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Through an overview of modern Japanese historiography this essay examines 
the dilemma faced by non-Western (East) and non-modern places when 
trying to write their own history. The formulation of modern history onto 
Newtonian time and space-chronological time (progress) and nation-states 
has been remarkably stable when viewed from the West, but troubling for 
non-Western places. Since 1868 (Meiji revolution) when a new government 
endeavored to turn the archipelago into a modern nation-state, Japanese intel-
lectuals and historians accepted the necessity of writing a history of Japan and 
simultaneously struggled to overcome the stigma of being East or Oriental. 
They developed several now familiar strategies: more historical research, alter-
native modernity, and search for authenticity. None accomplished the goal of 
equivalence. This essay argues that the problems they encountered are in the 
structure of history itself, in particular, the way that chronological time locks 
the non-West into a recursive pattern, forever of the East.
Keywords: East-West – Orient – historiography – history – chronological 
time – hierarchy – repetition 
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Modern societies depend on the future like drug addicts on their dealer.1

The history that showed things “as they really were” was the strongest narcotic of 
the century.2

A unilinear model must be found obsolete if justice is to be done to the conside-
rable amount of non-European material. It is no longer possible to work without 
curves in the series; without a new and complex time-manifold.3

The theme of these papers, a quest for “balanced” historical knowledge that does 
not predetermine some “East” as backward, incomplete, etc. is a  long-standing 
issue, spanning over a century of history writing especially in marginalized places. 
That we are still examining this problem indicates the depth and power of modern 
history. The modern version of history based on the absolute time and absolute 
space of classical (Newtonian) science has been fundamental to a powerful system 
that has brought almost two hundred years of technological development, greater 
political participation, and the international system. As the first two epigraphs sug-
gest the hope to become modern, for improvement, advancement, and achieve-
ment has been a powerful, seductive force. Jie-Hyun Lim describes this power of 
history: “The desire for modernity–in both of these ways [modernization and the 
Marxist critique]–was a  locomotive to drive the study and education of world/
Western history.”4 Peter Bexte suggests that the allure of a better future (of progress) 
operates like a  drug dealer that keeps individuals or places–both powerful and 
weak–coming back for more. But the epigraphs linking this process to intoxication 
also pick up on an unease with that structure that was long evident in the margins 
and is increasingly apparent today, globally and environmentally. 

As the combination with Benjamin’s identification of Ranke’s version of 
facts suggests, I believe that the idea that serves as a narcotic that facilitates this ad-
diction is the past. This past was discovered in the eighteenth century and gives rise 

1	 Peter BEXTE, Uncertainty in Grammar / The Grammar of Uncertainty: Some Remarks on the 
Future Perfect, in: Science to Computational Sciences: Studies in the History of Computing and 
its Influence on Today’s Sciences, edited by Gabriele Gramesberger, Zurich 2011, p. 222.

2	 Walter BENJAMIN, The Arcades Project. Translated by Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin, 
Cambridge, MA 1999, p. 463.

3	 Ernst BLOCH, A Philosophy of the Future, New York 1970, p. 143.
4	 Ji-Hyun LIM, Global Easts: Remembering, Imagining, Mobilizing, New York 2022, p. 193.
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to the idea of a past–both prior and different–through which some “reality” can be 
extracted to establish certainty of the linear trajectory to the future.5 For historians 
the common mode of resolution is to keep going to the dealer for more, that is, 
more research and information (facts) from the past to correct or fill the gaps. More 
knowledge within a teleological structure might lead to short-term bliss (for exam-
ple Japan’s Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere), but as we increasingly under-
stand achievement is elusive, and it generates long-term harm. Ernst Bloch points 
to a deeper problem located in modern time itself, the failure of absolute time to 
recognize the heterogeneity of the world.6

Using the historiography of modern Japan I will argue that any attempt to 
find equivalence or balance in history will recapitulate the problem unless inquiry 
unsettles the homogenizing power of modern history itself. My argument that the 
difficulty is less in the content of various histories than in the making of modern 
history itself–the conflation of history with the absolute time and absolute space of 
classical science–might be a heterodoxy to historians.7 Yet the politics of this frame-
work from the perspective of the margins is obvious–the priority of large, abstract 
units (nation-states) and abstract laws over humans, the hierarchical ordering of 
those units, and the priority of numerical measurement (objectivity) over ideas, 
sense, and ethics.

A central problem is the way that space intersects with time. Places are or-
ganized according to levels of advancement, for example, the “East” is emplotted at 
some position of earlier, not-yet, or backward than the West. Critiques of this he-
gemonic system have long existed outside of the West (Western Europe and the 
United States).8 The inappropriateness of these positions take on an added dimen-
sion in these papers which interrogate the marginalization of East-Central Europe 
(ECE) another “East”. The presence of two Easts shows that this system is more 

5	 For a history of the discovery of the past in the eighteenth century, see Zachary SCHIFFMAN, 
The Birth of the Past, Baltimore 2011.

