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Abstract

Nihonjinron, the particularistic discourse on Japanese national identity, successfully dom-
inates the Japanese panorama even now, thanks to the influence of academic and popu-
lar literature, mass media, Japan’s powerful cultural industry, politics, and a widespread,
genuine interest in “Japaneseness” among the Japanese themselves. The works of pro-
fessor Watanabe Shoichi represent an outstanding example of Nzbonjinron literature
and of its temporal continuity. From the second half of the 1970s until well into the
2000s, Watanabe has been surprisingly prolific in the nzbonjinron field, enthusiastically
propagating the establishment’s ideology. In this respect, his essays provide a signif-
icant insight into three main aspects of the Nzbonjinron: the role of language as the
highest expression of national identity; the existence of a widespread set of peculiar
Japanese expressions conveying its ideological framework; its deep-rooted primordial-
ist core. In the construction of a lexical and conceptual dichotomy between the stra-
tum of the supposed “native lexicon” and that of “foreign loans” which compose the
Japanese language and in the emphasis on the uniqueness of the Japanese language as a

vehicle of Japanese primeval spirit, Watanabe shows the primordialist system of beliefs
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surrounding the concept of the “Japanese nation” (naturalness, organicity, continuity,
timelessness, mythical-ness, sameness, perennial-ness) which firmly underlines the en-

tire Japanese identity discourse.
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1 Introduction

In 1990, the well-known historian Eric Hobsbawm wrote: “The owl of Minerva which
brings wisdom, said Hegel, flies out at dusk. Itisa good sign that it is now circling round
nations and nationalism” (Hobsbawm 1990, 192). With this concluding statement of
his Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality, he was hoping that
in the post-1989 era the world was destined to experience a slow, but inexorable decline
of nationalism: the mere fact that historians were making rapid and insightful progress
in the study and analysis of the phenomenon meant that it already reached its peak and
was prepared to dissolve itself (ibid). Hobsbawm thus argued for the inadequacy of the
terms ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’ to describe the political entities if not the sentiments
once depicted by them (ibid).

Far from this legitimate expectation and desire, today’s world seems, in some aspects,
similar to the international scenario after the end of World War I, being characterised
by a strong opposition against supranationalism, multinationalism, multiculturalism
and especially globalism, and facing, on the contrary, the resilience, if not resurgence,
of nationalism. This is clearly evident by the rise of (extreme) right wing political par-
ties all over the world, especially in Europe, and the pre-eminence and emphasis given
to nationalistic rhetoric in everyday political discourse. On the other hand, suprana-
tional entities such as the European Union, instead of fostering collective and interstate
solidarity to take on common economic and political crises which their member states
have had to grapple with in its recent history, seem to be enhancing and leaving space
to the return of national egoisms by resurging the old national interests and stereotypes.
As the leading figure of nationalism studies Umut Ozkirimli points out, nationalism is
still alive in the contemporary panorama not only as the fundamental organising prin-
ciple of interstate order and as the ultimate source of political legitimacy, but also as a
natural, taken-for-granted context of everyday life and as a significant cognitive and dis-
cursive frame (Ozkirimli 2017, S). It is so pervasive that it can dangerously impinge the
analytical perspectives and shape academic conventions, by implementing the so-called

“methodological nationalism”, that is the tendency to equate the concepts of ‘society’
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with that of ‘nation’ and to presuppose that the nation is a given, natural and even nec-
essary form of society in modernity (ibid). Nationalism has proven to be not only a
persistent and constant feature of the recent political and social context, but also the
most explored topic in social sciences over the past few decades: the result of the “explo-
sion” of academic research in this direction has been the creation of a new field referred
to as “nationalism studies” (Ozkirimli 2017, 7).

In the light of this revival of nationalistic rhetoric in every sense, it is necessary to
enhance our comprehension of the phenomenon further and to reserve a more insight-
ful and attentive look to the languages, narratives, and rhetoric of the myriad of forms
through which nationalism can manifest and express itself, as well as their use of metaphors,
images, and other devices of communication and expression. In accordance with Ozkirimly,
it is likewise desirable to overcome the current debate on nationalism, with special ref-
erence to the “traditional” categorisation in the field which was mainly elaborated and
proposed at the time by Anthony D. Smith in his influential work and which has been
recently re-elaborated and re-presented in the “mildest” form of methodological ap-
proaches by the scholar Umut Ozkirimlt (Smith 1998, 2001; Ozkirimli 2017). In par-
ticular, Ozkirimlt has presented three main approaches which may be pointed out in
the studies of nationalism, namely primordialism/perennialism, modernism and eth-
nosymbolism, by adding to them a set of research paths referred to as “contemporary
approaches” (Ozkirimli 2017). The first is generally thought to claim the temporal and
spatial recurrence in history of nations, their immemorial and natural character; the sec-
ond argues that it is not legitimate to talk of nations before the modern era; ethnosym-
bolists hold that although nationalism is a modern phenomenon, nations have ethnic
precedents; finally, contemporary approaches attempt to move beyond these “classical”
positions, in particular to overcome “methodological nationalism” by arguing the social
constructed nature of ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’. In fact, the first three labels received
much criticism in the last few years because of their internal contradictions, ambiguities,
and their arbitrariness (Ozkirimli 2017, 228-245). Especially the so-called “primordial-
ism”, which contends that nationality is a “natural” part of human beings and that na-
tions have existed since time immemorial, has proved to be highly problematic, mainly
due to the long-standing confusion in academia between the “analysts of naturalizers”
and the “analytical naturalizers”, namely that between categories of analysis and cate-
gories of practice, as Roger Brubaker has clearly depicted in his book (Brubaker 2004,
31-33, 83-87; Coakley 2017, 2; Ozkirimli1 2017, 59). By ‘category of practice’ Brubaker
means the categories of everyday social experience, developed and deployed by ordinary
social actors, which are to (or should) be distinguished from the experience-distant cat-

