman of virtue. Whereas men were educat-
ed for life outside the home, being encouraged to take part in politics, to 
learn the classics and statecraft, and to be eloquent; women would be in-
structed to constrict their emotions and remain focused on affairs happen-
ing within the walls of the home.

One of the best-known books for the education of samurai daughters 
was written by the Neo-Confucian scholar Kaibara Ekiken 貝原益軒 (1630–
1714). Onna Daigaku 女大学4 (The Great Learning for Women) contains 
several recommendations for young ladies who were entering the age of 
marriage, such as advice on how to avoid being sent back to their parents’ 
home through divorce, recommendations not to leave the house unless 
considered necessary, and reminders of the necessity to always follow 
their husbands’ orders, among other admonitions. It belonged to a genre 
of textbooks for female education called jokunsho 女訓書 (women’s les-
sons books). Girls from the samurai class were educated by their moth-
ers and grandmothers using such books as guides for good manners, along 
with practical training for housekeeping and traditional arts such as tea 
ceremonies and flower arranging. Nevertheless, the schools in the form of 
private academies provided by the shogunate were only available to their 
brothers (Tomida, 2004, p. 32).

3 The subservience of a woman towards her father, husband, and eldest son when 
widowed are called the “three obediences” (sanjū) and are listed in various books on 
women’s education.

4 It is not clear when Kaibara Ekiken first published The Great Learning for Women. 
In this work, the 1905 translation is used for direct quotations.
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There were, however, alternate forms of education accessible to wom-
en. The daughters of wealthy farmers, artisans, and merchants, however, 
were able to attend temple schools run by Buddhist priests called tera-
koya 寺子屋, learning the traditional arts but also subjects necessary to 
help run their family businesses, such as letter writing and using an abacus. 
Many were supposed to leave home and work in the shops that belonged 
to their fathers and husbands, which gave them more freedom to move 
and to access the outside world (Tomida, 2004, p. 33). 

Kishida Toshiko was praised as an outstanding student, being awarded 
a prize by the city of Kyoto for her proficiency in the Chinese classics from 
an early age and attending both elementary and secondary public schools, 
although she did not graduate from the latter. Her talents were so well rec-
ognized that she became the first commoner to serve as an imperial tutor, 
teaching the Chinese classics to Empress Haruko 美子 for two years.

Kishida’s academic development, though, mainly focused on elemen-
tary school and Confucian literature and was largely possible only because 
of the times in which she was born. As a result of her fortunate chronologi-
cal positioning, she was able to attend elementary school, one of the many 
new institutions created by the Meiji government. To create a modern 
state, Meiji leaders sought to institutionalize education, promulgating, in 
1872, the Gakusei 学制 (Fundamental Law of Education), which introduced 
a four-year compulsory education for boys and girls. This reform was what 
allowed Kishida, and other girls like her, to attend elementary school; at 
the same time, however, the seemly progressive character of the law gen-
erated a significant backlash from parents (Shamoon, 2012, p. 16).

The idea of allowing girls to attend mixed schools, learn the same sub-
jects as boys, and even wear the same clothes and haircuts as them did 
little to foster among the general public a positive impression of female 
education as an appropriate and practical course of training for women.5 
Among the areas attracting criticism were such uninspiring results as the 
failure of the revised system to raise the rates of girls’ school attendance. 
By 1878, 53.4 percent of boys and 22.5 percent of girls (Mackie, 2003, p. 
25) attended school, but fourteen years later, in 1892, the latter figure still 
languished at 36.5 percent (Tomida, 2004, p. 37).

5 “Some of the first wave of girl students in the 1870s, however, attended boys’ 
schools and adopted boys’ clothing and even cut their hair short in a masculine style, 
which aroused considerable consternation” (Shamoon, 2012, p. 16).
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The costs connected to education had some influence on low attend-
ance numbers, as many parents opted to pay tuition fees for their sons 
and keep their daughters home-schooled or engaged them in domestic 
labor (Mackie, 2003, p. 25). However, the new school system’s deviance 
from the established ideals of female education provided a further reason 
for some parents to keep their daughters at home:

It was highly idealistic and had little to do with Japanese reality for many rea-
sons. The curricula of elementary school education focused on a wide range of 
academic learning, failing to meet parents’ requirements for their daughters’ 
education, which they felt ought to include elements of practical training, such 
as sewing. As most parents felt that highly academic subjects would be of no 
use to girls, they strongly supported the conventional view that female educa-
tion should be carried out at home. (Tomida, 2004, p. 38)

The criticism from elites and low attendance rates forced the govern-
ment to remodel female education, resulting in the kyōiku chokugo 教育
勅語 (Imperial Rescript on Education) in 1890, which included measures to 
standardize the curriculum of all girls’ schools. The new focus was to en-
courage them to pursue the ideal that a strong nation needed strong and 
educated wives and mothers that could raise new citizens and run house-
holds with knowledge and refinement. Sewing, cooking, singing, and music 
lessons were now being taught, as well as classes that readopted the Neo-
Confucian moral approach. In 1904, the attendance rate of girls reached 
90 percent (Tomida, 2004, p. 40). 

Kishida’s career as a speechmaker begin at the height of the discus-
sions concerning girls’ school attendance and the place of Neo-Confucian 
ideals in education, shaping much of her early ideas. This was also the his-
toric time, however, when censorship and the exercise of state power be-
came increasingly employed as means of suppressing political gatherings 
and the citizens who participated in them. 

KISHIDA AND THE FREEDOM AND PEOPLE’S RIGHTS MOVEMENT

Kishida’s initial forays into public political speaking started in connection 
with the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement (Jiyū Minken Undō 自由
民権運動). This was a semi-coordinated wave of political activism centered 
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on achieving the goal of an elected national assembly that swept across 
the country in the late 1870’s and into 1880’s.

The movement drew influence from a number of British scholars, par-
ticularly Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) and Dame Millicent Garret Fawcett 
(1847–1929), whose works were being published in Japanese at the time6. 
Of particular interest to the activists was Spencer’s idea of rights to liberty 
and freedom as natural and inalienable gifts from heaven that could not be 
interfered with or obviated by the state. Ueki Emori 植木枝盛, a journalist 
and central figure in the movement, showed the clear influence of Spencer 
when he declared that “rather than meddling in private affairs, the pur-
pose of the government is to maintain order and protect liberty and rights 
of the people” (Howland, 2000, p. 74). This belief differed in fundamental 
ways from that of the ruling intellectual elite, who saw the private and the 
public as intrinsically connected.

Millicent Fawcett had her own distinctive influence on the activists of 
the Meiji period, both through her writings about economics and her ideas 
regarding women’s liberation. Fawcett was born to a wealthy British mer-
chant family and had, as a young woman, heard John Stuart Mill’s speak 
on the topic of political rights in 1865. After her marriage to Henry Fawcett 
(1833–1884), a member of the parliament representing the Liberal Party, 
she followed his suggestion that she become politically active and began 
a career as a speechmaker and economist (Sekiguchi, 1999, p. 37). News of 
Fawcett quickly reached Japan, brought by intellectuals such as Ono Azusa 
小野梓 and Furusawa Shigeru 古沢茂 who attended her speeches while 
studying in England. She enjoyed significant fame among Japanese aca-
demics, with her Political Economy for Beginners (1870), a work even being 
used in Japanese schools (Sekiguchi, 1999, p. 37), where she was incongru-
ously offered up as a living example of the ideal of a “civilized woman” 
(Sekiguchi, 1999, p. 39). 

6 Spencer’s Social Statics (1851) was translated partially in 1878 by Ozaki Yukio and 
in 1881 by Matsushima Kō, who were members of the Freedom and People’s Rights 
Movement. Other translations were published by the magazine Gakugei Shirin between 
1879 and 1883 (Howland, 2000, p. 70). Fawcett’s Essays and Lectures on Social and Politi-
cal Subjects (1872) was translated by Shibuya Zōji in 1883, while the essay The Electoral 
Disabilities of Women was translated in 1881 by Kunihara Ryōichi from the Freedom and 
People’s Rights Movement.
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Furusawa Shigeru, who is said to have attended one of Fawcett’s 
speeches while studying in England, was at the time a member of the 
Constitutional Party and, in Osaka, had a very close partnership with Ueki 
Emori, one of the main voices of The Freedom and People’s Rights Move-
ment (Sekiguchi, 2016, pp. 181–183). After resigning from her position as 
a court tutor, Kishida Toshiko set off on a trip to the south of Japan with 
her mother Taka, during which she first encountered the Freedom and 
People’s Rights Movement in Tosa on Shikoku. One of the activists she met 
was Ueki Emori who, at the time, was a speaker on women’s rights. He ar-
ranged Kishida’s first speech Fujo no Michi 婦女の道 (The Way of Women) 
in Dōtonbori in Osaka, for an audience of more than 2,000 people, at the 
same meeting during which Furusawa delivered a lecture.

In 1882, Kishida Toshiko was introduced as follows in the Nihon Rikken 
Seitō Shinbun 日本立憲政党新聞 (Japan Constitutional Party Newspaper) 
of March 31, one day before her first speech sponsored by that party:

We must say that she is in fact a strange woman. It is said that in the next 
days, she will be eagerly advocating for the rights of women. We are looking 
forward to the rise of a Fawcett in the East in a few years. (cited in Suzuki, 
1985, p. 232) 

From the beginning of her career, Kishida was already being connected 
to Fawcett. She proceeded to work as an activist, lecturing in Kumamoto, 
Kyoto, Okayama, Shiga, and other places over the following year.

Even as she began her work, however, the Freedom and People’s 
Rights Movement was already beginning to face a backlash from the Meiji 
government. In order to control the movement, the government passed 
the Shūkai Jōrei (Meetings Law) (1880), which dictated that every political 
meeting must obtain prior approval from the police (Anderson, 2010, p. 
43). In addition, officers were dispatched as observers to political gather-
ings, reserving the right to disperse the audience and cancel any activities 
that met their disapproval. 

Kishida encountered the force of this new counter-initiative as a result 
of her speech Daughters in Boxes in 1883, when she was arrested and im-
mediately imprisoned (something considered rare at the time), accused of 
engaging in political discussions during a meeting that was supposed to be 
for academic purposes only. She was judged to have thus violated the Pub-
lic Assembly Act and to have disrespected the authorities. 
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In spite of the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement’s chief goals 
of demanding a constitution and protesting against rises in taxes, Kishida 
found in it an opportunity to transmit her ideas regarding education. The 
audiences gathered at people’s rights’ events provided her with a means of 
addressing the female public and allowed her ideas to gain traction more 
broadly in society. In Daughters in Boxes, she was talking specifically to 
mothers regarding the responsibilities they had over their daughters’ edu-
cation and criticizing the custom of preventing girls from attending school 
and instead raising them within the home. 