6	 Harry Harootunian describes the problem as one that is obscured by the system itself. He writes, 
“One of the more successful conjurations performed by modern industrialized societies has been 
to conceal the unevenness within their own precincts and its accompanying, mixed, and often 
‘discordant temporalities’ regulating the rhythms of life, making it appear as a problem stigmati-
zing the nonmodern.” In his Overcome by Modernity: History, Culture, and Community in Inter-
war Japan, Princeton, 2000, p. 474.

7	 I have discussed this problem in the writing of history in my History without Chronology, Amherst, 
MA 2019.

8	 Edward SAID, Orientalism, New York 1978. And more recent, Dipesh CHAKRABARTY, Pro-
vincializing Europe, Princeton 2013.
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than a teleology of becoming; it is also a binary where an East reinforces the supe-
riority of the West. The facile dualism of West vs. East is confounded by the con-
frontation of West/East as Western Europe and East-Central Europe and another 
West/East, the Occident and Orient. Then does this extend to suggest that the 
ECE and the Orient are similar? Or, that the ECE is West to the Orient as East?9 
This raises a second issue, the turn to place, the nation-state, as the principle unit of 
analysis. Nation-states enable specificity, the possibility of a history, a narrative of 
becoming, that offers a future. But at the same time, the writing of a history of such 
marginalized places must use evidence of that place that was used to emplot it in 
the East.

As the previous paragraph suggests, modern history operates on several 
levels; for this paper I will focus on two. First it organizes the overall structure, 
a system, where nation-states are ordered according to their stage within larger re-
gions, primitive to advanced, Orient to Occident, East to West. Modern history is 
a homogenizing system; Ariella Azoulay called it imperialistic.10 The same system 
that orders East and West also requires and orders nation-states. This ordering 
function, too, is part of the performativity of history.11 To extract oneself from the 
East and become part of the international system, one uses the nation-state, which 
necessitates some unique quality.12 At this point it is important to remember than 
a central goal of the Enlightenment was to manage the proliferation of information 
resulting from the printing press and the discovery of the New World. Kant advo-
cated “the unity of the manifold under one idea”.13 History became an important 
technology to map heterogeneous places into a single, hierarchical system.14 Hegel 
was one of several who used absolute (linear) time to determine and organize the 

9	 For a fine account of the problem of East in both East Asia and ECE, see J.-H. LIM, Global Easts, 
pp. 1–22 and 151–178.

10	 Ariella Aïsha AZOULAY, Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism, London 2019.
11	 Jouni-Matti KUUKKANEN, Why We Need to Move from Truth-Functionality to Performativity 

in Historiography, History and Theory 54, 2015, No. 2, pp. 226–243.
12	 For a fine account of an unsuccessful attempt to write their history, thus to establish Moravia as 

a nation-state, see Emma Hagström MOLIN, Discovering Moravian History: The Many Times 
and Sources of an Unknown Land, 1830–1860, in: Anders Ekström – Staffan Bergwik (eds.), 
Times of History, Times of Nature, New York 2022, pp. 206–229.

13	 Chad WELLMON, Organizing Enlightenment: Information Overload and the Invention of the 
Modern Research University, Baltimore 2015, p. 94.

14	 Clifford SISKIN, System: The Shaping of Modern Knowledge, Cambridge, MA 2016; and Henri 
LEFEBVRE, The Production of Space. Translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith, Oxford 1991.
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myriad places into history. But use of the nation-state to extract oneself from the 
state of being East requires that one uses the pasts of having been East.

Second, time is also a metric for measuring change of units (nation states) 
within this system. Difference is recognized, but only as unevenness, not heteroge-
neity. The potential for writing a history of one’s nation-state enables that society to 
“join” the international. The rise of the modern history discipline in Japan is a won-
derful example of the difficulty marginalized people (that is, marginalized by this 
system through categories like Orient and ECE) faced as they tried to interact with 
the international system. Japanese leaders, intellectuals, and historians generally 
accepted the universalistic framework; they too were intoxicated by the allure of 
promises for a better future. Throughout the late-nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries historians worked to learn the historical process, develop proper (positivistic) 
historical methods, and locate a Japan onto the universalistic framework. 

Today scholars frequently state that Japan is the first non-Western country 
to modernize. Moreover, it has a very stable professional history discipline, and his-
tory is fundamental to its sense of self. Japan has “made it”. But achievement does 
not necessarily translate to success. Japan has also been haunted by this history–as 
Oriental and as imperialist.