egories used by social analysts (Brubaker 2004, 31). The problem on which Brubaker
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focuses his attention lies in the uncontrolled conflation of social/practical and sociolog-
ical/analytical understandings of terms such as ‘nation’, ‘race’ and ‘identity’ which are
used analytically a good deal of the time more or less as they are used in practice, in an
implicitly or explicitly reifying manner (Brubaker 2004, 32-33). The same goes for ‘pri-
mordialism’: the term has been used to depict at the same time the intellectual position
of either those nationalists of the past who claimed the naturalness or primordiality of
concepts such those of ‘nations’, ‘national sentiments or attachments’, ‘national soul’,
‘shared blood’ and alike or those more contemporary scholars such as Edward Shils and
Clifford Geertz who, far from insisting that these “primordial attachments” did factu-
ally exist, suggested that a perception about the primordiality, about the ontological
reality of these assumed “givens” of social existence, by virtue of some unaccountable
absolute import attributed to the very tie itself, was actually visible among social actors
(Geertz 1963; Shils 1957; Grosby 2016; Smith 2003; Ozkirimli 2017; Coakley 2017).
This contribution will attempt to tackle both the “national question” and the prob-
lem surrounding “primordialism”. It will focus on the mainstream national identity
discourse in contemporary Japan known as nibonjinron, in particular on the role of
language in vehiculating and imposing the ideology that dominates Japanese society.
‘Ideology’ is here understood as “a combination between discourse and power”, char-
acterising the wholeness of a particular social or political system and its operations by
every member or actor in that system (Blommaert 2005, 158). In this sense, it results
in normalised, naturalised patterns of thought and behaviour and is interpreted as the
common sense of a given society, encompassing not only materially mediated ideational
phenomena — sets of ideas, perceptions, received wisdom — but also ideas produced
by particular material conditions or instruments performed in certain ways, that is ei-
ther consciously planned, creative activity or the unintentional reproduction of “deter-
mined” meanings (Blommaert 2005, 159, 161, 174). The article is divided into three
parts. First, I will outline the theoretical context for my argumentation in order to at-
tempt to provide a framework of analysis, by depicting nzbonjinron’s main features and
assumptions. Second, I will present the case study I chose to select, that is a concrete
example of meta-linguistic analysis of #nzbonjinron in the context of its ever-lasting liter-
ature, by investigating the sort of language deployed by the scholar Watanabe Shéichi in
his amateur essay Nzbongo no kokoro (The Spirit of Japanese Language), centred on the
enhancement of Japanese linguistic uniqueness. Third, I will attempt to draw a number
of conclusions: in particular, in line with the proposal by John Coakley (Coakley 2017:
2-3), it will be suggested to remove “primordialism” as a category of analysis and to re-
strict it to its original, nationalistic significance, namely to interpret it as a specific ingre-

dient or moulding component of the nationalistic discourse, that is the sentiment or be-
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lief in the perceived genetically-transmitted, natural character of a national community,
conceived as a mythic/historical “organic whole” located in a specific and symbolical ter-
ritory and characterised by continuity, timelessness, perennialness and monolithicity —
in short, in its primordiality. It will be claimed that primordialism is precisely the core of
nationalistic discourse. In this sense, a broad and comparative perspective which should
encompass various fields of research and exemplary, particular case studies in different
contexts is all the more imperative in today’s fragmented, splintered and tattered world:
by inquiring the “universal” — socially perceived existence of nationalism — through the
“particular” — the plethora of forms of nationalistic narratives — reserving special atten-
tion to the primordial element, it might be possible to grasp the scope of this persistent
and recurrent phenomenon.

This contribution is thus aimed at facing the question: where and how is the nation?
Or better, where and how is a nationalistic discourse? In other words, the purposes are
to a) show the capital importance of language in the definition of national identity, b)
shed light on the functioning of nationalist narratives from a linguistic point of view
and c) show the contradictions of this kind of rhetoric. The intent is to try to depict a
sort of recurring model of nationalistic rhetoric by deducing it from the linguistic and
conceptual analysis of a particular case study, that is an outstanding example of Japanese
mainstream national discourse. Here ‘nation’ as a category of analysis is interpreted as
“a symbol with multiple meanings, competed over by different groups manoeuvring to
capture [its] definition and its legitimating effects” (Ozkirimli 2017, 218); while ‘na-
tionalism’ is interpreted as a “discourse”, that is defined by Blommaert as “a meaningful
symbolic behaviour”, “language-in-action”, which “comprises all forms of meaningful
semiotic human activity seen in connection with social, cultural, and historical patterns
and developments of use” (Blommaert 2005, 2-3). In this sense, language is but one
manifestation of nationalism and it is precisely to the linguistic phenomenon on which
Iintend focus here. In fact, as environments are linguistically classified in different ways,
both culturally and cognitively, understanding the various experiences that influence
these classifications is crucial to be able to account for the different modes of the human
condition expressed by language that socially constructs us. In particular, as Michael Bil-
lig putit: “routinely familiar habits of language will be continually acting as reminders
of nationhood. In this way, the world of nations will be reproduced as the world, the
natural environment of today”; “nationalism is not confined to the florid language of
blood-myths. Banal nationalism operates with prosaic, routine words, which take na-
tions for granted, and which, in so doing, enhabit them. Small words, rather than grand
memorable phrases, offer constant, but barely conscious, reminders of the homeland,

making ‘our’ national identity unforgettable” (Billig 1995, 93). It is to these “banal”
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words, expressions or metaphors, it is to these splinters of language that I would like to
turn the attention, because, as Geertz once cautiously reminded us, “if the general is to
be grasped at all, and new units uncovered, it must, it seems, be grasped not directly, all
at once, but via instances, differences, variations, particulars — piecemeal, case by case”
(Geertz 2000, 221).