At the time, the topic of motherhood still drew the attention of the 
scholarly elite. Whereas the earlier view contained expectations that 
women of the samurai class perform the role of wife, this was supplanted 
in the 1870’s with the new understanding of the goal of female education 
as raising girls to become suitable mothers, as we will discuss in the next 
section.

CONTEMPORARY DISCUSSIONS  
ON EDUCATION AND MOTHERHOOD

Kishida went far beyond her contemporaries when addressing the moth-
ers of daughters, acknowledging not only their power over the future of 
their children but also their important role in ensuring their daughters 
to obtain a formal education. At the time, the ruling elite was still try-
ing to argue over what the duties of Japanese women should be, and 
newly accessible examples from other countries allowed scholars like 
Mori Arinori, Fukuzawa Yukichi and Nakamura Masanao7 to turn their 
gaze to practices adopted by Western countries concerning the raising of 
boys and girls. 

After returning from the United States, the Japanese consul Mori 
Arinori 森有礼 (1847–1889), who would later become the Minister of Ed-
ucation, had the idea in 1873 to form a society of scholars dedicated to 
discussing the topics of modernization and Westernization. The Meiroku-
sha 明六社 (The Meiji Six Society) was known as the leading intellectual 
group of the Civilization and Enlightenment Movement, formed by scholars 

7 For a longer exposition of those three scholars’ ideas see Shibukawa Hisako (1976).
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“knowledgeable about the West, and worried about Japan’s inferior posi-
tion in the face of the West. Expressly in order to remedy this situation, 
they formed a society to educate the public” (Huish, 1972, p. 211) in dif-
ferent subjects, such as moral, liberalism, natural sciences, and utilitarian 
ideas. It is from their magazine Meiroku Zasshi 明六雑誌 (Meiji Six Jour-
nal) that the debates over Westernization and modernity appeared in print 
and spread throughout the country. Female rights and education were also 
part of their agenda.

One of the members of the Meirokusha, Nakamura Masanao 中村正直  
(1832–1891), also known as Nakamura Keiu, was closely linked with female 
education, serving as the principal of the first institution of higher educa-
tion for women in Japan, the Tokyo Women’s Normal School 東京女子師範
学校 Tōkyō Joshi Kihan Gakkō (currently Ochanomizu University). In 1875, 
the scholar published an essay called Zenryō naru haha o tsukuru setsu 善
良なる母を造る説 (Creating Good Mothers) in issue thirty-three of Meiroku 
Zasshi, a work that laid out the beginnings of the “good wife, wise moth-
er” (ryōsai kenbo 良妻賢母), ideal of women that spread in Meiji period 
education. 

Nakamura starts his essay explaining manner of reforming the charac-
ter of the Japanese people and renewing their minds, then proceeds to ar-
gue that educating women is an important tool to achieve changes in the 
next generation. He believed that “we must invariably have fine mothers 
if we want effectively to advance the people to the area of enlightenment 
and to alter their customs and conditions for the good”. It followed that 
“if the mothers are superb, they can have superb children, and Japan can 
become a splendid country in later generations” (Nakamura, 1875 [1976], 
pp. 401–402).

This essay demonstrates how important it was for scholars of the time to 
reform old customs, e.g. Neo-Confucian thought, viewed as obstacles to the 
path toward the European concept of the Enlightenment. For Nakamura, the 
change should begin with the education of girls in order for them to raise 
their future children in accordance with the new era Japan was entering. 
In other words, women were to become a tool to enhance the intellectual 
character of the population. 

Thus, motherhood was being introduced through a utilitarian point of 
view, since it was not just for the benefit of girls themselves that Naka-
mura was advocating this, but for the well-being of Japanese society. This 
utilitarian mode of thought might have been the result of the influence of 
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John Stuart Mill,8 whose essay On Liberty was translated by Nakamura and 
became a best seller in Japan. Mill also argued in his essay The Subjection 
of Women (1869), that “the influence of mothers on the early character of 
their sons” were “important agencies in the formation of character and 
have determined some of the chief steps in the progress of civilization” 
(Mill, 1869 [1989], p. 200).

This ideal represented a rupturing away from Confucian education, 
in which the raising of children was the responsibility of the father. The 
wife should act according to the husband’s desires, but not take the lead 
on how they should be educated, or not, as the case may be. The Great 
Learning for Women, for example, concentrates on the “woman’s duties as 
wife and daughter-in-law, and does not include advice about child-rearing” 
(Ballhatchet, 2017, p. 14). Nakamura thus seeks to modify this custom and 
to give the mother the main power over the intellectual development of 
her children (though only after the mother had gained an adequate formal 
education).

Mill also points out that women had no power over their own children 
since “they are by law his [the husband’s] children. He alone has any legal 
right over them. Not one act can she do towards or in relation to them, 
except by delegation from him” (Mill, 1869 [1989], p. 148). This aspect of 
Mill’s thought was echoed by Fukuzawa Yukichi 福澤諭吉 (1835–1901), an-
other contributor to Meiroku Zasshi who published a variety of works re-
garding female education, rights, and societal roles. After the Meiji Resto-
ration he established himself not as a politician but mainly as an educator, 
founding the Keiō Gijuku 慶応義塾 (currently Keiō University), and is still 
regarded as one of the most important scholars of the period. As he “was 
mainly interested in improving the situation of Meiji women of the mid-
dle level of society and above” (Ballhatchet, 2017, p. 13), when referring to 
women in his writings it is with this particular type in mind. His criticisms 

8 John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) was widely read by the members of the Civilization 
and Enlightenment Movement, as his ideas “represented an attempt to inculcate bour-
geois values such as freedom and independence, as a foil, to feudalism” (Haves, 1968, 
p. 224). Another justification for the spread of Mill’s writings among the elite was that 
the utilitarian concepts he developed were “essentially a social, not an individual, philos-
ophy and was therefore more easily grasped by the Confucian-trained minds” (Havens, 
1968, p. 224). Consequently, since the elite was pursuing Western thought as a way to 
improve Japanese people’s lives, it would be also incorporated into their education 
to some extent.
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on how women were raised and treated in Japan probably came from the 
experiences he had while traveling, which enabled him to reevaluate as-
pects of Japanese society and start discussing how to change them. 

Fukuzawa argued that “it is natural that the work involving the rais-
ing and feeding of children should fall to the wife, but they are more her 
husband’s children than her own” (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], p. 77), which 
would ultimately make the wife a “mere instrument for producing chil-
dren” (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], p. 78). He concludes by saying that “women 
in Japan do not bring up any children of their own, they only look after 
the children of their husbands” (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], p. 78), since they 
have no authority over their education. His main argument is that, until re-
cent years, women were not seen as “mothers” but as “borrowed wombs”, 
whose main purpose in life was to provide a male heir, passively consent-
ing to divorce and abandonment in cases where they were not able to pro-
vide one (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], pp. 118–120). In order to stop this, he 
claims that it is important to give the mother equal responsibility over her 
children; however, he does not go further to say that legal guardianship 
should also be passed to the mother, as Mill does. Once more, a modest 
rupturing away from Confucian ideals is presented through an apparent 
revolutionary argument.

Similar to Nakamura’s ideas, for Fukuzawa a mother that is to take part 
in the education of her children must first herself be educated. When criti-
cizing how women were taught in the past, he places the blame for chil-
dren’s insufficient intellectual and physical development on the women of 
the samurai class. He argues that many children of feudal lords and “high-
ranking families were weak in intellect and lacked physical vitality, the rea-
son being that the ladies of the nobility knew how to bring forth children 
but not how to raise them” (Fukuzawa, 1899 [2017], p. 271). Thus, in his 
opinion, it is necessary to involve the mother in every aspect of the child’s 
daily life, from breastfeeding, clothing, to hygiene and beyond, and he 
adds that since motherhood is the “vocation to which women have been 
called” (Fukuzawa, 1899 [2017], p. 270), these duties cannot be performed 
by servants.

Both Fukuzawa and Nakamura lay out details for the concept of moth-
erhood, something that was not connected with children’s education in the 
Edo period. For instance, The Great Learning for Women states that “in 
the education of her children, her [the mother’s] blind affection induces 
an erroneous system” (Kaibara & Takaishi, 1905, p. 45) and they should 
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thus not be entrusted with it but must follow the orders of the husband. 
Therefore, through the terms Fukuzawa continuously presents alongside 
the word “mother”, such as “vocational”, “natural work”, and “special do-
main of women”, he seeks to naturalize something that was not previously 
part of what was expected of the wives of the elite.

However, when one take’s a closer look at Fukuzawa’s writings, his ul-
timate goal does not seem to be the improvement of women’s lives but 
is rather wrapped up in his concerns about Japanese inferiority to Europe 
and the United States. Fukuzawa specifies this twice in his writings. First, in 
the conclusion of his first essay regarding this topic, On Japanese Women 
(1885), he explains:

Again, the basic purpose of my argument is not to plead on women’s behalf 
so that they can fight with men over the possession of rights. My purpose 
is the improvement of the Japanese race. Since there is no point in relying on 
the women of today to produce a better quality of descendent. (Fukuzawa, 
1885 [2017], p. 103)

According to this quote, we can understand that even though he was 
in fact writing for and about women, he did not consider himself an advo-
cate of women’s rights. In addition, despite Fukuzawa’s criticism about the 
idea of treating women as an instrument for producing children, one of his 
purposes is clearly to educate women so they can produce better children.

Although Fukuzawa’s disapproval of the Confucian ideals still being 
taught to girls in Meiji Japan9 is well-known, both his and Nakamura’s justi-
fication for female education is the intrinsic connection between the fam-
ily and the state. Even the concepts of Mill may only have been adopted 
because they were not entirely incompatible with Neo-Confucian doctrine.

Confucianism played an important role in the development of govern-
ment policies regarding individuals since the shogunate. Ideals that dictat-
ed that respect towards the patriarch of the family was also loyalty for the 
ruler were directly imported from Neo-Confucian ideology and adapted 
to fit the shogunate’s view of samurai loyalty. This was brought into the 
Meiji state to support the view of the emperor as the father of all Japanese 

9 In 1899 he published A Critique of The Great Learning for Women in which he ana-
lyzes each chapter of the book and criticizes passages he sees as inappropriate. Along 
with the essay he also proposes his own version of the book called A New Great Learning 
for Women.
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citizens, creating the family-state (kazoku-kokka), where the reverence for 
the father was transported to the public dimension of reverence for the 
emperor. Nevertheless, Confucianism did not remain related only to state-
craft in the shogunate, as it was also applied within families, notably defin-
ing gender roles for its members and placing women as a means of pre-
serving a household (Noriyo, 2014, p. 85). 

Consequently, in spite of the adoption of Western knowledge to break 
from early modern cultural concepts, the changes both Fukuzawa and Na-
kamura proposed were still deemed plausible within the framework of 
family-state government policies, which is probably the reason why their 
school of thought became the mainstream ideas of the time.