Seduction of History: Joining the International

A modern history emerged in Japan following the Meiji ishin, the revolutionary 
change of government in 1868, amid Western imperialist activity in East Asia. 
Western claims to superiority were buttressed by weapons and technology. Gover-
nments (Tokugawa bakufu in 1860 and Meiji in 1871–1873) sponsored official 
study tours and subsequently hired European and US experts to advise and teach. 
These tours, especially the latter, confirmed the importance of the conceptual sys-
tem based in rationality and science as the key to development of the nation-state. 
The state goal became fukoku kyōhei (rich country, strong military) and another 
phrase bunmei kaika (civilization and enlightenment) encapsulates the climate 
where leaders of the new government imbibed the “future”. Government leaders 
and numerous intellectuals accepted the progressive structure of historical develop
ment, including the notion that Japan was still at an earlier (inferior) stage of deve-
lopment, and believed that this condition was temporary, that Japan too can beco-
me fully modern.



412XXIII International Congress
of Historical Sciences

During the early Meiji period Japanese (and people in other non-Western 
places) often heard Westerners declare that Japan (and cultures of Asia) has no his-
tory.15 Fukuzawa Yukichi, perhaps the best known proponent of enlightenment 
and westernization, applied this statement to Japan when he argued that the 
government was continually “doing the same thing; it is like reading the same book 
over and over again, or presenting the same play time after time” for twenty five 
centuries.16 It is a claim that exposes the performativity of history. It supports the 
superiority of the West, outlines a particular understanding of history as a narrative 
of development, and denies any value of nonmodern connections to inherited 
ideas. Few today would agree (I hope) with such a statement about cultures with 
one or more millenia of recorded pasts being without history. Nevertheless, this 
claim of universality did spur Japanese intellectuals to “have” history; intellectuals 
created study groups and universities established departments. Scholars read (in 
the original language) important nineteenth century European historians; a  stu-
dent of Ranke, Ludwig Riess, was hired to teach at the Imperial University of To-
kyo; scholars reviewed texts that had been accepted as the recorded past and often 
dismissed them as myth, legend, or simply unreliable; and beginning in 1869 they 
began collecting documents to build an archive that became the foundation for the 
Historiographical Institute which remains the most important archive for docu-
ments on Japanese history.

The origin for a history of Japan was relatively easy to find: the ascension of 
the mythical Emperor Jimmu (the first emperor) in 660 BC recorded in both the 
Kojiki and Nihon shoki.17 This beginning enables two important functions. First it 
naturalized the nation-state, as if it always existed as subject, and second, it con-
nected that history to an imperial lineage. The mythical status of Jimmu nor the 
fact that a Japan really hadn’t existed as subject prior to the eighteenth century did 
not matter; Japan now became the common unit of analysis.18 Moreover historians 
often recognized the problem of using myth (such as Jimmu) to write history; they 
debated issues, but in the end, they accepted the national purpose of history and 

15	 See for example Romila THAPAR, The Past Before Us, Cambridge, MA, 2013; and Stefan 
TANAKA, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History, Berkeley 1993.

16	 Yukichi FUKUZAWA, An Outline of a Theory of Civilization. Translated by David A. Dilworth 
and G. Cameron Hurst, Tokyo 1973, p. 142.

17	 Today it is common to see Japan beginning from human habitation in caves (25,000 years ago) or 
archaeological evidence of Jomon culture (14,000–300 BC).

18	 Naoki SAKAI, Voices of the Past: the Status of Language in Eighteenth-Century Japanese Discourse, 
Ithaca 1991, pp. 335–336.
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rationalized this narrative through what James Wertsch calls the “narrative tem-
plate” of national collective memory by distinguishing popular history from aca-
demic (positivistic) history.19

By the 1900s Japan got a  history, that is, a  narrative of development of 
a place within the larger structure of world history. This merging of the nation-state 
into history was institutionalized around the end of the nineteenth century when 
the historical discipline at the imperial universities was divided into Japanese, 
Western, and Oriental histories. This history was put into motion, that is a narra-
tive of progress by the 1900s when a historical periodization of Japan emerged.20 
This periodization confirms the transformation of space from regions to nation; 
changes the subject–from deeds of great men to forms of rule–aristocratic and 
militaristic; and demonstrates change. The periods follow the standard division: 
ancient (aristocratic-Nara and Heian), medieval (feudal-Kamakura through Sen-
goku), early modern (Tokugawa), and finally the modern era (Meiji and after). 
Second each period characterized different timeless characteristics. I will return to 
some of these timeless qualities below. This is the seduction of the idea of history 
based on abstract time and abstract space: the nation is naturalized as the unit of 
analysis, a linear time offers a progressive direction and promise, unique characte
ristics of a Japan emerge, and that progressive time also shows Japan’s relative posi-
tion with other nation-states throughout the world.

Despite (or because of ) this purpose, the ideological connection was obscu
red through claims to history’s “scientific” methodologies. History as teleology or 
as an ordering system became simply history, the narrative of becoming of various 
places. The nation-state encompassed the myriad regions, and documentation and 
disciplinary specialization gave content to this new space and time, now buttressed 
by the authority of science and the affinity to national “truths”. The usefulness of 
history was also enhanced through its connection to the international order and 
a promise (forever unattainable) that Japan participate eventually as equal, within 
the international system. The future is never far but always beyond one’s grasp. The 
success of this positivistic method is reflected in Peter Duus’ evaluation of these 
positivistic (and nationalist) historians: “They devoted themselves to gathering 

19	 James V. WERTSCH, How Nations Remember: A Narrative Approach, Oxford 2021. The narra-
tive template of Japan might be an island nation with an unbroken imperial line.