2 The Nihonjinron Discourse

‘Nihonjinron’ H 4 A literally means “theories’ on the Japanese” and designates an
identity discourse that flourished between the 1960s and 1980s, expressed mainly by aca-
demic and amateur essays, scientific and popular literature, radio and TV programmes
and fostering the alleged uniqueness of the Japanese people. As Yoshino Késaku and
Peter Dale point out, there are various ways of saying that certain features are “unique”,
or better “distinctive” to Japan in Japanese, such as dokuji M B (sui generis), dokutokn
JURF (autochthonous), tokushitsu F#E (special quality), tokucho 5{# (distinctive char-
acteristic), tokushoku ¥4, (singular), tokuyiz ¢ A (idiosyncratic), tokushu 5k (pecu-
liar), tokusei 1% (peculiar) and oy [ 47 (original) (Yoshino 1992, 8; Dale 1986, 25) -
just to mention the most popular words denoting this concept, by leaving aside a count-
less number of expressions referring to it such as sekai de mo rui no nai - 54 T HFHD 72
U (unparalleled), takokn ni nai fENZ72V N (not in other countries), rei wo minai
il % BL72V N (no other examples of), etc. Actually, none of these expressions corre-
sponds exactly to the English word ‘unique’ which precisely means ‘the only one of its
kind’ (Yoshino 1992, 8) and for which the specific loanword yunizku == =—7 is used
instead. These Japanese words run the range of connotation from “very different” to
“unparalleled”: in fact, the English word ‘unique’ actually assumes in Japanese the con-
notation of referring to the unusual, unparalleled, different in its essence from other
similar things (ibid; Dale 1986, 25). Similarly, a number of adjectives or adjectival nouns

exist which refer to the “quality of being Japanese”: nibonrashisa H A & U &, nibonsei
H A (Japaneseness), nibonsei A A8 (Japanese-made), nibonjin toshite A AR N & L

» o«

! The term could be also translated as “discussions”, interpretations”, “visions” or generically as “dis-
course”. As Befu Harumi notes, the ambiguity of the word ron #fi expresses the multiform character of
nihonjinron, which could include either those theories based on amateurism and, thus, without scien-
tific rigor and intended for popular consumption, or those scholarly theories of some intellectuals who
attempt to scientifically discover legitimate sources to claim the existence of a hidden essence in Japanese
culture (Befu 2001, 2-3). Other commentators instead prefer to limit the meaning of ‘nihonjinron’
solely to the amateur manifestations, by recognizing nevertheless an influence of the ideas of national
distinctiveness in some academic writings (Yoshino 1992, 7).
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T (as a person of Japanese nationality), nibonteki H A< (typically Japanese), nibonfi
H AR (Japanese style), plus many nominal compounds consisting of the character
wa F1 (lit. “harmony” which stands for “Japan”) such as washi FI#K (Japanese paper),
wagashi FlI5E - (traditional Japanese confectionery), washoku F1£: (Japanese cuisine),
wafuku F1I% (Japanese clothes), wado F13E (Japanese way), waka FFK (Japanese po-
etry) etc. As a tangible demonstration of this, the raison détre of nibonjinron is to
demonstrate or simply to highlight the particularism of Japanese culture and people,
namely the existence of unbridgeable cultural and genetical differences which are sup-
posed to distinguish the so-called “Japanese” from the “Other” (i.e. the West and, occa-
sionally, China) and reveal the naturalness of “Japaneseness”.> As several scholars have
already pointed out, nzbonjinron discourse is underscored by some implicit assump-
tions: a) the belief in or the perception of the ethnic and cultural homogeneity of the
Japanese people (tan itsu minzoku ¥.— BB, doshitsu [F)'E), thatis a vision of Japan as
an isolated, remote and peaceful island nation, inhabited from immemorial times by a
homogeneous and harmonious agricultural people with no skill for war and no experi-
ence in interacting with alien people (Befu 2001, 68-71; Yoshino 1992, 18; Dale 1986,
i, 42; Sugimoto 2010, 2—4; Oguma 2002, 319); b) the belief in the existence of attach-
ments or ties — such as nation, ethnicity, genotypic and phenotypic features, language,
culture, territory, religion, customs — interpreted as conceptually overlapping, perceived
as monolithic, natural or primordial and objective characteristics and considered to be
shared by all the proper “Japanese” (that is what I intend to assume for primordialism)
(Befu 2001, 71; Sugimoto 1999, 83); c) a “race thinking” or racialism, that is the belief
in the existence of distinctive biological human groups characterised by perceived un-
changeable genotypic and phenotypic characteristics, or human races® (Yoshino 1992,
191, 1997; Sugimoto 1999, 82; Befu 2001, 69, 75-76); d) the belief in the validity of

2 I would like to point out from the beginning that I will consciously avoid deploying the term “race” in
sake of clarity of my own thought. Asitwill be discussed, one of the assumptions on which zihonjinron is
based is the belief in the existence of human races — biologically distinct groups — and then, of a Japanese
race, also referred to as “Yamato race”. Hence, I will use this term only in order to depict the usage and the
special meaning conferred by nibonjinron writers to the ambiguous Japanese term minzoku ECJZ, which
could equally be translated as “nation”, “race”, “ethnic group”. Nihon minzoku H AECHE denotes the
“Japanese” as a biologically distinct group, but also as a culturally defined ethnic group. In all the other
cases, when depicting “objectively” the characteristics of nzbonjinron as in the above sentence, other more
“neutral” terms will be used, such as ‘people’ or the adjective ‘genetic’, ‘ethnic’ instead of ‘racial’.