RAISING GIRLS WITH FREEDOM: KISHIDA TOSHIKO’S 
DAUGHTERS IN BOXES (1883)

Kishida saw in female education not a tool for raising future generations, 
nor practical training for motherhood but was instead concerned about 
girls who were at that moment deprived of school and freedom of mobility 
because of their mothers’ expectations. 

A “Daughter in a Box”, in Japanese, Hakoiri Musume (written as 箱入
り娘 or 函入娘), is the custom of raising girls inside their houses without 
contact with the outside world in order to protect them. Kishida lament-
ed the fact that girls were prevented from taking up activities outside the 
home or attending public schools in order to preserve them for marriage. 
Kishida argues that this restriction of their freedom could only be harmful 
to them, taking issue with the fact that such customs targeted only females 
and casting doubt upon parents: “we cannot help questioning whether it 
is truly love that these parents have for their daughters. For do they not 
cause their daughters to suffer?” (Kishida, 1883 [2006], p. 63).

In her speech, she presents an example of three boxes that, in her 
opinion, limit the lives of girls, not only physically, but also mentally. The 
first box was Neo-Confucian education, as seen in The Great Learning for 
Women, which is a box that Kishida in fact judges to have some value since 
it passes on to “daughters an appreciation for knowledge” and is “is far 
more cultivated”. The second box is the practice of secluding girls in the 
inner rooms, with the entrance “barricaded by a long blind”. The third box 
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is the demand for a girl’s blind obedience to her parents, “who expect her 
to obey their every word without complaint”. This is especially addressed 
to the mother, who in Kishida’s view “abusively wields her power over her 
daughter and is otherwise hateful in her treatment of her child” (Kishida, 
1883 [2006], p. 64). Therefore, the boxes are a metaphor for the treatment 
of girls in Meiji Japan.

For Kishida, the role of both fathers and mothers is to respect the indi-
viduality and the freedom of their daughters, a radical opinion for the time 
that clearly proposed a rupture with the Confucian ideas of homeschooling 
girls for marriage and confining them to their home unless leaving it was 
strictly necessary. 

Kishida adds that if the custom may have served any purpose before, 
it is now obsolete, because “daughters know perfectly well that God the 
Creator has endowed them with liberty” (Kishida, 1883 [2006], p. 67). This 
passage of her speech mixes two opposing philosophies in vogue during 
the period, one that perceived Confucian educational ideals as an obstacle 
to improvement and another connected with the discussions surrounding 
British female liberation, which insisted that women were entitled with the 
same freedom of upbringing as men.

Herbert Spencer declared that the exercise of one’s faculties was 
God’s will and that the undertaking of this exercise required liberty, mean-
ing human beings have the right to liberty (Spencer, 1851, p. 76), with Faw-
cett echoing this belief in her declaration that “God wills man’s happiness, 
and man’s happiness can be obtained only by the exercise of his faculties” 
(Fawcett & Fawcett, 1872, p. 239). This idea resonates with Kishida’s con-
cepts of how parents could not restrict their daughters’ mobility, since 
freedom was bestowed by the Heavens and could not be taken by human 
hands. The fact that Kishida is targeting parents in this speech may be an 
attempt to convince mothers to allow their daughters to attend school. As 
we saw at the time of this speech in 1883, female education was not only 
being criticized as unfeminine, but school attendance rates were also ex-
tremely low. 

During her speeches, Fawcett similarly claimed that the only way to 
change the education of girls was in fact to persuade parents to allow 
their daughters to attend higher education institutions. While advocating 
women’s right to attend university, she argued that this could only “have 
a good effect in inducing parents to give their daughters a sound men-
tal training” and that “a high education greatly adds to their [daughters’] 
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social attractiveness, and also to their moral excellence” (Fawcett & Faw-
cett, 1872, p. 224). She argues that “the creation of an effectual demand 
on the part of those who have the power to purchase improved education 
for girls – i.e. parents – is most essential” because “without the formation 
of such a demand all efforts to improve the intellectual training of women 
must ultimately prove abortive” (Fawcett & Fawcett, 1872, p. 213).

Since parents have the power over their daughters’ education, it is 
through changing their minds that girls would be able to pursue more 
knowledge, and in Japan’s situation, be allowed to attend school. There-
fore, we see an insistence in Kishida’s statements to address mothers:

Eight or nine out of ten mothers in our society today believe that they have 
accomplished their duty if their daughters, once married, are not sent home 
in divorce. It does not even occur to them that their daughters might deserve 
higher goals. How can these mothers successfully accomplish their tasks when 
their expectations for their daughters are so low? (Kishida, 1883 [2006], p. 65)

With pointed comments such as this, Kishida seems to be trying to 
convince parents, especially mothers, that education would not be an im-
pediment to a successful marriage. She adds that “there are some who ar-
gue, with exceedingly boorish logic, that learning is an obstacle to a wom-
an’s successful marriage. This argument is particularly specious. Women 
need learning” (Kishida, 1883 [2006], p. 65). In addition, she more than 
once argues that women should attend school first before being sent to be 
married as knowledge was the most important thing women could acquire 
and that something was needed in order for women to be able to survive 
adulthood without relying completely upon their husbands. 

And what are the subjects she should study? Economics and ethics. Although 
a woman lives under her husband’s protection for most of her life, the day 
may come when he should die. Then she should fortify herself with her moral 
training and plan her future with her financial knowledge. Thus, these sub-
jects, when taken together, form the most important item a woman will bring 
to her marriage. (Kishida, 1883 [2006], p. 65)

Kishida, in contrast to Nakamura and Fukuzawa, came from the mer-
chant class, in which women had had more responsibilities and the inde-
pendence to take part in the family’s business and domestic affairs. When 
speaking to urban audiences, she was reaching precisely this type of woman. 
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In addition, she did not assume that women had no say in their daugh-
ters’ education and that the society of that time only now made it neces-
sary that they be trained to do so. She understood that mothers already 
shared authority over their children’s education with their husbands and 
added that parents needed to learn to respect their children individually, 
arguing that “‘to parent’ does not mean ‘to torment’, and so parents to-
day should take the interests of their daughters to heart” (Kishida, 1883 
[2006], p. 67). 

Therefore, her justification for female education was not exclusive-
ly focused on the future generation and the necessity to train mothers 
to raise them, but aimed at changing the raising of young girls at that 
time, because it was not possible to “cultivate the human spirit to its full 
and brilliant potential if we restrict its freedom” (Kishida, 1883 [2006], 
p. 68). While acknowledging the power of mothers, she argued that this 
power was not be used to perpetuate customs that restrict their chil-
dren but instead become a tool to raise girls with freedom (Kishida, 1883 
[2006], p. 67).

As we saw, the concepts of freedom and individuality were important 
concepts to the movement that Kishida belonged to following their intro-
duction to the Japanese language during the Meiji period. The contact she 
had with British scholars certainly helped her to formulate and adapt these 
ideas into her speeches. In order to argue against elements of cultural 
practice she judged harmful to girls’ development in the new Meiji soci-
ety, Kishida used recent works in Western philosophy to advocate female 
education.

PROPERTY RIGHTS AND ENFRANCHISEMENT: 
KISHIDA TOSHIKO’S TO MY SISTERS

Kishida wrote the first Japanese essay on women’s rights, entitled Dōho 
shimai ni tsugu (To My Sisters) and published in the Liberal Party journal, 
Jiyū no tomoshibi (The Light of Freedom). In this work, she not only ad-
vances the discussion of equal rights, but also advocates female political 
participation, something that other scholars of the time were not even dis-
cussing. She acknowledges all women as residing within the same space 
and asks for her fellow sisters to demand their rights as well. 
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Property Rights

The question of property ownership varied according to place, class, and 
time. Since Japan was not a unified nation until the Meiji period, most of 
the population’s customs were different in each feudal domain, village, and 
family, even during the same period of history. For instance, documents 
from the early 1600’s attest that, in agricultural areas, women could in-
herit property and lands from their fathers or husbands.10 Female heads of 
households also existed in early modern Japan, representing their families 
in communities and handling finances. In addition, at the village level, the 
heads of each family could vote in local elections, regardless of their sex, 
which gave some women the possibility to take part in their regional politi-
cal systems. 

It was the samurai class that adopted strict rules of property owner-
ship, basing their customs on a Neo-Confucian approach. The family assets 
were inherited by the eldest son, who would eventually obtain patriarchal 
power over the entire family. Furthermore, wealthier merchant and artisan 
families emulated the primogeniture practices of the samurai elite in or-
der to avoid having their authority and property split among their children 
(Mackie, 2003, p. 23).11 In cases where a family had no male heir, a man 
would be adopted into the family, marrying the daughter, and succeeding 
as the head of the clan. 

In Meiji Japan, the custom of primogeniture was regulated by the Meiji 
Civil Code promulgated in 1898, which consolidated the Japanese family 
as a patriarchal system, giving the head of the household absolute power 
over the family. If the patriarch died before a male heir was born, it was 
still possible for women to hold the head position12 until a son was adopt-
ed or married into the family. 

10 For documents analyzing the inheritance practices of wealthy and small farmers, 
see Miyashita, 1990.

11 Though not common, Marnie Anderson (2010, p. 24) points out that other “schol-
ars have identified cases where women became househeads even when there were eli-
gible men”, presenting the example of female succession in a merchant family in Osaka. 
This demonstrates how headship patterns were diversified during the Edo period and 
supports Anderson’s position that, in this period, the status women held was more sig-
nificant than their gender. 

12 However, even the women that held the position of the head of a household were 
not able to vote in the elections in which their male counterparts were able to vote, ex-
cluding them from politics specifically because of their gender.
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In his essay, On Japanese Women (1885), Fukuzawa criticized the fact 
that women had no right to inherit and possess assets and that even 
those women who held the position of head of household would eventu-
ally have all their belongings automatically transferred to another man 
as soon as they remarried or adopted a son (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], pp. 
78–79). For him, the fact that woman could even lose private belongings, 
such has clothing and jewelry, if the husband decided to sell them and 
divorce her afterwards was proof that women had to rely on “the good 
will of men: the security and destiny of the former lie in the hands of 
the latter” (Fukuzawa, 1885 [2017], p. 79). Mill, when discussing a simi-
lar situation in The Subjection of Women, states that a wife “can acquire 
no property but for him; the instant it becomes hers, even by inherit-
ance, it becomes ipso facto his” (Mill, 1869 [1989], p. 147) and points out 
that, even in a case in which an arrangement is made so that only the 
wife can receive income from her properties, if the husband takes it by 
personal violence, he can “neither be punished, nor compelled to resti-
tution” (Mill, 1869 [1989], p. 147). While Fukuzawa lamented the analo-
gous situation in Japan, he made no suggestions beyond expressing his 
disapproval. 