20	 Thomas Keirstead points to the work of Hara Katsurō’s History of Medieval Japan (1906) and 
Uchida Ginzō’s History of Early Modern Japan (1903). See T. KEIRSTEAD, Inventing Medieval 
Japan: The History and Politics of National Identity, Medieval History Journal 1, 1998, No. 1, 
pp. 47–71.
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facts, compiling chronologies, and subjecting classic works … to rigorous textual 
criticism. They were capable, critical, and dedicated scholars, but basically unin-
spiring, without an axe to grind or the passion of political commitment.”21

These historians were not ideologues. But their commitment to objectivity 
obscured the way history was embedded in purpose, to naturalize the nation-state 
and emplot it onto the linear grid that maps a route to the future. This is the seduc-
tion of history, its utility for a new nation-state; indeed, history and the state went 
together. The “Japan” that this history created is based on the ideals of elites–past 
and present. In the formation of the historical narrative historians debated numer-
ous problems, especially the potential conflict between a history of the nation-state 
and contrary documentary evidence. Some of the debates around the beginning of 
the twentieth century include: the mythical character of Jimmu and successors, the 
discovery (1870s) in shell middens of evidence that cannibalism existed on the 
archipelago, the description of Himiko and Yamatai (third century) in the Wei zhi, 
and the split or break of the Imperial line in the fourteenth century. Positivistic 
methods (as they really were) obscured the transformation where the former truths 
declared to be myths opened a realm for new myths. This tension between myth 
and evidence continues through to today. Nevertheless, academic historians were 
remarkably successful in achieving their goals of a history of the nation-state and 
a  professional discipline at the level of other industrial countries. Positivistic 
methodologies guided by linear time within the nation-state continue as the norm 
of Japanese history today.

Yet, at the same time such a linear, positivistic history exposed its limitations 
that these very conceptual structures and methodologies prevented Japan from 
reaching the future. As that history of Japan was being written, an interesting ques-
tion emerged simultaneously–can a universal hierarchical system have heterogene-
ous perspectives? In particular, intellectuals began to question the characterization 
of non-Western places in this universalistic chronological system. As Michel de 
Certeau and Ethan Kleinberg have pointed out, pasts have continued to haunt 
modern history; debates in Japan about history today, especially by nationalists 
continue this tension.22 

21	 Peter DUUS, Whig History, Japanese Style: The Min’yusha Historians and the Meiji Restoration, 
Journal of Asian Studies 33, May 1974, pp. 419–420.

22	 Michel de CERTEAU, The Writing of History. Translated by Tom Conley, New York 1988; and 
Ethan KLEINBERG, Haunting History: For a  Deconstructive Approach to the Past, Stanford 
2017.
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Efforts to Overcome the Hegemony of History

Dissociation from Asia

Near the end of the nineteenth century, intellectuals and historians began to discover 
that what was presented as universal and scientific contained a persistent hegemonic 
pattern; difference and variation became evidence of unevenness–primarily uncom-
fortable characterizations of backwardness–not an acceptance of heterogeneity. As 
early as the 1880s, while most elites accepted the universality of linear history, many 
began to also question the appropriateness of the categories, Asia or the Orient. They 
recognized that knowledge of Asia was superficial at best and sought to add to and 
modify content. Interestingly, many early efforts sought to separate Japan from iden-
tification with the continent. Fukuzawa, for example, questioned Japan’s location in 
the Orient when he famously asserted a distinction between Japan and Qing China 
in his 1885 essay, “Datsu-A ron” (dissociation [of Japan] from Asia). A few years later, 
in 1891, the philosopher, Inoue Tetsujirō, argued, in a now rather familiar strategy for 
more information particularly by locals (i.e. educated Japanese like him). In a speech 
entitled “Tōyōshigaku no kachi” (the value of Oriental studies), Inoue pointed to the 
superficiality of Western knowledge of Asia as a reason for the hierarchy of Europeans 
over Asians and argued that filling the lacuna, more histories of places in Asia, will 
balance the bias toward histories about Europe.23 In particular, he believed that it 
would demonstrate to Europeans that Japanese were more advanced than Chinese 
and closer to Europeans. More and better information provided by Japanese themsel-
ves would create more balance and remedy the (mis)understanding.24 

In the next section I will discuss how Japan reconnected with the Orient, 
but this identification of Japan as Oriental was questioned again in the 1930s. For 
example, the intellectual and activist, Okawa Shūmei, pointed out that the catego-
ries Orient and Occident are factually suspect. He argued that Islam from the per-
spective of Japan or East Asia is of the West, it has affinity with Western religions, 
Judaism and Christianity (the same God).25 The historian, Tsuda Sōkichi, too, 
questioned the timespace, Orient. In 1938, he argued that there is no Asia, instead 
a group of nations, India, China, and Japan. He then used this separation of units 

23	 For further information see S. TANAKA, Japan’s Orient, pp. 54–58.
24	 A recent book by the Taiwanese scholar, Kuan-Hsing CHEN, argued for an Asian studies by and for 

Asians. It fits into this belief that a better perspective is possible if Asians conduct the research and 
correct Western misunderstandings. Asia as Method: Toward Deimperialization, Durham 2010.