Itis worth noting that, according to Yoshino, racialism does not always imply racism, the latter consisting
in the belief of the existence of a hierarchy between alleged human races, i.e. the existence of superior
and inferior races, on the basis of which a discrimination is put in place: according to this interpretation,
propagators of nihonjinron ideas thus tend to highlight more the distinctive character than the alleged
genetic determinism of the Japanese (Yoshino 1992, 102). However, Befu seems not to be of the same
idea about this (Befu 2001: 75-76).
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emic judgments only over etic analysis on the Japaneseness (Befu 2001, 56-60; Haugh
1998, 28; Dale 1986, 1); €) a strong ethnocentric perspective (Befu 2001, 67-68).
Although the term ‘nihonjinron’ is usually deployed to refer to a specific genre of lit-
erary essays very popular between the 1960s and the 1980s, encompassing a wide range
of epistemological fields whose common claim is the alleged Japanese uniqueness, it pri-
marily denotes an ideological construction of Japanese national identity which heavily
influences the way the Japanese perceive themselves (Dale 1986, 9, 15, 21; Yoshino 1992,
141-144, 191; Befu 2001, 64, 76-83), which pervades Japanese society in its entirety
and affects several social groups to different degrees (Yoshino 1992, 3). In order to grasp
thoroughly the scope and the complex, versatile nature of the nihonjinron, it ought to
be first considered as a hegemonic system of either conscious or unconscious behaviour
(Befu 2001, 76-77). On the one hand, it has been conceived by elites to protect their
own interests through the central role played by the intellectuals, through domestic and
foreign policies, economic and industrial plans and the strategy of internationalisation
of the powerful cultural industry; on the other, it has been passively accepted by the or-
dinary people like a “ready-made clothing” (Befu 2001, 8-9, 64, 76-82; Yoshino 1992,
29; Dale 1986, 18-19). According to Befu and Yoshino, this identity discourse can be
traced back to the Kokugakn [E"¥ intellectual movement?, which flourished during the
Edo period (1603-1868) and became important, in turn, as a nativist reaction to the
adoption of neo-Confucianist philosophy, as the official ideology by the Tokugawa gov-
ernment, and as an affirmation of the indigenous culture (Befu 2001, 124—141; Yoshino
1992, 34). Later, proto-nibonjinron is thought to have matured through the shocking
encounter or, better, the clash against the “West’ during the Meiji period (1868-1912),
and since then to have been continuously redefined in the light of economic and histor-
ical changes and according to Japan’s geopolitical place in the world (Befu 2001, 124—
141). However, it was only since the post-war period that the nzbonjinron started to
diffuse systematically as a hegemonic and normative cultural model and mass product,
as aresult of the “spiritual vacuum” in the wake of the dramatic defeat in the Pacific War
in 1945, by becoming the hegemonic identity paradigm between the 1960s and 1980s
and continuing today to adjust itself according to geopolitical and domestic changes and
through the medium of cultural capitalism (Befu 2001, 86, 100; Oguma 2002).
Among all the instruments used by dominating groups of power to propagate the

above-depicted assumptions of cultural exceptionalism, literature, in particular the am-

# Literally meaning “National Studies”, it was an academic movement, a school of Japanese philology
and philosophy originating during the Tokugawa or Edo period. Kokugaku scholars worked to refocus
Japanese scholarship away from the then-dominant study of Chinese, Confucian, and Buddhist texts in
favour of research into the early Japanese classics.
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ateur essay, plays a key role to justify the existence of a specific genre of identity literature
which could be labelled as “nzbonjinron literature”, for dealing with the discussion over
the characteristics supposed to be peculiar to the Japanese nationals only. The crucial
role played by literature is such by virtue of the prestige enjoyed by academic scholars
in Japanese culture and society (Befu 2001, 8, Yoshino 1992, 7). According to Peter
Dale, especially certain upper echelon scholars in the Japanese academy have chosen to
elect themselves as “proxy spokesmen for the inarticulate soul of the national essence”:
this is thanks to Japanese social and educational ethics which strongly favour those who
could secure their intellectual credentials from élite centres such Tokyd and Kyéto uni-
versities (Dale 1986, 15). As Yoshino points out, the writers of nzhonjinron literature are
actually not limited to the academic environment alone, but they encompass thinkers of
various professional backgrounds, such as journalists, critics, writers and even business
people and diplomats (Yoshino 1992, 7, 37). The writers of the nzbonjinron are broadly
defined as “popular sociologists”, who, by experience or expertise, are interested in the-
orising contemporary Japanese society and culture and in formulating ideas of Japanese
national uniqueness: they have little to do with academic sociology in the sense that, al-
though sociologists participated in the discussion around Japanese national identity as
individual writers, the nzbonjinron literature did not become a subfield of academic soci-
ology (Yoshino 1992, 37). The importance of literature in the propagation and assertion
of ideas on Japanese uniqueness is verifiable also from a “quantitative” point of view:
many are the publications attributable to the field of nzhonjinron written by emeritus
Japanese scholars and wide is the range of epistemological fields covered by nzbonjinron
literature — from linguistics to archaeology, from psychology to anthropology, from
biology to ecology etc. — explored to investigate and sustain the alleged Japanese cul-
tural speciﬁcity.5 Indeed, according to the domain, it is possible to divide nihonjinron
literature into the subfields of nibonbunkaron H A AL (theories on Japanese cul-

ture), nihonkeizairon H A #835 #ii (theories on the Japanese economy), nibonshakairon

5 According to a survey carried out by the Nomura Institute (1978), around 700 titles on nibonjinron
were published between 1945 and 1978. However, it is likely that the number was underestimated
(Dale 1986, 15), considering the vagueness and ambiguity of the meaning of ‘nihonjinron’. In order
to give an idea of the epistemological variety and of the temporal continuity of the phenomenon, it
will be sufficient to mention the titles of some of nihonjinron bestsellers: Tateshakai no ningen kankei
(Human Relations in the Vertical Society, 1967), Fiido: ningengakuteki kosatsu (Climate: An Anthropo-
logical Study, [1935] 1967), Nihonjin to yidayajin (The Japanese and the Jews, 1970), Amae no kozo (The
Anatomy of Dependence, 1971), Tozasareta gengo: nihongo no sckai (A Closed Language: The World of
Japanese, 1975), “Nibonrashisa” no saihakken (The Rediscovery of ‘Japaneseness”, 1977), Nibonjin no no
(The Japanese Brain, 1978), Nibonteki keiei to bunka (Japanese Culture and Management, 1983), Ni-
honjin wa doko kara kita ka (Where Do the Japanese Come From?, 1984), Nihonjin no tanjo (The Birth
of the Japanese, 1996), Kokka no hinkaku (The National Character, 2005), Nibonjin no kokoro no kotoba
(The Words of the Japanese Spirit, 2011), etc.
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H A4 235 (theories on Japanese society) and so forth. In this respect, the so-called
“theories on the Japanese language” (nibongoron H A5Gk fi), claiming the specificity of
the idiom, are particularly relevant because the Japanese language is considered to be
the most evident medium through which the cultural particularism of the Japanese and
their national character or “soul” can manifest themselves, by virtue of some particu-
lar aesthetic concepts intrinsic to the language (¢ 14, mono no aware & O D IO,
wabi DO, sabi Y, ma [, ukiyo 1, ...)° and of the existence of a primitive and
native stratum of words, considered to be difficult or impossible to be translated into
other idioms (Befu 2001, 34-35; Miller 1977; Miller 1982; Dale 1986, 57).