Kishida claims in the fourth installment of To my Sisters that, since 
women are not able to own a house or any property of their own, they 
live like geishas under the mercy of their patrons, in this case the head 
of the household. For her, this places women in a supportive position in 
the house, whose only work is to serve, manage the domestic affairs, and 
sleep next to their husbands, thus no different from a slave (Kishida, 1884 
[2002], p. 12). This situation had its origins in the Confucian ideas that 
dominated during the shogunate (Kishida, 1884 [2002], p. 12) and though 
the system had already collapsed, this custom continued to dictate family 
circumstances (Kishida, 1884 [2002], p. 13).

However, Kishida had an optimistic view toward this topic, arguing that 
women had started to change this situation by their own means. There 
were already women from outside the nobility who earned the post of the 
head of household, and women who could retain their own property and 
possess their own savings, as heads of their own households appeared in 
all levels of society (Kishida, 1884 [2002], pp. 13–14). She held these up as 
examples of women showing that, despite the regulations imposed to pre-
vent them from owning their own property, there were those who were 
able to overcome it and forge a different path. 
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In fact, there is a possibility that Kishida met with Kusunose Kita 楠瀬喜多  
(1833–1892) during the former’s stay in Kōchi.13 She was the first woman 
in Japan to petition to be allowed to vote based on her position as head of 
household, a demand that earned her the title of Minken no obaasan 民権
のおばあさん (Grandmother of the Freedom Movement). “Kusunose draft-
ed a petition to the prefectural governor and later to the Home Ministry”, 
in which “she claimed that because her right to vote had been denied, she 
was under no obligation to pay taxes” (Anderson, 2010, p. 28). Although 
Kusunose was considered a leading female speaker on suffrage at the time, 
her demand centered on her position as a head of household and was not 
a call for generalized women’s rights (Anderson, 2010, pp. 28–29).

Kishida may have written the fourth installment of To My Sisters to in-
form others that more comprehensive change was possible. In a time in 
which women lacked public representation, this may have been a way to 
demonstrate to her readers how there were others who were also not liv-
ing according the strict set of rules the government had determined for 
them. According to Marnie Anderson (2010, p. 51), “few women contrib-
uted to the suffrage debates, at least in print. Besides Kusunose, the one 
other exception came in 1884” with Kishida’s essay. 

Fawcett’s Influences and Female Suffrage

In a government of Confucian-trained rulers, the idea of women participat-
ing in state affairs was far from a priority. According to Sharon Nolte (1986, 
p. 694), “the ideal of a more assertive, informed homemaker was intro-
duced during the 1880s by American missionaries, as well as by Japanese 
male progressives”, such as Mori Arinori, Fukuzawa Yukichi, and Nakamu-
ra Masanao. In other words, the rupture with previous cultural norms for 
women and the construction of a new role model was traced and narrated 
through the words of these scholars. However, despite their close contact 
with British intellectuals and their writings regarding women’s liberation, 
these intellectuals seemed to shy away from the topics of equal rights and 
female suffrage in their works. In other words, despite studying abroad 
and reading and translating a variety of Victorian authors, they neglected 
to deal with what should have been one of their most significant subjects. 

13 See footnote number seven written by Takada Chinami in the annotated version 
of Dōho shimai ni tsugu (Takada, Nakagawa & Nakayama 2002, p. 13).
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On the other hand, Kishida’s To My Sisters is an essay profoundly influ-
enced by Victorian authors such as Spencer and Fawcett that does not shy 
away from the sensitive topic of female political rights. The essay consists 
of Kishida’s arguments against a variety of mainstream ideas as to why 
women are not entitled to equal rights in the Meiji political sphere, with 
one of the first targets of her verbal disapproval being the ruling elite.

In the first installment of the essay, while condemning the idea that 
men and women could have the same status and receive the same rights 
because men were strong and women weak, she states:

If physical strength or weakness is going to be how we divide who do we re-
spect or despise, then men should also measure themselves by who is the 
strongest […] the Sumo grand Champion Umegatani and Tateyama should be 
in the highest ranks in the government, as regents or chief advisors; while the 
pale men of Japanese nobility should be even below the new commoners.14 
(Kishida, 1884 [2002], p. 4)

Kishida found in Fawcett a model of a living woman activist that could 
provide her with the means to argue against issues that she saw in the po-
litical circumstances that surrounded her. The passage above shows how 
she was able to take Fawcett’s arguments for suffrage and transform them 
in a way that addressed the ruling class in Japan. As Fawcett had said in her 
lecture entitled The Electoral Disabilities of Women (1872):

I have yet to learn that a certain standard of physical strength is in this coun-
try a necessary qualification for the suffrage. Those who urge this objection 
would probably desire a “putting the weight” Reform Bill; and would like to 
see a cabinet composed of prize-fighters,15 athletes, acrobats and ballet girls. 
(Fawcett, 1872, p. 244)

14 Kishida uses the word shinheimin 新平民, which means literally “new commoner”. 
This was a common derogatory way to refer to the outcast group known as the buraku-
min 部落民, who had for centuries been considered the lowest social stratum and sub-
ject to a variety of prejudices. The Meiji government when abolishing the class system, 
recognized the burakumin as equal with all other citizens, hence the designation “new 
commoner”.

15 In both of the Japanese translations of this lecture, prizefighters are referred to as 
sumo fighters. Kishida adds the name of the two main sumo rivals at the time, Umega-
tani and Tateyama, as clearer examples (Takada, Nakagawa, Nakayama, 2002, p. 4).
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Although Kishida may be engaging in hyperbole when arguing that 
sumo wrestlers should be leaders in a world ruled by the strongest, so too 
is Fawcett’s argument, and both of them engage in similar mockery of the 
actual political arguments that then surrounded the discussion of equal 
rights. The ruling elite in Japan’s case was composed of former samurai, 
who had military roots at the beginning of the Edo period but gradually 
turned their hand to working as bureaucrats in the decades of peace that 
followed. The fact that Kishida compares them to sumo wrestlers may be 
connected to the idea of a military class that was at that point far from be-
ing physically strong.

Fawcett’s The Electoral Disabilities of Women is aimed at sixteen argu-
ments given by British men for not allowing women the right to vote. Kishi-
da writes her essay in a similar manner, applying it to the political situation 
that surrounded her. It is also possible to detect other influences than Faw-
cett in a variety of topics discussed in To My Sisters.16 Fawcett represented 
a Western female contemporary who fought for the same goals as Kishida 
and was a well-known scholar even in Japan. To have Fawcett as a backup 
to her arguments would be enough to demonstrate that women were also 
capable of stepping into politics. In her essay, Kishida addresses women 
directly, demanding their participation:

Oh men, you open your mouths constantly to brag about progress and revolu-
tion, but only when it comes to the topic of equal rights do you keep idolizing 
the old custom? Following mundane conventions? To my dear, loving, sisters! 
Reform long-standing abuses, break with the old customs, and smash the de-
lusional dreams of those heartless men! (Kishida, 1884 [2002], p. 28)

Kishida criticizes not only those who opposed equal rights but also 
people who read Western publications discussing reforms and revolution 
and purposely avoided the topic. In other words, how could representa-
tives of the Civilization and the People’s Enlightenment movement de-
nounce Confucian ideals in favor of ideas from the West in general but 
still adhere to the aspects of Neo-Confucianism that prevented women 
from being involved with anything related to the state and which seemed 

16 For all of the influences of Fawcett’s The Electoral Disabilities of Women on To my 
Sister, see the notes written by Takada Chinami (Takada, Nakagawa & Nakayama, 2002) 
in the annotated version of Dōho shimai ni Tsugu.
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to inhibit the urgent discussion of female political participation. This is the 
rhetorical question that Kishida proposed to her male contemporaries in-
volved in political discussion.

Without waiting for a response, her tenth and last installment speaks 
even more directly to the scholarly elite:

Equal rights have yet to be obtained in the so-called Civilized and Enlightened 
Western nations. This is because in the West men have the right to suffrage, to 
become members of the parliament, and to vote for its members, while women 
have not been entitled to even one of those rights. This is proof that there are 
no equal rights between men and women there. (Kishida, 1884 [2002], p. 28)

For Kishida, the Western nations are not the best example to follow 
in the case of equal rights, and her use of the words “Civilized” and “En-
lightened” is done in a manner that addresses those scholars who look to 
Western nations as to the ultimate model for Japan. A model that has not 
reached equality for women, therefore, cannot be considered completely 
civilized. She adds that “the Western countries are only considered civi-
lized in comparison with undeveloped countries” and for this reason it was 
“not possible to say that they have acquired the most outstanding level of 
civilization”, adding that “even in the Western civilized nations there are 
many things that are immoral, unreasonable, ugly, and bad” (Kishida, 1884 
[2002], p. 29). Consequently, in order to demand equality in those nations 
women had also started to gather and make public their wish to be politi-
cally active:

Accordingly, it is because the equal rights not been completely attained in the 
so-called civilized England and France that the female scholar named Fawcett 
has appeared in this world, diligently giving her best in order to fix this mis-
take. Also, nowadays intellectual women have been gathering and started to 
demand for the right to vote in the parliament with vigor. Thus, since in the 
Western countries real equal rights will be soon attained, it is clear that we 
should reflect this as a mirror from now on. (Kishida, 1884 [2002], pp. 29–30) 

To My Sisters is an essay written by a woman that asks for women’s 
participation and uses quotes from works by women. Kishida shows not 
only different examples of intelligent women during the essay, but she 
also repeatedly asks for Japanese women to take part in the discussion. 
The fact that she did not ignore political activity and made her support 
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for suffrage public demonstrates how she was able to break with her Neo-
Confucian upbringing in a way neither Fukuzawa nor Nakamura were. 
While ending the silence over suffrage, she was able to address a variety 
of topics that were far from the mainstream discussions regarding wom-
en. Although here Fawcett provides a model, it is Kishida’s words that ask 
for the true abandonment of the Confucian ideals that were still being im-
posed on women’s lives.

CONCLUSION

Kishida’s Daughters in Boxes and To My Sisters demonstrate how her concep-
tions of female education, political participation, and social roles went far 
beyond those of her contemporaries. The writings of Fawcett provided an 
important resource in the construction of these works, serving as a model 
for developing her own arguments, as well as asking for women to take part 
in the discussion. The way Fawcett’s ideas were adapted to the Japanese 
context and mobilized in ways that addressed the particular characteristics 
of Japanese political and social life, however, came from Kishida herself and 
reflect her unique insight into the times in which she lived and a degree of 
political acuity that more than matched her male contemporaries.

Six years after the publication of To My Sisters, the new Assembly and 
Political Association Law entirely eliminated any chance for female suf-
frage and political participation, banning women from attending political 
meetings or joining political parties. Kishida Toshiko continued her career 
as a writer for Jogaku zasshi 女学雑誌 (Women’s Studies Journal), present-
ing her ideas with more moderation than she had during her politically ac-
tive years. 