25	 Stefan TANAKA, Els Orients i l’Orient, Revista d’etnologia de Catalunya 29, 2006, pp. 88–93.
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to claim that Japan is an Occidental, not Oriental or Asian place.26 Here, the spe-
cificity of the nation is used to try and extract Japan from being East.

Alternative Modernity27

In the first decade of the twentieth century other historians began to recognize that 
more histories, corrections, and gap-filling would not suffice and that modification 
of the hegemonic structure was required. Some identified the problem in what we 
might call the specter of Hegel, the categories of temporal unevenness in East and 
West or primitive and advanced. Two historians, Shiratori Kurakichi and Naitō 
Konan at the two major imperial universities in Tokyo and Kyoto sought to deve-
lop a history of East Asia that placed Asia alongside (as equivalent) the West. They 
too accepted linear history as universal–the structure learned from Europe, the po-
sitivistic (and nationalistic) methodology of Ranke, the linear, progressive time of 
modern history, and the geographical realm of East Asia or Orient. The difference 
from Inoue was a rearrangement of the teleology. Shiratori’s tōyōshi (oriental histo-
ry) and Naitō’s shinagaku (China studies) transformed the continent (especially 
China) into Japan’s past. This move enabled the formulation of a progressive narra-
tive, but it also returned Japan to the Orient. In a  similar way that Hegel began 
history with the Orient, moved to ancient Greece and Rome, and culminated with 
the West, Shiratori turned China into Japan’s past demonstrating an autonomous, 
but parallel modernity in tōyō (lit: East Asia) with the teleology culminating in 
modern Japan. Japan was again of the Orient, but on Japan’s terms as the current 
leader of a teleology that will, in the near future, supercede the West. Just as ancient 
Greek and Roman history serve as earlier moments of histories of Western Europe, 
tōyōshi and shinagaku complement national ( Japanese) history and, I argue, still 
serve as the basis of modern Japanese history.28

26	 S. TANAKA, Japan’s Orient, pp. 278–281.
27	 See for example, David BLACKBOURN and Geoff ELEY, The Peculiarities of German History: 

Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany, Oxford 1984. Discovering an al-
ternate modernity in China’s past is also the goal of Hui WANG, The Politics of Imagining Asia. 
Edited by Theodore Huters, Cambridge, MA 2011. For two fine extended reviews of Wang’s in-
fluential work, see Viren MURTHY, Modernity against Modernity: Wang Hui’s Critical History 
of Chinese Thought, Modern Intellectual History 3, 2006, No. 1, pp.  137–65; and Yongle 
ZHANG, The Future of the Past, New Left Review 62, 2010, pp. 47–83.

28	 Stefan TANAKA, Asia: A Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness?, boundary2 46, 2019, No. 3, pp. 23–
45.
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Search for Authenticity

The quest for history in Japan, an East, encounters a potential contradiction of mo-
dern history–the need for a past to offer oneself a future. In Western Europe and 
the United States, the potential problem is displaced to conservatives, reactiona-
ries, or antiquarians. But in the non-West, the past that is necessary for a narrative 
of the nation returns as evidence of its backwardness, or worse, that they “have no 
history”. This dilemma is compounded by another problem–successful political 
and economic development raises questions about the continuation of the qualities 
of the nation (even though, or because, it was recently “invented”). Linear change, 
progress, suggests replacing the old with the new. But tensions and conflict from 
such changes raise questions of a loss of characteristics that make the nation unique. 
Liberal and capitalist (and Marxist) change took on the aura of Westernization, 
calling into question the very characteristics that make up the nation.

Throughout the twentieth century, but especially from the interwar period, 
Japanese intellectuals worried about a “loss” of national characteristics. It is impor-
tant to remember that these characteristics, too, were being established with the 
formulation of a history of the nation. Academic historians worked ever harder to 
fill out the historical narrative outlined by the periodization, to emphasize the his-
torical development of the nation-state, including its uniqueness (that is, past).29 
Others, especially philosophers, delved deeper into Japan’s “timeless past”. Watsuji 
Tetsuro saw in the myriad practices of the past sedimented cultural layers (stadiali-
zation) that create a permanence of Japan.30 Nishida Kitaro turned to Zen Bud-
dhism and argued for a place of “nothingness” to minimize the limitations of linear 
time. My pithy accounts are a disservice to the depth and seriousness of these think-
ers, but they point to the impossibility of the writing of history.31 Despite inten-
tions, these accounts suggest the connection between history, archaism, and fas-
cism. The past was being mined and narrated to provide further evidence of the 

29	 There was a vibrant activity among Marxist historians who generally divided into two groups. 
They were critical of orthodox history, but ultimately operated within the teleology of history 
built upon classical science. A brief, excellent summary can be found in Tetsuo NAJITA, Japan: 
The Intellectual Foundations of Modern Japanese Politics, Chicago 1980 [1974], pp. 123–127.