All the above depicted features of the nihonjinron phenomenon have already been
widely discussed and they have become the object of various critiques regarding differ-
ent aspects and beliefs incorporated in this discourse, such as the myth of homogene-
ity (Befu 2001; Yoshino 1992; Dale 1986; Sugimoto 2010; Oguma 2002), the myth
of Japanese cultural and linguistic uniqueness (Miller 1977; Miller 1982; Dale 1986;
Yoshino 1992; Sugimoto 2010), the belief in the existence of human races on the ba-
sis of which human beings are supposed to be genetically divided (Yoshino 1992, 1997;
Befu 2001) and so on. Criticisms arose mainly from an anthropological (Befu), soci-
ological (Yoshino, Sugimoto), sociolinguistic (Miller, Dale), psycho-analytic (Dale) ap-
proach — just to mention some of the most prevalent academic’s names in this line of
research. Not only have nihonjinron writings been criticised regarding their content or
their claims but also in their use of sources and methods of “sociological” inquiry (Befu
2001; Sugimoto 2010; Dale 1986). In particular, Roy Andrew Miller analysed the myths
and the ideology underlying zihongoron, a set of theories presented in the form of aca-
demic and/or populariser essays intended to demonstrate Japanese language’s unique-
ness, which are of special relevance in Japanese national identity discourse (Miller 1977a,
1977b, 1982) and which help to shed light on the nature of the “primordialist element”,

considered here to be the core feature shaping the nationalistic rhetoric of nzbonjinron.

6 Reductively translated or denoting respectively “the chic, sophisticated”, “the pathos of things”, “the

refined simplicity of quasi-rusticity”, “interval, space, emptiness”, “the ephemeral world”.
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3 Case study: The Spirit of the Japanese Langnage by
Watanabe Shoichi

In this article, I hence propose a contribution to the study of nibonjinron, namely an
outstanding and concrete example of meta-linguistic analysis of Japanese identity dis-
course in the context of its ever-lasting literature, by investigating the language employed
by the scholar Watanabe Shéichi in his amateur essay Nihongo no kokoro (The Spirit
of Japanese Language). This piece of nzhongoron literature was first published in 1974,
while its central ideas were summarised and appeared in the same year on Japan Echo
in the English-written article “On the Japanese Language”, intended to reach an in-
ternational audience. Their main thrust is the uniqueness of “Japan” (nzbon dokuji
H A B, nibon dokutokn B AINKF, nibon rekishi to nihonjin no yunitkusa H N
L HARAND 2 =—7 X), conceived as a culturally, linguistically, politically, histori-
cally, and ethnically homogenous entity, inhabited by a single, hegemonic, pure-blooded
race, namely the Yamato race (tan’itsu bunka/bunmei, gengo, rekishi, minzoku kokka
H—3fk - (W - 536 - [ - ®RJK - ES); in particular, the Japanese language
is the focus of the discussion, because Japanese particularism is deemed to be deriving
from the supposed linguistic uniqueness of its people, that is its phylogenetic indepen-
dence. Watanabe (1930-2017) was a leading scholar of English literature, but also a po-
litical and cultural critic, surprisingly prolific in the #zbonjinron field throughout his life
by enthusiastically and consciously propagating the establishment’s ideology. He has all
the necessary credentials to serve as influential spokesman of the government’s orthodox
vision of the exclusivist nature of the Japanese language: he was professor emeritus at
Sophia university of Tokyd with a specialisation in English philology, he obtained a PhD
degree in Western philosophy at Miinster university, and he was also a dynamic literary
and media populariser, and a critic and commentator of historical, political, and social
matters regarding Japan’s domestic affairs. Moreover, he was ambiguously known in
the domestic intellectual and media panorama for his keen historical revisionism and
negationism, for his ultra-nationalistic, conservative positions in relation to certain con-
troversial facts of Japanese recent history and he was known among several American
scholars for his extremist assertions on Japanese “racial purity”. Although the essay I
will consider dates back more than forty years, I chose to revisit it for four main rea-
sons. First, nibonjinron’s claims and assumptions have continuously and tenaciously
been proposed again and again over the last decades by Japanese governments and con-
tinue to be popular among the general public even today. This is especially the case
of the focus given to the linguistic dimension (zzhongoron), as one can see by the recent