The Meiji period was a time when people were faced with the choice 
to preserve or to part with elements of cultural heritage that had been 
constant over generations of their families. Though a variety of changes 
had shaken Japanese society, in the case of women, Western philosophy 
was adapted in a way that did not erase the social aspects of Neo-Confu-
cianism. Through Kishida’s publications, however, we can understand that 
even though women were portrayed as (and even encouraged to be) sub-
missive and obedient, this was not always the case. The earlier reforms 
to the school system and other changes helped encourage women such 
as Kishida to start forming their own opinions and many others, such as 
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Fukuda Hideko 福田英子, Tsuda Umeko 津田梅子, Itō Noue 伊藤井上, or 
Hiratsuka Raichō 平塚らいてう, to emerge as assertive actors after acquir-
ing a formal education and claim their place in Japanese history.
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Abstract

The main aim of this article is to draw a comparison between two female fig-
ures – Hiratsuka Raichō from Japan and Irena Krzywicka from Poland. Despite 
the fact that these two women lived in different countries and came from to-
tally different cultural backgrounds, they fought for a better future for women. 
Both Irena Krzywicka and Hiratsuka Raichō lived during a difficult time of war 
and were witnesses to dynamic political and social changes in their respective 
countries. As in historical terms, this was the very beginning of feminist move-
ment, both in Poland and Japan, their lives and activities fall within the period 
of the first wave of feminism.

Key words: Hiratsuka Raichō, Irena Krzywicka, Poland, Japan, feminism, mar-
riage, motherhood, women’s activism

INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of the 20th century, a trend towards women gaining 
emancipation became visible, one which enabled women to obtain an ap-
propriate education and professional positions, as well as allowing new op-
portunities to open up for them. Over the years, increased activism has re-
sulted in the regulation of women’s rights in various areas of life. Activities 
such as the fight for gender equality, marriage, motherhood, birth control, 
pacifism, and gaining the right to participate in political life intensified. 
As women began to unite, support each other and set up various char-
ity organisations and trade unions, they became politically active. As this 
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phenomenon was also visible in Poland and Japan, the main subject of this 
article derives from the need to reach back to the origins of feminism in 
these countries. In both Poland and Japan, issues related to this type of 
subject are frequently socially underestimated or forgotten, a phenom-
enon which unfortunately leads to generalization or drawing conclusions 
without taking into account its original genesis. It is, therefore, important 
to provide an outline of feminist movements and, consequently, the pio-
neers who have contributed to their intensive development. According to 
the beginnings of feminism in the above-mentioned countries, two figures 
will be mentioned, namely Irena Krzywicka and Hiratsuka Raichō.

To understand not only their activity but also the historical period in 
which feminist movements of the 20th century existed, biographical re-
search as a part of a qualitative and comparative research will be used in 
this article. This method, developed on the basis of research conducted 
by the noted Polish sociologist Florian Znaniecki, is concerned with the 
reconstruction and analysis of life stories and the author’s private atti-
tude towards a presented reality and social or political situations based 
on biographical narratives and documents, such as diaries, biographies, or 
memoirs. An inherent feature of biographical research is that the above-
mentioned documents are personally written by the author. Moreover, the 
content of such documents is focused on the author’s internal experience 
of described incidents completely shaped by them (Sołoma, 2002, p. 204).

The major inspirations for this article will be the biographies In the Be-
ginning, Woman Was the Sun by Hiratsuka Raichō and Wyznania gorszy-
cielki by Irena Krzywicka. In this regard, the material is focused not only 
on the lives of both activists, but also on the historical background, which 
is an important factor affecting their social life. In this way, in her biogra-
phy Krzywicka presents the context of the situation of women in Poland, 
while Raichō presents the place of women in Japanese society. The com-
parison of both identities aims to indicate which decisions or value sys-
tems were guided by them, as well as granting the possibility of identifying 
their worldviews, both individual and unique, and formed within the social 
currents and trends at the time. Moreover, the decision to juxtapose Krzy-
wicka and Raichō results from their many similarities, especially in the con-
text of their beliefs and activities. Both are considered leading figures in 
the feminist circles which developed very intensively, especially at the be-
ginning of the 20th century. Thanks to their efforts, the struggle for wom-
en’s freedom was no longer just a dream, ultimately becoming a reality.
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HIRATSUKA RAICHŌ

Hiratsuka Raichō is known primarily as one of the pioneers of the spread 
of feminism in Japan. Interestingly, nothing in her life really suggested that 
her future would involve being a leader of women’s movements.

She was born on January 30, 1885 as Hiratsuka Haru and the second 
daughter of a wealthy, well-educated family. Her father, Hiratsuka Sadajirō 
was a son of a samurai from the Kishu (Wakayama) domain. Over the 
years, thanks to his proficiency in German and continuous language edu-
cation, Sadajirō became a high ranking government official and was asked 
to help in drafting the Meiji constitution of Japan (Nakajima, 2003, p. 38). 
Raichō’s mother, Tsuya, was a daughter of Iijima Hōan, a physician serving 
the Tayasu family, a branch of the Tokugawa clan. Already from her early 
childhood Tsuya was well educated, especially in the arts and Tokiwazu 
traditional music. Unfortunately, after her marriage to Hiratsuka Sadajirō, 
Tsuya had to set aside everything she had loved over the years. Art was 
not approved by her husband, a fact she, as a woman, had to accept de-
spite the extreme difficulty in doing so (Hiratsuka, 2010, pp. 13–15). Apart 
from the great involvement of her parents’ in Raichō’s life, a major role in 
shaping the young girl’s childhood was played by her grandmother – Yae. 
In her biography, Raichō portrayed Yae as a hard-working and eternally 
positive woman who influenced her intensely. Raichō shared a room with 
her grandmother, spent most of the day with her, and obeyed her most 
(Hiratsuka, 2010, pp. 6–8). 

Raichō was quite an unusual child, not interested in typical girlish ac-
tivities. Her appearance also differed from the look of a typical girl, being 
quite plump with a pink face and tousled hair. This is why she often heard 
from her grandma “it’s really too bad you weren’t a boy” (Hiratsuka, 2010, 
p. 38). Indeed, at that time, it seemed that being a boy was not only more 
practical but also easier.

The conditions in which Raichō and her sister Taka lived were quite im-
pressive for those times. Both sisters could attend kindergarten and then 
school, thus having constant contact with the arts. Raichō attended the 
elite Ochanomizu Tokyo Women’s Normal School. She was a very engaged 
student, full of patience and ambition. However, what made her stand out 
from the rest were her quite modern views contradicting the conventional 
vision of women’s issues (Hiratsuka, 2010, Introduction). 
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Raichō, despite her father’s objection, wanted to enter university and 
asked her mother to convince father to let her study. He finally agreed but 
there was one condition, namely Raichō could study, but only home eco-
nomics, not English literature. As a result, on April 1903 Hiratsuka Raichō 
entered Japan Women’s University (Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). 

Unfortunately, however, Raichō felt kind of lost there, especially be-
cause of the many differences between her and her peers. What uplift-
ed her most were lectures given by the founder of the university, Naruse 
Jinzō (Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). He was mainly inspired by spiritual education 
regarding a wide range of subjects – religion, philosophy, ethics, as well 
as women’s issues. His universalistic view was not typical for those times, 
a fact which hugely impressed Raichō. Naruse focused mainly on the need 
for education, as broadly understood, and modern ideals, an approach 
which was highly original. He was the person who first aroused in her the 
desire to change the situation of women in Japan. In her autobiography 
she wrote: “In Naruse Jinzō, for the first time in my life, I found a person 
with a generous vision regarding women, a person whom I could truly re-
spect and admire” (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 67).

Throughout her college years, Raichō immersed herself in Zen medi-
tation. For her, it was essentially liberating and gave her courage to de-
fend social criticism. She often repeated the statement that a “totally new 
world had opened up” (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 85). Ultimately, in 1906 Raichō 
attained kensho. Her Zen master, Roshi, gave her a religious name, Ekun 
(Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). Raichō treated this as her “second birth”. From 
that moment Zen Buddhism became a guiding light in her life. Therefore, 
her later works became mostly focused on mysticism and contemplation 
about the transcendence of life and death (Bardsley, 2008, pp. 219–220). 

In the meantime, Raichō took English lessons at Seibi Women’s Eng-
lish Academy. She also joined the Keishū Literary Society, a literary study 
group for women formed by Raichō’s friend, Ikuta Chōkō (Hiratsuka, 2010, 
p. 100). As, for Raichō, literature was still something new, she knew that 
she would have to encounter many new literary works. As a member of 
the group, she was most interested in foreign literature. With Chōkō’s ad-
vice, she started reading English translations of Ivan Turgenev and Guy de 
Maupassant, before later translating the works of Edgar Allan Poe and Tur-
genev by herself (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 101).

In joining the Keishū Literary Society, Raichō met Morita Sohei. Morita 
was one of the lecturers, a student of Natsume Sōseki and close friend 
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of Chōkō. They made contact through Morita’s letter containing a critical 
review of Raichō’s story The Last Day of Love (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 105) writ-
ten for the group’s magazine. Gradually, through letters and meetings their 
relationship became increasingly intense. Raichō was more fascinated by 
Morita than in love with him, being impressed by his intellectual qualities. 
Unfortunately, this relationship quickly gained a toxic turn. Raichō, strong-
ly influenced by Morita, fled with him to the Nasu mountains in March 
1908 in order to commit shinjū2 (Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). The suicide plan 
failed when the couple was found by a police officer. This scandal, called 
the Shiobara Incident, had serious consequences. The fact that two highly 
educated and distinguished people had tried to commit shinjū drew wide-
spread public criticism.

After the Shiobara Incident many changes happened in Raichō’s life. 
First of all, her relationship with her father categorically deteriorated. 
Moreover, the family status dropped significantly, with Hiratsuka Sadajirō 
almost losing his job (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 123). At that moment Raichō’s life 
was all about three things, namely zazen, English classes, and reading in the 
Ueno Library (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 135). Everything changed after returning 
to Tokyo in September 1911 when her friend Chōkō suggested she found 
a monthly literary journal for women writers (Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). This 
was the first step in announcing the birth of the women’s liberation move-
ment in Japan.

Initially, Raichō was not convinced by the idea of founding a magazine. 
Only when she asked Yasumochi Yoshiko (her sister’s friend) for help did 
she decide to begin preparations. Even Raichō’s mother offered help and 
financial support (Hiratsuka, 2010, pp. 141–143). The journal created by 
women for women was finally named Seitō as a direct reference to Blue-
stocking societies, England’s women’s social and educational movement 
from the mid-18th century. Seitō’s founders’ main aim was to help awaken 
women and enable them to grow through writing. They cared most about 
their limited social opportunities and wasted talents. As Raichō said:

When I looked at the women around me, they seemed false. They were pre-
sumably endowed with extremely admirable qualities, but these remained hid-
den because of social conditions. They were surely capable of greater things 
[…]. (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 144)

2 Shinjū – a suicide pact between lovers.
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Therefore, the content of Seitō was to give women the opportunity 
to express their individuality and find their true self. Thus, it was founded 
with the aim of self-fulfilment and to awaken the suppressed literary ge-
nius of women.