30	 Harry HAROOTUNIAN, Overcome by Modernity: History, Culture, and Community in Inter-
war Japan, Princeton 2000, p. 146.

31	 Considerable literature exists among these philosophical inquiries, especially of what is known as 
the Kyoto School. For a fine overview of this problematic, see Andrew Feenberg, Nishida, 
Kawabata, and the Japanese Response to Modernity, Nagoya 2019.
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timeless qualities of Japan. These accounts parallel many Western critiques of 
modern society, but by turning to some authentic characteristic, they revived Japan 
as part of the Orient. To recall the epigraphs by Bexte and Benjamin, the future was 
the everpresent hope (or intoxication) that could be attained through deepened 
involvement with the “reality” from the past.

The Trap of Chronology

Ultimately, these correctives to world history–more facts and histories (by Japanese 
scholars), an alternative modernity through the reconfiguration of East Asia (tōyō-
shigaku) into a teleology with Japan ascendant, and a search for the authentic spirit 
and essence of Japan–justified what many proclaimed to be Japan’s “world-histori-
cal mission”. Japanese history was caught in a circular, causal loop. In the 1930s two 
members of the important Kyoto School of Philosophy, Kōyama Iwao and Kōsaka 
Masaaki tried to bring back these competing visions arguing that the tension 
between West and East was a problem of history. I agree, but they pointed to an 
overly materialistic history, not history itself. To correct for the hegemony of the 
West, they argued for a world history which would recognize the multiplicity of 
actors. It is a complicated argument advocating multiple states using ethical princi-
ples often found throughout Japan’s philosophical and/or religious, that is, its au-
thentic, past. Their world history displaced Europe as leader and concluded that 
Japan is the superior, the next stage, of this process of development. What began in 
Meiji as “rich country, strong military” evolved into empire and war, Japan’s proc-
laimed East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere. Harry Harootunian described the spiral 
set off by this quest for history well: “Remarkably, this urgent appeal to a new time 
(boundless present) echoed Japanese pronouncements at the outset of World War 
II announcing the inauguration of total war and calling for the establishment of 
emergency measures as a condition of mobilizing the population to wage an en-
dless war against the West in order to realize the promise of its world historical 
mission in the present.”32

Like our modern history, in this world-historical mission, difference exists as 
unevenness, but with a new hegemon. But is it possible to have two universals? On 
the one hand, the circularity is in the quest of marginalized places to write history. 

32	 Harry HAROOTUNIAN, Remembering the Historical Present, Critical Inquiry 33, Spring 
2007, p. 471.
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The search to elevate Japan from the lower stages of history (as structure) through the 
history (timeless and developmental) of the nation kept Japan in the Orient. This in 
turn reinforced the desire for an alternative history of East Asia. By the 1930s such 
narratives supported arguments for the liberation and leadership of Asia. Of course, 
it is a mask of Japan’s imperial mission, but it competed with the Western imperial 
presence and within the framework of modern history. It accepted what is built into 
modernity–competition, here, of states. In short, through a complicated narrative of 
morals and shifting strengths, Japan replaced the West as hegemon. The connection 
of history to national quests for wealth and power remained. This “corrective” did not 
alter the hegemonic framework; the Orient/Occident framework remained. It did 
change the order where Japan, not the West became destined to lead.

Second, for marginalized places the writing of one’s own history is fraught 
with dilemmas, perhaps impossibilities. The history of the nation-state increasingly 
merged with myth. A history of a nation accentuates the strengths and uniqueness 
of the place, but this goal often conflicts with the goal of objectivity. The seemingly 
innocuous beginning with the mythical first emperor, Jimmu, turned into dogma, 
or a  narrative template. It is the foundation of various archaisms that sought to 
discover the essence of a Japan and ultimately reinforced increasingly sacred quali-
ties of Japan. These characteristics, like the place of Japan became “timeless”. In 
1940 major historians participated in a commission to locate and verify sites con-
nected to Emperor Jimmu, Japan’s first (mythical) emperor.33 Third, the writing of 
a history of the nation required aspects from the past that are evidence that Japan 
is Oriental. To have history, a Japan must break from its past and follow a teleology 
that is measured by mechanical features according to a homogenizing metric. On 
the other hand, for Japan to claim status as a nation-state, it must mine the same 
past that is the reason for its lack. In other words, to have history, the East must 
show that it is no longer like its past (the East), but to formulate a nation-state, it 
must assert this same past (the East).