re-publication of several nzhonjinron “classical” pieces of literature or the continuous lit-
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erary activity of authors such as Watanabe himself.” Second, notwithstanding the fact
that either the essay at issue or Watanabe’s personality have been already partially men-
tioned and criticised by both Miller and Dale from mainly a conceptual point of view, I
strongly believe that more emphasis should be placed on the kind of language pregnant
with ideology which has been used by the author in order to convey his nationalistic
credo of cultural essentialism. Generally speaking, I suggest that while the role played
by language in defining and enhancing Japanese national identity has been studied, only
little space has been consecrated to the systematic analysis of the words and expressions
used to achieve it and to convey the nationalistic rhetoric behind them. Similarly, and
thirdly, as I noted before, nzbonjinron has been “traditionally” investigated from an an-
thropological, sociological, sociolinguistic, psycho-analytical perspective, but it seems to
me that an interpretation from the strict point of view of nationalism studies is still lack-
ing. Itis true that especially Befu (1993; 2001, 33, 83-85, 102, 125) and Yoshino (1992)
refer to nzhonjinron in terms of cultural nationalism and nationalistic ideology and that
Yoshino dedicates a whole chapter to an overview and assessment of the main theories
on ethnicity until 1992, that he makes a cursory reference to some nationalism studies
and tries to compare nzhonjinron to other examples of cultural nationalism in different
contexts (Yoshino 1992). However, none of them makes explicit or specific reference to
the ongoing debate on nationalism by trying to bring their work in accordance with it:
this may be because the categorisation of the field is quite recent (Smith 1998) as well as
the debate on nationalism intended as an independent field of research separated from
anthropology, sociology and the like. In particular, it will be urged, as a way of con-
clusion, that it is necessary to reinterpret zihonjinron in this sense in order to achieve a
deeper understanding of its mechanisms and their reproduction in everyday language
and discourses and, in particular, it will be proposed to reconsider the category of pri-
mordialism and to interpret it as category of practice, i.e. as a fundamental component
of nationalist discourse — in this case, as the essence itself of nihonjiinron discourse. I
think that this shift of awareness about “primordialism” from a category possibly useful
for analytical purposes to a sole category of social and political practice is crucial as well
as the focus on and the deep analysis of this component of nationalist discourse. Fourth,
since Watanabe was a fervent and passionate supporter of the establishment’s ideology,
his essay represents one of the most extreme and consciously structured manifestations
of the many-sided phenomenon of the nzbonjinron. Thanks to his deep linguistic and
conceptual awareness in the context of nzbonjinron’s discussions, his essay provides a

useful insight into three aspects of Japanese contemporary society: a) the role of lan-

7 Cf. references.
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guage considered as the major epiphany of Japanese ethnic identity; b) the existence of
a widespread set of peculiar Japanese linguistic expressions, (un)consciously conveying
the underlying ideology and c) the importance of out-groups as reference groups for
comparative and normative purposes. In the case in question, the analysis which follows
focuses on the lexical and conceptual dichotomies that supposedly exist between the two
main lexical strata of modern Japanese — Japanese words (yamatokotoba KF1S %) and
Sino-Japanese words (kango {5 #) -, pointed out and stressed by Watanabe in his essay.
The purpose is precisely to offer a meaningful case study and a hint for reflection on the
kind of ideologically imbibed language typical of nibonjinron discourse and literature
and to re-interpret the long-discussed category of “primordialism” in the light of this
analysis.

Thus, to begin with, the core argument of Nzhongo no kokoro is that Japanese culture
is to be considered unique by virtue of the particularism and phylogenetical indepen-
dence of the Japanese language, due to the existence in modern Japanese of a primitive,
native lexical stratum called yamatokotoba KFNE (lit. “words of Yamato/Japan”) ap-
parently correlated with no other language and supposed to vehiculate the true “Japanese
spirit” (yamatodamashii KFNBR). Yamato words are believed to trace back directly
(massugu ni F -3 <|Z) to prehistorical times (yishiizen kara £ 5 LAR(T7)> ) when
they were first uttered by a primitive, ape-like Japanese ancestor (nihonjin nosenzo H A< N
D 5E4H) and since then have been handed down (¢sukaitsuzukete kita kotoba f\ e 1T
T & 72 5 %E) by the Japanese race (nihon minzokn H A Eff) from generation to gen-
eration. They are lexically supposed to correspond to those words of Japanese etymo-
logical origin (kunyomi FE#), thus vehiculating the “authentic Japanese soul” (n:-
honjin no tamashii B A< N DBR) or Japaneseness (nibonrashisa H R 5 L ). Def-
initely, they are believed to have their roots (e 0 oroshite iru 2% T 5 L TV %) set
down directly (chokusetsu ni [E.#(Z) in the spiritual origin of the Japanese nation (min-
zoku no tamashii no minamoto EJEDBLDIR), to be “as old as our [Japanese] blood”
(ware ware no chi to onajikn furni >FLHOFLO L & [7] U < V) and so to be insepa-
rably tied (wakachikataku musubitsuiteite 53 9> H 8 < FE DUV TV T) to it for be-
ing born simultaneously with the Japanese race itself (zihon minzoku no hassei to tomo ni
AARRIREDIEA & & 6 12) and for being used continuously (renzokushitekita B4
L T & /=) without interruption (tacru koto naku #fs 2. % Z & 72 < ) until the present.
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I quote here a few relevant excerpts through which Watanabe starts to present his central

ideas:

From the beginning, Watanabe intentionally develops an ideological distinction from a
lexical and conceptual point of view in the form of a dichotomic opposition between
the “native stratum” and that of Sino-Japanese words, the most ancient lexical stratum
of foreign origin composing the Japanese lexicon. The concept of foreignness is key

to explain and understand the ideological foundation of Watanabe’s argument about

HARRIED A L LARTD 6 DB AW TE 2RO TH 5,

[Yamato words] are lexical items handed down orally and continuously by

the Japanese race since prehistorical times. (Watanabe 1974a, 11)

PUOLNDMEFR L HENDTH 5,
[Yamato words] are as old as our blood. (Watanabe 1974a, 8)

AR 72 E W T 572 D IF—FITHELER 28 TV R0 o 72,
— N BT NTREN, RN HARANDHME LT, [AImns
FLESEFEHLERHFRIZET, o3 IZENPDITEHOTH
%o MOBEWHZTHIUX, RKMEREIIREDOIOPICEEITR L

TLTWAEELLESTELITHAD,

According to an evolutionist perspective — though I do not believe in evo-
lution myself — [Yamato words] trace back directly to an era when an ape-
like Japanese ancestor uttered, for the first time, articulated sounds. In
other words, it is legitimate to state that Yamato words set their roots di-

rectly in the spiritual origins of the Japanese race. (Watanabe 1974a, 11-
12)