The initial idea for Seitō did not come from a desire to fight in order 
to contribute to the development of the feminist movement. Its greatest 
achievement was the creation of the journal itself, supporting gifted and 
prosperous literary talents. Only after some time, when Raichō engaged 
herself in Japanese and Western literature on women’s issues did she start 
to be more focused on Seitō’s new awakened mission. She was, in par-
ticular, influenced by Ellen Key, a Swedish activist in the women’s move-
ment, and her book, Love and Marriage (Lowy, 2004, pp. 369–371). These 
influences can be seen not only in the activity, but also in the essays of 
the young Raichō. Ellen Key’s ideology was based on two pillars, namely 
the need for a relationship based on genuine love, and on the importance 
of motherhood (Lowy, 2004, p. 364). Her new sexual morality arose from 
real affection, not from duty, and it was primarily about equal treatment 
of both spouses. Unfortunately, her views were contrary to the sexual ide-
ology of Japan of that time. Inspired by Key’s ideas, Raichō began to be 
seriously involved in fighting against popularly accepted standards. There-
fore, her views were revolutionary. She tried, as one of the first, to shift 
the focus from the good of the nation towards respect for individuality. 
In her later essay To the Women of the World (Yo no fujintachi ni, 1913), 
Raichō called for a change in life values, a struggle with inequality, as well 
as for people to seek out alternatives that would support women’s lives 
(Lowy, 2004, p. 372). Nonetheless, such issues were still very questionable 
for many.

Meanwhile, it was at that time she decided to use the pen name 
“Raichō”, meaning “snow grouse”, a name linked with the time when she 
lived in Nagano near the northern Japanese Alps (Nakajima, 2003, p. 39). 
The main reason for this decision was to maintain honour of the family 
and the good name of her mother and father. Raichō preferred to keep 
her identity secret because of the controversial content appearing in the 
monthly journal.

One month before the release of the journal’s first volume, Raichō 
was asked for an opening statement. Her quite long essay mainly fo-
cused on women’s achievements, determination, and evoked spiritual 
revolution, the main themes of literary naturalism. She wanted to spread 
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self-awareness and the fact that a woman has many options, not just those 
that the Japanese narrative dictates. As “being a good wife, a wise mother” 
(ryōsai kenbo3) was a widely promoted role that maintained social inequal-
ity (Smith, 1983, pp. 70–83), Raichō, in her introductory essay, wanted to 
lift women’s spirit. “In the beginning woman was truly the sun, an authen-
tic person…”, she wrote, “Now she is the moon, a wan and sickly moon 
dependent on another, reflecting on another’s brilliance” (Heisig, Kasulis 
& Maraldo, 2011, p. 1148). The sun and the moon were symbols of reali-
ties of women’s history – the breakdown of a matrilineal society and the 
rise of patriarchal system, the tyranny of men and subjugation of women, 
the decline of women’s status as a human being (Hiratsuka, 2010, p. 160). 
Seitō’s role was to show that it is time to break free of the historical bonds 
dictated to women for centuries.

The first issue’s modern cover, designed by Naganuma Chieko, Yosano 
Akiko’s feminist poem Rambling Thoughts and Hiratsuka’s Raichō famous 
manifesto, reached a huge readership and helped Seitō become a resound-
ing success. When Seitō’s founders decided to publish articles on women 
in modern European dramas (such as Nora from Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
House), journalists labelled them The New Women (Kano, 2001, p. 127). 
Thanks to this, the society gained many new members. However, this ini-
tially positive term turned very quickly against Seitō because of two scan-
dals in 1912, namely the so-called Five-coloured Liquor Incident and the 
Dalliance in Yoshiwara (Hiratsuka, 2010, pp. 178–181). These caused a huge 
drop in the popularity and status of the journal.

Over a few years, topics shifted towards political and socio-cultural 
women’s issues. In January 1915, the editorship of Seitō was handed over 
to Ito Nōe. Unfortunately, because of many other scandals, inappropriate 
issues, and financial problems, Seitō was closed in 1916. In fact, Seitō gave 
its members and readers an opportunity to write or read about issues they 
could not even talk about. Indeed, correspondence, novels, and essays on 
private life and the burden of being a woman in Japanese society were 
often published there. Therefore, it could be said that the country was not 
properly prepared to meet the expectations of women who wanted free-
dom and independence.

3 Ryōsai kenbo – “good wife, wise mother”, during prewar period in Japan the most 
representative of the attitude toward women (Smith, 1983, p. 75).
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In 1913 Raichō met an artist, Okumura Hiroshi, her one and true love. 
Raichō admired him mainly because of his magnificent character and un-
conventional decisions (e.g. not getting married in the country where mar-
riage was one of the most important social values). In the patriarchal soci-
ety of the Taishō period (1912–1926), examples of a men such as Okumura 
were extremely rare. Always supporting and understanding Raichō, he let 
her enjoy literary freedom and individuality. Until 1941, despite having two 
children, both of them rejected entering into an official form of marriage 
(Nakajima, 2003, p. 40).

Even though Seitō was disbanded in 1916, Raichō continued to publish 
her views and concerns in other magazines and newspapers. From 1915 
to 1919, with four other women interested in ensuring the economic abil-
ity of mothers to raise their children, she engaged herself in a “Debate on 
Protection of Motherhood” (Tomida, 2004, pp. 243–271). Raichō viewed 
the protection of motherhood as a way to advance women’s interests in 
an increasingly conservative and imperialist society. Inspired mainly by El-
len Key’s concept of motherhood, Raichō demanded its protection. She 
also believed that Japanese housewives should be finally economically in-
dependent and should demand financial compensation for taking care of 
their children (Lowy, 2004, p. 374).

Between 1919 and 1920, motivated by the investigation into female 
workers’ conditions in textile factories in Nagoya, Hiratsuka, together with 
Ichikawa Fusae and Oku Mumeo, founded the New Women’s Association 
(Shin-Fujin Kyōkai), as well as the journal Josei Domei (Nakajima, 2003, p. 
40). The association submitted three petitions to the Diet of Japan. The first 
of these, accepted in 1922, concerned the amendment of Article 5 of the 
Police Security Regulations to allow women to join political organizations 
and attend political assemblies. The second petition was concerned about 
providing women with legal protection against venereal diseases (here it 
failed to achieve any legal changes due to much criticism). The last peti-
tion was submitted to give women the ability to be politically active and to 
elect members of the House of Representatives (Tomida, 2005, pp. 52–57). 
It was the first women’s suffrage petition submitted to the Diet of Japan. 
Unfortunately, because of the social and political situation of that time, the 
implementation of the goals of the petition proved to be impossible. In-
deed, Japanese women had to wait until 1945 to receive the right to vote.

During the Second World War, Raichō withdrew from the public eye 
until 1945. When, in 1946, a new constitution was promogulated she was 
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excited as everything she had desired for years had finally come to pass 
(Nakajima, 2003, p. 41). She became politically active once again and, 
in 1950, in order to calm growing tension between the United States of 
America and the Soviet Union, she sent an appeal to John Foster Dulles 
who visited Japan as a special envoy. In 1951 due to the occupation of Ok-
inawa and American military bases established all over the country, she 
wrote a letter to the Senate showing her indignation. In April 1953, Raichō 
founded the Federation of Japan Women’s Organizations which aimed to 
oppose the presence of military bases and nuclear weapons. In October 
1961, in connection with the Vietnam War, together with Nogami Yaeko 
and Iwasaki Chihiro she founded The New Japan Women’s Association 
(Shinfujin), which, as its predecessor, was still progressive and open to eve-
ryone (Nakajima, 2003, p. 41). Raichō was active within the organization 
until the end of her life, dying in 1971. In spite of the cancer she suffered 
from and her old age, she lived in the hope that one day women would 
achieve their goals and possess opportunities for social advancement.

IRENA KRZYWICKA

Today, one might get the impression that the figure of Irena Krzywicka has 
been forgotten. Despite her many achievements and her interesting life 
story and ideas continuing to attract interest until now, she has never been 
sufficiently appreciated by Polish society. Despite this, it is an indisputa-
ble fact that she should be, or even must be treated as one of the most 
influential women of the interwar Second Polish Republic (Koper, 2011, 
pp. 43–61).

Irena Krzywicka, née Goldberg, was born into a family of Polish-Jew-
ish left-wing intellectuals in 1899 in Yenisei, Siberia. Her father, Stanisław 
Goldberg, a physician by education, had been sent to Siberia for possess-
ing socialist sympathies. Unfortunately, he died of tuberculosis in Poland 
three years after their return from exile. After his death, Irena was mainly 
brought up by her mother Felicja Barnabel. She was a brave and independ-
ent woman in those times. In spite of being a dentist by profession, she 
devoted herself to teaching Polish (Tuszyńska, 1999, p. 25). Felicja instilled 
tolerance, rationalism, and a patriotic tradition in Irena’s young mind. She 
talked a lot with her daughter, and was not afraid to raise any subject, 
even those considered most embarrassing at that time, thus providing her 
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with an education in sexual and political matters. Irena often emphasized 
that her mother raised her in an extraordinary way, in that knowledge and 
education were paramount for Felicja. Therefore, Irena’s childhood was 
a peaceful one, being raised in a family atmosphere and in the company of 
books, albeit only good ones, as Felicja had decreed that “poor books were 
forbidden” (Krzywicka, 2002, p. 33).

Brought up with a love for the Romantic writers, Irena lived and 
breathed reading, creating her own imaginary picture of the world. Irena 
traveled a lot with her mother, which was very inspiring for the girl. Al-
though she often spent time alone, she never got bored (Krzywicka, 2002, 
p. 36). Krzywicka was particularly fond of the mountain resort of Zakopane, 
where she lived for a year, mainly due to her poor health. This proved to be 
a crucial moment, one where she felt an amazing bond with the surrounding 
natural world. Since then, as nature had become something her life could 
not exist without, her homes always had to be surrounded by a garden.

At the age of thirteen, Irena and her mother moved from the suburbs 
to Warsaw. Despite their difficult financial situation, her mother took care 
of Irena’s education while the girl attended Ms. Werecka’s Junior High 
School (Krzywicka, 2002, p. 37). The school’s status was the highest among 
girls schools in Warsaw, mainly because Jewish girls were accepted there. 
However, Krzywicka did not like this school, even though she was very 
clever, gifted in a literary sense, and always prepared for classes. In fact, 
she felt enslaved and lost.

In 1917, after graduation, Irena began her studies at the University 
of Warsaw. Meanwhile, the revolution broke out in Russia, which signifi-
cantly influenced Irena’s political commitment. The entire period proved 
to be very intense. She was engaged in activities of the Polish Socialist 
Party – the Polish Left, but quickly changed her views. Having observed 
class equality between the working class and intelligentsia to be a myth, 
her party activity quickly began to be limited only to writing articles for 
the Workers’ Voice (Głos Robotniczy) (Pietruszewski, 2013, p. 41).