The Magic of Repetition

Up to this point my narrative parallels a common developmental narrative: stimu-
lus of the “backward” or traditional societies, their response, that is effort to beco-

33	 John S. BROWNLEE, Japanese Historians and the National Myth: 1600–1945, Vancouver 1997, 
pp. 180–185.
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me modern, which ends in some incompleteness–partial understanding and limi-
ted implementation. The critique of linearity of such modernization or develop-
mental theories is well rehearsed. The apparent function of repetition in linear 
history is as a condition that is the antithesis of forward motion or first stage–pri-
mitive, Orient, child, etc. Here, repetition reinforces the spaces of modern history, 
West, East, Occident, Orient, and nation-states. For example, Fukuzawa’s comment 
quoted above of the state doing the same thing for 2500 years, repetition is eviden-
ce of stasis or closer to a primitive state. Nevertheless repetition reinforces the shift 
of the subject of history from individuals to the state and naturalizes the space of 
Japan. Critiques of this history have focused on those spaces, naturalized in the 
formulation of history.

This is where it is necessary to turn to the structure of modern history itself. 
There is a second, hidden function where repetition is integrated into its workings. 
Since the eighteenth century we have accepted time as linear–past, present, future–
and that the new should replace the old because it is after and better. Though osten-
sibly temporal succession, this is also a dualism, a juxtaposition that also stabilizes 
movement. In his The Writing of History Michel de Certeau wrote, “A structure 
belonging to modern Western culture can doubtless be seen in this historiography: 
intelligibility is established through a relation with the other; it moves (or ‘progress-
es’) by changing what it makes of its ‘other’ – the Indian, the past, the people, the 
mad, the child, the Third World.”34 In this case, repetition functions as the constant 
juxtaposition of past and present, other and self, old and new, and East and West. 
This is its magic. In the linear time of modern society repetition is also employed to 
ensure that the new, always juxtaposed to an old, is always new. The past or old 
“proves” the modern, the new. But underlying this movement is a  juxtaposition 
that maintains the new (West) in contradistinction to an old (East). Movement is 
progressive for the West; it is recurrence, closer to stasis, for those “other”. The non-
modern is stuck within a  circular process, as the “other” or East. The result for 
Easts, in contrast, to be forever previous.

When we recognize this role of repetition in the dilemma faced by Japanese 
intellectuals, the difficulty, or impossibility, of this formulation is located in the 
temporal order of history itself. Here we return to the ideal of a universal system 
that can order the heterogeneous places of the world. By using a unilinear time the 

34	 M. de CERTEAU, The Writing of History, p. 3. It is important to remember that the past, as prior 
and different, emerged around the eighteenth century (Z. SCHIFFMAN, The Birth of the Past).
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system became hierarchical and when the above issues are considered, the circular-
ity of modern history for marginalized places become more apparent.

Multiple Times

At this point I will return to Bloch who over fifty years ago suggested an understan-
ding of manifold times as a way to think through this problem of a “balanced” his-
tory. I hope I have suggested through an overview of modern historiography of Ja-
pan that an effort to correct the unevenness of history through content alone is 
insufficient. History, too, is historical and must be interrogated. This is the conclu-
sion of David Graeber and David Wengrow in their ambitious and provocative 
book, The Dawn of Everything. They wrote, “If social scientists today continue to 
reduce past generations to simplistic, two-dimensional caricatures … The actual re-
sult is to impoverish history.”35 They find fault in the adaption of linear time, speci-
fically, the idea of human evolution (primitive to advanced, nomadic hunter-gathe-
rers to agricultural settlements and then to civilization) that emerged during the 
Enlightenment (Turgot is one of their villains). We must admit that the linear and 
causal structure of modern history has been effective for the West and has seduced 
nation-states throughout the world with promises of wealth and development. But 
history is impoverished when we recognize how it flattens the heterogeneous pla-
ces throughout the world. To overcome this hegemony, or imbalance, I believe that 
an initial step, following Bloch, is to shift our inquiry into pasts from an abstract 
linear chronology to multiple times.

Graeber and Wengrow go beyond my criticism of linear time and argue that 
our evolutionary notion of social development is not based on solid empirical (ar-
cheological and anthropological) evidence. Indeed, they claim it is mythical. 
I  wonder whether it is mythical like a  Japanese history beginning from Jimmu. 
Above all, an inquiry into modern history is to open up questions about time–the 
past, pasts, futures, and human subjectivity. This critique of the Enlightenment has 
a  long, but often forgotten, history. Alfred North Whitehead suggested that we 
already practice a different understanding of time in our daily lives. He wrote, “If 
you try to imagine this doctrine in terms of our conventional views of space and 
time … it is a great paradox. But if you think of it in terms of our naive experience, 

35	 David GRAEBER – David WENGROW, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity, 
New York 2021, p. 22.
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it is a  mere transcript of the obvious facts.”36 More recently the physicist Carlo 
Rovelli argued that we should look prior to the Enlightenment for other ways to 
think about time and history.37