KMEEIIAARRBEDOREL L HICRAEL T D Z & E#

LTEDT, BAADBRLE D HEIFETHONTHT, FMEIZE
MERB LT TOSITIEIARE Y 2 & 2ARH DD, FIZEEN

KOPAKRERD L X132 5 TH D,

Since Yamato words have continued to be used without interruption after
being generated simultaneously with the Japanese race, they are insepara-
bly tied with the Japanese soul and are not suitable for building intellectual
thought. This is all the more true when the content of thought is foreign.
(Watanabe 1974a, 20)
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Japanese uniqueness: the definition of yamatokotoba as the essence of Japaneseness func-
tions through their contrastive and polarising comparison with the so-called “alien ele-
ments” (tbutsu 5&¥)) of the Japanese lexicon, represented by kango (Watanabe 1974a,
20). It is worth noting from the outset that by ‘kango’ Watanabe specifically refers
to those words which penetrated ancient Japanese since the second half of the VIII
century AD, by means of the prestigious Chinese tradition represented by the ideo-
graphic writing system and Buddhism, whose introduction in the archipelago had al-
ready begun since the second half of the VI century AD. Thus, all the neologisms sub-
sequently created by the Japanese themselves from Sino-Japanese elements and called
wasei kango FNELELEE are apparently excluded from his discussion. In addition to this,
he includes kango in the third lexical category depicted in Japanese linguistics, that of
gairaigo H% Kk, usually used separately to designate those loanwords coming from
European languages and introduced in Japanese since the XVI century onwards: this
choice mirrors his particular conception of kango as alien elements only partially incor-
porated and assimilated into the Japanese language for ideological purposes.®

The first pair of antithetic concepts outlined by Watanabe to shed light on the na-
ture of his compatriots is represented by the dualism between indigenous “purity” (zan-
Jjun Hififl) versus alien “corruption” (konnyi 1 N), characterised in turn by primitiv-
ity (genshi JiW#) and historicity (rekishiser Vi 521%) and qualified with the attributes
of continuity (renzokuser ##EME) and rupture or change (kawatte irn 7235 > T D)
(Watanabe 1974a, 18, 20-21). While yamatokotoba are considered to be original Japanese
words which can be traced back to the so-called Yamato period, a prehistorical era sup-
posedly characterised by primeval integrity and preceding the “corrupting” influence
from the continent, when only Yamato culture and language were supposed to exist,
kango are lexical items of Chinese origin and, as such, they are considered as vehicles of
a foreign thought, stranger to the spiritual and cultural tradition of the Japanese people
expressed instead by pre-existing Yamato words. Kango are thus supposed to be charac-
terised by historicity by virtue of the fact that Japanese history properly begins with the
Nara period (710-794 AD), namely with the introduction of Buddhism and a sophis-
ticated written system coming from the Chinese mainland through the Korean penin-
sula. It was only at that time that the complex process of adoption and adaptation of the

Chinese lexicon to the Japanese phonological system started and led to the creation of a

8 According to Kageyama & Saito (2016) and Frellesvig (2010), the modern Japanese language consists
of three main lexical strata: 1) native words (wago FN3H or yamato kotoba RFNE ZE; since prehistory
or before the VIII century AD); 2) Sino-Japanese words (kango & #; from the VIII century AD); 3)
foreign words (gazraigo S 3KFE; from the XVI century AD). There exists a fourth, less relevant lexical
stratum, that of 4) mimetic words (gisesgo 15 75 38, gitaigo FEEHERE; since prehistory or before the VIII
century AD), which is not mentioned here for the purpose and the scope of article.
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number of neologisms referred to as kango. Therefore, while Yamato words are marked
with continuity because they are supposed to be orally and passively transmitted since
times immemorial by the Japanese “race”, Chinese words are labelled as “interrupted”
and “corrupting” or “infective” because they started to flow into ancient Japanese later
and they are thus not connected with the well-springs of the Japanese.

In this respect, what Watanabe emphasises as an unsurpassable barrier between the
“Japanese soul” (yamatodamashii KFN3R) and “foreign thought” (gairaishiso S\ EAR)
is represented by another dichotomic pair of opposite concepts expressing two different
cognitive processes expressed respectively by the two lexical strata: intuition or emotion-
ality/irrationality on the one hand, and logics or rationality on the other. Yamato words
are thought to be authentic because they carry a hidden spirit (kokoro Z Z 5, ganrai

Jjoshotekina kokoro JERNEREHI7R 12 Z A1 ) emerging from the deepest part (oku
B, uchi W, uchiwa Wi, uchigawa WA, tamashii no oku no oku kara kurn 3.0 50D
B.72% < %) of the Japanese soul and provoking an emotional and spontaneous in-
volvement called kando J&E) in native speakers’ minds (Watanabe 1974a, 21). Kando
propetly refers to a sort of mystic inebriation (chiisana shizukana kokotsukan /)> S 72
D72 PERJEK) caused by the utterance of a combination of significative sounds (i.e. yam-
atokotoba) which can activate a sort of primordial “ethnic memory” (Watanabe 1974a,
23). Watanabe argues that this automatic and intuitive (josho nz chokusetsu ni sitto fureru
TEFEICEEIZ T 9 o & il D), ever-lasting (samern koto wa nai FRYD 5 Z L 1372
) process is typically activated at the sight, for instance, of a glimpse of nature (shizen
no thuki ni binkan ni kandosuru B R0 BIRIZHURIZIEENI T 5) or by reading a
waka, the traditional Japanese poetry usually composed mainly by Yamato words (Watan-
abe 1974a, 22-23). By way of example, the following tanka taken from Kojiks (Chron-
icles from Ancient Times, ca. 712 BC) and composed by the emperor Jinmu is an em-
blematic paradigm of what the scholar means by “pure language” (translation by Basil
Hall Chamberlain):’

EJH D ashibara no In a damp hut on the reed-moor
LT UE/NRIT  shikeshi koya ni having spread layer upon layer
B sugatatami of sedge mats, we two slept!
WOTEEE T tyasaya shikite