Despite Poland regaining independence after one hundred twenty-
three years of partitions, the situation of Jews in Poland began to gradu-
ally deteriorate, a fact which Irena learnt the hard way. Unaccustomed to 
racist insinuations, Irena did not understand why her friends looked down 
upon her, or why she could not belong to the Polish language club (Krzy-
wicka, 2002, pp. 81–82). Unlike her friends, she did not want to get mar-
ried as a young woman. Intellectual development and education were most 
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important to her. She wrote a doctoral dissertation, but unfortunately she 
did not finish it because of a conflict with her thesis supervisor. In the end, 
studies did not play any significant role in her life, and she even regretted 
that she had started Polish studies instead of gardening. However, she had, 
as an ambitious student during her time at the university, published her 
first essay entitled A Spray of Lilac (Kiść Bzu) (Krzywicka, 2002, pp. 106–107).

In 1922, she graduated from the University of Warsaw and a year later 
married Jerzy Krzywicki, a lawyer and a son of a well-known sociologist and 
women’s rights activist, Ludwik Krzywicki. Their marriage was completely 
atypical for those times because of its open form, which was difficult for 
many to accept. This decision was made mainly due to Jerzy’s symptoms 
of paratyphoid and venereal disease. Therefore, Irena agreed to wait two 
years for Jerzy (until he recovered) and then marry him, on condition that 
it would be on the model of an open marriage. Moreover, Irena did not 
treat this disease as something shameful. It was just the reception of the 
public that did so (Krzywicka, 2002, pp. 134–135). As a couple, although 
they remained friends forever, there was no deeper feeling between them. 
Moreover, Krzywicka postulated a model of companionate marriage (Pie-
truszewski, 2013, p. 46). She was inspired by American lawyer, Ben Lindsey, 
who considered that marriage should consist of two stages: the first, “trial 
period” – after a year the marriage could end in divorce without any con-
sequences, and a second stage, which assumed the conscious life of spous-
es and their planned future together. The main thing was to give young 
people some time and not to subject them to social pressure. Krzywicka 
also believed that the idea of marriage had been “disfigured” by society 
and the church. For that reason, she was faithful to Lindsey’s concept, say-
ing that the marriage changed in his way could become a beautiful thing, 
a voluntary union of friendly and loving people living without jealousy, 
respecting each other’s private lives and enjoying a non-binding freedom 
(Krzywicka, 1932).

In the meantime, Irena fulfilled herself as a writer. She started to work 
with many socio-cultural journals, mainly the Literary News. At that time 
during an interview in 1927, she met Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński, then one of 
Poland’s best known writers and translators (Krzywicka, 2002, p. 181). That 
was a crucial moment in her life. From the first meeting, Irena felt a great 
affection for Tadeusz, which almost immediately turned into love. Since 
then, she lived in two parallel worlds – with Jerzy Krzywicki as her hus-
band, who provided her with a family life, and with Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński 
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who became her mentor and partner. Such a situation gave her many in-
tellectual possibilities, e.g. active participation in Skamander, an elite Pol-
ish group of experimental poets in Warsaw. In her biography she wrote:

[…] the year 1928 began, the happiest year of my life. All happiness fell upon 
me all at once: I had an amazing child, Jerzy started earning well, I wrote and 
became known and I was madly in love. In a word, all my desires were fulfilled. 
(Krzywicka, 2002, p. 189)

For Irena, Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński was like her “maître à penser, her mas-
ter, her guide” (Tuszyńska, 1999, p. 22). This excellent translator of French 
literature, brilliant critic, and physician by profession, immediately attract-
ed Krzywicka’s attention. It was Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński who presented War-
saw’s bohemian world to Irena. Inviting her to the Ziemiańska Café4, he 
opened up new possibilities for her, and introduced Irena to many well-
known friends. Ultimately, Krzywicka was hailed as the star of the salons 
and she loved the company of famous people (Tuszyńska, 1999, pp. 21, 31). 
After a year, this intellectual fascination turned into an affair. Żeleński was 
not only her inspiration, but also her first true love. She never hid it and 
did not care what people thought. Tadeusz supported Irena very much, es-
pecially at the time of her subsequent controversial activities.

The year 1930 proved to be the most productive year for Irena. At 
that time she was the most recognizable figure as a modern woman and 
pioneer of the feminist movement in Poland. Then, Irena decided to write 
about things which were extremely controversial for the majority of Polish 
society. She started to call for an open debate on the sexuality of women, 
planned motherhood, and taboo issues connected with the female body. 
The starting point of Krzywicka’s activity was the situation of workers dying 
from illegal abortions. She asked Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński for help, because 
his voice, as a physician by profession, would be more valued. They began 
writing for magazines, e.g. the Literary News where they even had their 
own column entitled Conscious Life (Koper, 2011, p. 181). Indeed, the con-
cept of “conscious life” could be considered as Krzywicka’s motto. A “con-
scious life” meant conscious decision-making, first of all about marriage, 
and then about having children. Krzywicka believed that the transformation 

4 Mała Ziemiańska – one of the most known meeting places of Warsaw intelligent-
sia: poets, writers, artists, painters, e.g. Jan Lechoń, Julian Tuwim, Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz, 
and Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński (Zientek, 2018).
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of social morals and institution of marriage was essential. In the meantime, 
Irena debuted with her first novel, The First Blood (Pierwsza Krew) (Krzy-
wicka, 2002, p. 227). Considered one of her most controversial works, it 
concerned a story of three teenagers growing up and discovering their own 
sexuality, then seen as something absolutely stunning in Polish literature.

Irena Krzywicka was in fact the first publishing feminist of a new 
wave, one who did not see the world through men’s eyes but through her 
own – the eyes of a woman. Without any discomfort or embarrassment 
she wrote about important things that were still overlooked by Polish so-
ciety. She condemned the taboo nature of sexuality, claiming that the is-
sue of women’s sexual satisfaction was a social problem. She also claimed 
that women, despite having a lot of new opportunities, were still not using 
their potential. Although her controversial views met with a large dose of 
criticism, Krzywicka did not seem to care, being a stubborn person who 
wanted to achieve her goals at all costs.

The next step in the popularization of conscious life was Żeleński’s ar-
ticle The Biggest Crime of Criminal Law in the Morning Courier (Krzywicka, 
2002, p. 419). It was also the beginning of a campaign for the decriminali-
zation of abortion. Krzywicka helped him with editing it. Finally, both of 
them, with the help of Justyna Budzińska-Tylicka, Zofia Żeleńska, Maria 
Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska, founded the first Polish Conscious Mother-
hood Clinic in Leszno (Tuszyńska, 1999, p. 15). The main aim of this clinic 
was to provide protection for single mothers, combating induced miscar-
riage and underground abortions. 

Unfortunately this kind of help met with criticism of the press. Women 
were also afraid to use services of the clinic. 

A clinic […] where outstanding doctors served without compensation, where 
there was no abortion, but the prevention of pregnancy and infertility treat-
ment, was not very successful. Women were afraid and ashamed to use it. This 
institution met only with condemnation and mockery. (Krzywicka, 2002, p. 242)

Despite the fact that the clinic had failed, the discussion about moth-
erhood, abortion, and contraception had not gone away. 

The last time Krzywicka saw Boy-Żeleński was on the way back from 
Zakopane. The first day of war changed Krzywicka’s sheltered life: “[…] And 
one day came, the only one – September 1, 1939 – when I found myself 
suddenly at the very bottom of adversity” (Krzywicka, 2002, p. 346). Dur-
ing the Second World War and the occupation of Poland, Krzywicka had 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occupation_of_Poland_(1939%E2%80%931945)
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to remain in hiding under a false name, Stanisława Piotrowska, as she had 
been placed on a list of people the Nazis had marked for extermination. 
She spent a year and a half in Podkowa Leśna. Then, she wandered from 
the home of one close friend to another. Even Boy-Żeleński’s wife, Zofia 
Żeleńska, took good care of her. Nobody turned Irena in.

Three people close to her perished during the war, namely: her hus-
band, probably murdered in the Katyn massacre; Boy-Żeleński, murdered 
in Lviv with a group of Polish professors from Lviv’s universities; and her 
son Piotr who became ill and subsequently died. Having lost those clos-
est to her, Krzywicka suffered a shock from which she never recovered 
(Tuszyńska, 1999, pp. 43, 52).

After the war she could not find herself in the new reality she now 
faced. Living in a dream world, it was difficult for her to move from life 
under the Nazi and Soviet occupations back to normal life. Subconsciously, 
she also felt that she was not ready for the new era to come. In 1945 Irena 
received a proposal from the Polish Embassy in France to become a cul-
tural attaché (Tuszyńska, 1999, p. 64). Uncertain at first, she decided to 
take this job, primarily because of the need to support her family. After al-
most two years, she returned to Poland. She wrote theater reviews and ex-
pressed herself on women’s issues in a journal entitled Women (Tuszyńska, 
1999, pp. 96, 117). At the same time, Irena commented on political matters 
and women’s issues, as well as delivering many lectures and radio broad-
casts. Unfortunately, in the new post-war Poland she felt very lonely. Her 
activities, appreciated before the war, now lost their significance. In 1962, 
due to her son Andrzej’s career, Krzywicka left the country with him, first 
to Switzerland, then to France (Tuszyńska, 1999, pp. 202–206). She never 
returned to Poland and lived for a long time in Bures-sur-Yvette, where she 
eventually died. For the rest of her life, Krzywicka wrote about important 
matters. Unfortunately, a vast majority of the issues she fought for still re-
main as challenges for women today.

WOMEN’S POSITION IN THE JAPANESE AND POLISH SOCIETIES

Despite the fact that these two figures lived in two different societies and 
came from a totally different cultural and political background, their ac-
tivities were similar. Nevertheless, when discussing feminism in both coun-
tries, Poland and Japan, some kind of distinctions can be seen.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nazi_Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bures-sur-Yvette
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From the end of the 19th century, the meaning of women’s life was 
determined in Japanese society by the legal system, including the Mei-
ji Civil Code in force from 1898, and Neo-Confucianism, which culturally 
set women’s a path through a patriarchal system. The historical legacy of 
a feudal society left its indelible mark on social and family structures. This 
was because the idea that women would never be equal to men was deep-
ly rooted. The key issue of the Tokugawa period (1600–1867) was a politi-
cal ideology of the Five Relationships known as wulun, introduced by Men-
cius (Hsü, 1970, pp. 27–28). This defined the key norms regulating social 
relations in Japan. Consequently, these five relationships shaped the idea 
of a woman, summarized in the Confucian three obediences: namely, to 
one’s father, husband, or son, after a woman had been widowed. As a re-
sult, women occupied a lowly and precarious position. The feudal system 
gave women their meaning in life and set it in the context of a reality root-
ed in hierarchical relationships. Women were usually not highly educated 
and nobody was interested in improving their level of education. There-
fore, women’s value was judged by their effort put into the household, and 
procreative abilities – especially giving birth to sons (Grosjean, 1988, pp. 
169–170).