Today, criticism of the problem of absolute time in modern history is com-
mon.38 There are many important and powerful critiques from European histo
rians.39 Moreover, we don’t have to turn to recent critiques. In the 1930s Japanese 
intellectuals, too, questioned modern linear time. Perhaps the most perceptive is 
Tosaka Jun, a student of Nishida, who questioned historical time itself. For Tosaka 
historical time–that is history and the history of Japan–is “borrowed time” that is 
adopted from other disciplines–especially the physical sciences. It is an abstract 
time separated from times that are embedded in the activities of people. History 
based on this “borrowed” time is an archaism that uses the past to create a “hidden 
order of meaning” located in some timeless and stable order, that is the nation-
state.40 Tosaka was right to question history; his hidden order of meaning returns 
us to Kant where an a priori idea–chronological time–became the unifying struc-
ture to categorize and order the world as system. Instead Tosaka turned to everyday 
activity to invokes pasts that are part of the present. For him, “actuality” was in the 
everyday, not the empirical work, “reality” of history. 

For me, an approach toward the hopes of this theme is to step away from 
chronological time and recognize multiple times, rooted in modern sciences, not 
classical physics. Einstein stated that “time and space are modes by which we think, 
and not conditions in which we live”.41 When we can talk about different moments 

36	 Alfred North WHITEHEAD, Science and the Modern World, New York 1925.
37	 Carlo ROVELLI, The Order of Time, New York 2018.
38	 Some recent critiques are: J.-H. LIM, Global Easts; A. AZOULAY, Potential History; Massimilia-

no TOMBA, Insurgent Universality: An Alternative Legacy of Modernity, New York 2019; and 
Ranajit GUHA, History at the Limit of World-History, New York 2002.

39	 M. de CERTEAU, The Writing of History; Reinhart KOSELLECK, Futures Past: On the Seman-
tics of Historical Time. Translated by Keith Tribe, Cambridge, MA 1985; François HARTOG, 
Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time. Translated by Saskia Brown, New York 
2015; Aleida ASSMANN, Is Time Out of Joint? On the Rise and Fall of the Modern Time Regime. 
Translated by Sarah Clift, Ithaca, NY 2020; Marek TAMM – Laurent OLIVIER (eds.), Rethin-
king Historical Time: New Approaches to Presentism, London 2019; and Chris LORENZ – Ber-
ber BEVERNAGE, Breaking up Time: Negotiating the Borders between Present, Past and Future, 
Göttingen 2013.

40	 H. HAROOTUNIAN, Remembering the Historical Present, p. 22.
41	 Quoted in John Archibald WHEELER, Information, Physics, Quantum: the Search for Links, 

Proceedings III International Symposium on Foundations of Quantum Mechanics, Tokyo 1989, 
p. 315.
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of pasts without the homogenizing framework of old and new, East and West, we 
open up the possibility of recognizing the heterogeneity of the world apart from 
a hierarchical structure that orders all according to the same metric. We might shift 
from how history organizes our lives to the relationship between pasts and our lives 
and our communities; that might help us begin to imagine modes of thinking that 
do not limit us to the hierarchically structured and mechanical time of our modern 
society.
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Japonské dějiny a hegemonie chronologického času

STEFAN TANAKA

Tento článek se zabývá problémem vyváženého historického poznání, a  to pro-
střednictvím přehledu moderní japonské historiografie. Po celé moderní období, 
počínaje revolucí Meidži (1868), japonští intelektuálové a  historici akceptovali 
nutnost psát dějiny národního státu a snažili se překonat stigma Východu či Orien-
tu. Metody, které používali, jsou známé: argumenty, že místní obyvatelé ( Japonci) 
píší své vlastní dějiny, aby napravili chyby světových dějin; vytváření alternativní 
modernity; a hledání autenticity, tedy podstaty národa, v minulosti. 

Navzdory těmto pečlivě prozkoumaným a propracovaným snahám zůstal cíl 
„rovnováhy“ nedosažitelný. Byli uvězněni v chronologické struktuře dějin, v systé-
mu, který pro národní dějiny vyžaduje minulost, ale tatáž minulost znovu potvrzo-
vala „orientální“ stav. Nakonec každá „náprava“ hrála roli v podpoře toho, co se 
stalo japonskou imperiální misí, Velkou sférou společné prosperity ve východní 
Asii. 

Uprostřed tohoto stále násilnějšího imperialismu však několik intelektuálů 
přesunulo svou pozornost od problému historického obsahu ke zpochybňování dě-
jin a času. Přítomný článek navazuje na tento obrat k problematizaci samotných 
dějin a tvrdí, že chronologický čas, lineární vyprávění o modernizaci, je třeba nahra-
dit vícenásobným časem. Tím se historie posouvá od homogenizujícího systému, 
který hierarchicky strukturuje svět, k systému uznávajícímu heterogenitu. 