During the Meiji Restauration (1868–1912), Japan was inspired mainly 
by political and socio-cultural patterns, such as democracy, equality, or ac-
cess to education. Unfortunately, despite the modernization of the coun-
try, the real situation of women was still deeply rooted in Neo-Confucian 
values. They were deprived of certain civil rights that only men had. For 
example, in 1889 Japan passed a law forbidding women to participate in 
any political organizations or attend political meetings (Grosjean, 1988, 
p. 171). The ideology that dominated at that time still limited the role of 
women mainly to performing household chores. The Japanese way of life 
was established mainly by two values: ei and miai kekkon. Ei referred to 
the Japanese family system, which comprises all family members, includ-
ing ancestors. Ei also emphasized the core relationships between parent 
and child, especially relations with sons, since daughters left home to be-
come wives. Miai kekkon meant an arranged marriage – the establishment 
of bonds between families. The feelings of the those being married off did 
not matter at all. 

In the 1920’s and 1930’s, along with the development of women’s 
social activity, the Fujin Sanseiken Undō – Women’s Suffrage Move-
ment – developed. The leader was Ichikawa Fusae, who in 1919, together 
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with Hiratsuka Raichō, formed the New Women’s Association (Shin-Fujin 
Kyōkai) seeking to obtain women’s right to be active in social and political 
life (Kamińska, 2020, p. 184). This is why Hiratsuka Raichō was so socially 
important. Above all, thanks to her efforts, topics previously considered 
as controversial, such as women’s suffrage, women’s intellectual, political, 
and sexual activity began to enter the public consciousness. 

As a result, after the Second World War, women’s finally received the 
right to vote in 1946. Although the differences between men and women 
regarding the possibility of active participation in the social and political 
life of Japan had not been completely eliminated, they had been reduced 
to some extent (Kamińska, 2020, p. 187). Therefore, Hiratsuka’s Raichō ef-
forts could be finally considered as a great beginning of a new reality for 
women.

At the time of the partitions of Poland (1772–1795), Polish women 
were often reduced to the role of mothers who had to focus on their 
households, a fact which was often emphasized by writers and social activ-
ists of that time. After the partitions, when Poland disappeared from the 
maps, the perception of women changed slightly. The impoverishment of 
many middle-class families and, above all, the loss of self-identity due to 
the repressions of the invaders required women to adapt quickly to the 
new situation. This resulted from the constant struggle for independence 
and attempt to keep up the patriotic spirit (Krzyżanowska, 2012, p. 150). 
Women slowly began to appear in the arena of social life. At the begin-
ning of the 19th century, educational issues also began to be taken into 
account, although this usually concerned upper class women and was lim-
ited to playing musical instruments or learning the French language, for 
instance. Only in some cases (e.g. aristocracy) was the scope of teaching 
slightly wider. The changes of this period were mainly caused by mod-
ernization, democratization and a feudal crisis. Enlightenment influences 
were more and more visible in urban civilization. Secondary and higher 
education was gradually introduced and women were allowed to attend 
schools. The first secular schools for girls (no longer convent schools) were 
founded. Thanks to this, the number and social significance of members of 
the intelligentsia gradually increased. Representatives of this social group 
cared for the education of children of both sexes in the belief that science 
itself was of value, as well as a tool for social advancement or maintaining 
one’s current position in the social hierarchy (Szwarc, 2014). Unfortunately, 
the model of obedience to a man or matters concerning the care of home 
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and children were still socially treated as part of a woman’s duties. There-
fore, it can be concluded that while the period of partitions contributed to 
the development of some opportunities, this was, unfortunately, not for all 
social classes, but only for those who could afford it.

The interwar period was mainly characterized by the triumph of Po-
land regaining independence in 1918 after one hundred twenty-three 
years of partitions. Unfortunately, when it came to the position of women, 
it was also a period filled with some disappointment. Indeed, it has been 
defined by historians as the time of “equal rights and unequal chances” 
(Żarnowska & Szwarc, 2000). Women, despite their hard work and fight for 
a free homeland, despite the postulated equality and obtaining the right 
to vote in 1918, could not, in the end, find this equality in everyday life 
(Krzyżanowska, 2012, p. 153). However, it is a matter of record that many 
women’s organizations functioned successfully at that time. Women al-
ready had experience of conducting underground activity during the First 
World War behind them, as well as working in many political organizations.

Lower payment for women compared with men working in the same 
position, aroused great indignation among women. Although this was ini-
tially explained by the lower physical strength of women, one could not 
speak of physical strength regarding those employed in education or of-
fices. In relation to their abilities women still felt many limitations. They 
still had to compete with men for prestige and high incomes. There was 
a total lack of freedom of speech and self-determination. The idea of get-
ting married continued to be promoted. The 1930’s were the most crucial 
period, especially when compared with the development of other Euro-
pean countries. Women’s efforts during this period focused on activities 
and work for society in general. Women disagreed with existing laws, 
rebelled against patriarchal customs and principles. It was also a time of 
defining your own identity, reviewing your own choices and decisions, 
while maintaining internal consistency and continuity (Walęciuk-Dejneka & 
Posłuszna, 2014, p. 7). Women began to organize and unite, with this time 
proving to be one of great activity. At that time, many women’s charity 
organizations, trade unions, and even political organizations were created 
and in operation. Women were also involved in pacifist activities (Janiak-
Jasińska, Sierakowska & Szwarc, 2008). Literature written by women en-
joyed great interest. People began to speak louder and more boldly about 
issues of self-determination, physicality, sexuality, and motherhood. After 
many years of struggle, the issue of gender equality and discussions about 
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women’s social role had become relevant, thus giving rise to what we now 
call gender studies (Nasiłowska, 2011, pp. 120–121). Therefore, the figure 
of Irena Krzywicka significantly influenced the perception of femininity, 
both of that time and in the contemporary world. Thanks to activists such 
as Krzywicka, women’s voices and demands became more visible.

CONCLUSION

According to the assumptions of biographical research, the historical back-
ground and development of both of the respective societies that influ-
enced the activities of Krzywicka and Raichō should be summarized. 

In the case of the lives of both pioneers, their activities fall within an 
incredibly formative period in the histories of Poland and Japan. Both soci-
eties rapidly began to develop through intensive modernization processes. 
In case of Japan, this was caused by the Meiji Restoration supported by 
Western societies, while in Poland, this was due to the country regaining 
independence, finally opening up to the world and overcoming the oppres-
sion of its invaders. Although both grew out of strong native traditions, it 
was by deriving many ideas and tendencies from the global system that 
they started to be increasingly modernized. In fact, in Poland, this process 
took place earlier than in Japan but in a more diverse way. Due to divi-
sion of the country resulting from the partitions, each part of the country 
under separate invader developed at a different level. Therefore, after the 
First World War, the main aim was to unify the country in respect of cul-
ture and society. Modernization processes in Japan were more uniform. 
Although the development covered almost the whole country, it was car-
ried out chaotically and resulted mostly from imposed treaties settled with 
Western countries. Then, for both Japan and Poland, this was a period of 
many radical social and cultural changes, characterized by the search for 
their own identity on an international scale, the struggle with social hierar-
chy and deeply entrenched traditions which were reflected in the situation 
of women. Consequently, in both countries an increase in emancipation 
movements was observed. Women decided to unite and strive together 
to change their social roles that had been socially conditioned by tradition, 
ideological or religious tendencies, and politics. The idea of patriarchal-
ism played an important role as it set the path of the position of women 
over the centuries. In Japan, compliance with Confucianism had led to the 
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degradation of the position of women as members of Japanese society. In 
Poland, despite obtaining electoral rights, women did not get the desired 
freedom and independence, which they accordingly expected. 

Therefore, activists such as Krzywicka and Raichō had a colossal influ-
ence not only on the development and spread of feminist concepts, but 
mostly on the idea that modern women in the 20th century had rights 
worth fighting for. Both Krzywicka and Raichō are iconic figures that sym-
bolize the values of progressive and free women, especially taking into 
account the times in which they had the opportunity to be active. Their 
similarities on the biographical level and strong aspirations in their respec-
tive de facto political and social contexts contributed in choosing them as 
a symbol of women’s struggle of those times. By breaking social principles 
and presenting courage against a moral background, both women brought 
about a very rapid development of feminist movements in their societies.

To sum up, Irena Krzywicka and Hiratsuka Raichō had much in com-
mon. Both activists were from politically engaged families connected with 
the intelligentsia. They were surrounded by artistic and intellectual milieus 
which strongly affected their perception of the world. Both took similar 
degree courses, which inspired them to start their own activities. Both of 
them wrote about women’s rights, marriage, and maternity in the most 
popular journals of that time. They themselves decided about the form of 
their private relationships with men who, despite the prevailing social mo-
res, supported their controversial activities. Both felt the need to fight in 
order to achieve universal goals important for women then and now. They 
generated new ideas, gradually getting them through, thus creating new 
principles and values. Most importantly, despite social difficulties, they 
never strayed from their chosen course, one which to many seemed radi-
cal. Therefore, in spite of their significant cultural and social differences, 
even their personalities can be considered as very similar. Irena Krzywicka 
and Hiratsuka Raichō activated people and societies around them to fight 
the stereotypes of the era. As both of them were connected with feminist 
activities in their respective countries, they can be perceived as pioneers 
of this movement. Both of them were courageous enough to talk about 
matters nobody had discussed before. Nowadays, they are recognized per-
manent figures of feminism in a global sense. The activities of both pio-
neers, which were close to their ideals, were far-reaching. They inspired 
many women all over the world to work for a better future for women. 
In conclusion, their work and initiatives have become an important factor 
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in the progress of civilization, modern views on women’s issues and have 
paved a new way in perceiving women’s role in society.
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The role of cultural heritage in an age of intensive globalization seems 
to be more complex than we often presume. According to a popular 
simplistic account, globalization merely eradicates local traditional cul
tures and replaces them with homogeneous popular culture. However, 
on the other hand, people in the most globalized countries have become 
as reflective about heritage and its role as never before. Additionally, glo
balization helps to spread particular instances of cultural heritage in dif
ferent parts of the world. For example, the traditional Andalusian dance 
of flamenco, which is included in the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
is widely taught and practiced in Japan. In such a process, cultural heri
tage is not only maintained and popularized, but it also creatively devel
ops new forms. 

This volume addresses the following question: what are the different 
meanings, usages, and roles of cultural heritage in the age of globaliza
tion? We are particularly interested in situations where the classical cul
tural traditions of the West and the East are reinvented in a new cultural 
context. More generally, this volume seeks to explore different intercultur
al relations between what is usually tagged as “the East” and “the West”. 
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