DO ZANEL wa ga futari neshi

? It is worth noting that Watanabe quotes this waka re-elaborated in a modern Japanese version.
To read the original version in ancient Japanese, please consult the following site: Poem KK.19:
http://vsarpj.orinst.ox.ac.uk/corpus/ojcorpus.html#Kojiki

Tanka FL3K are the 31-mora Japanese poems; Kojiki 1 5aL is Japan’s oldest historical record.
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This waka from Hyakunin isshu 15 \— 8 (One Hundred Poets, One Poem Each) an-
thology, composed by Ki no Tomonori, is considered as another emblematic example

(translation by Clay MacCauley):

ATF D bisakata no hikari In the cheerful light
DEFERDBAIZ nodokeki haru no bi ni Of the ever-shining Sun,
L9/l shizugokoro naku In the days of spring,

LD 5 BT hana no chiruramu Why, with ceaseless, restless haste

Falls the cherry’s new-blown bloom?

In other words, yamatokotoba may typically evoke an emotional, introverted (razkotek:
N A1) world of softness (yasashisa <° & L &), tenderness (komayakasa Z F 072 X),
delicateness (yawarakai 22 B 7P, as if the inner spirit would wrap something dear
and nostalgic (natsukashii mono wo dakishimetai yona kimochi 727> L\ & D % )
E LW 9 70K FF) (Watanabe 1974a, 19, 24-25). Moreover, Yamato words
may have the power to ideally bring back the Japanese native speaker to the origins since
they can provoke childish sensations associated to maternity: in this respect, they are
even compared to the softness of the skin (hada JIL), of the breast (chichibusa F.5 X )
and of the uterus (shikyi 1'% ) of amother (haba ) (Watanabe 1974a, 25). The world
of feelings supposedly evoked linguistically by Yamato words is a world of love (a7 %),
considered as the most primitive expression (kongentekina hyoshutsu 1R It 723 H) of
the Japanese spirit, and it is generally defined as a “folkloristic world” (fokutckina sekai
7 F— 7 W7 5) (Watanabe 19744, 67). Indeed, Yamato words are also defined as
tamashii no furusato 3D 5% Z & (homeland of the [Japanese] soul), the ideal place
where the innate form (bhonnen no sugata 23K DEE) of individual emotions (jiko no
Josho B C.ODIER, jibun no kimochi H 43y DX FFH) dwells and where the real inten-
tions and feelings (honne A5) or the private sphere (watakushi FL) of an individual,
namely the true essence of the Japanese, manifest itself (Watanabe 1974a, 22). In addi-
tion, Watanabe claims that this unique, atavistic feature of Yamato words — that is the
core of Japaneseness — is engendered by the presence of a vital, primordial and animistic
spirit of language called kotodama 5 5, moulding the ancient language of Yamato and
its legacy — the Yamato words. According to him, kotodama, “whose substance remains
very much in obscurity” (Watanabe 1974b, 10), is to be considered the primary source
for the peculiar and unchangeable attributes of the Japanese language, specular to those
qualifying alien idioms: emotivity, untranslatability/ineffability, illogicity, naturalness,
and brevity of expressivity.

» «

In fact, the “foreign”, “contaminating” kango may be distinguished from yamatoko-

toba first for being more emotionally “detached” (yosoyososhii &€ &% L V), because
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they are believed to transport rational and logic thinking (gorsteki GBI, v B, stranger
to Japanese tradition. So, they appear typically at an intellectual (chitekina rebern 1
72 V)b, ganrai chitekina shiso TGIRFNHY 72 JEAR, chitekina shiko )72 F835) and
superficial or out-warded level (gazkateki S\ [A1 Y, omote muki 3217 & ), outside the soul
(tamashii no sotogawa de 3bDFMAIT), involving the sphere of moving sensations to
a lesser extent (Watanabe 1974a, 20-21). In this sense, the kind of emotion - liter-
ally interpreted as “stirring of the soul” — provoked by this lexical stratum is not an
intense and touching sensation as that generated by yamatokotoba, able to grasp the
essence of the things. It is nothing but a superficial and temporary exaltation of in-
tellectual nature referred to as kangeki JE&{#. One may compare it to the euphoric and
exciting condition caused by the abuse of alcohol (bito wo yowaseru yona ugokashikata
NZBEbE 2 K9 72872 L J7) from which one can wake up by oneself sooner or
later (sameru koto no dekiru B> % Z & 0D C & %) and that represents rather the rela-
tionship between concrete objects (Watanabe 1974a, 21). In this respect, it is insightful
to consider the etymology of the term: kangeks is composed by kan J& (sensation) and
by the sinogram composing hageshii I L ), meaning “violent, furious, impetuous”.
Thus, kango may recall aggressive, euphoric states of mind, alien to the “true” harmo-
nious and peaceful Japanese spirit. Also, kangeki phonetically refers to kageki %,
which means “attack, assault, offensive”: the image of violence associated to kango and,
generally speaking, to foreignness is conjured up by other terms, such as konnyido 18 N i
(degree of penetration and diffusion), kio7 5B\ (fighting spirit) or bito o kiowaseru
N %A D (to exalt somebody) (Watanabe 1974a, 20-22). Typically, the super-
ficial sensations of exaltation believed to be provoked by a language rich of kango are fer-
vour (akogare & Z D3 4V), pride (hokori #% V) , puraido 7°7 A ), exaltation (koyoshita
kimochi 1545 L T2 A FF D), ambition (yashin BF i), expectation (kibs #7%2), mun-
dane aspiration or vanity (shusse (1), thirst for conquest (seifukutckina kimochi fiEAR
#7255 H), which are commonly expressed in public occasions (Watanabe 1974a,
12, 14-15, 17, 24). As seen previously, whilst the sensory world evoked by Yamato
words is motherly, that of kango is paternal and it is compared to a father’s tough mus-
cles (kinniku no katai chichi fj ) 0D B2\ NAQ), since it expresses toughness (kazai B2\ Y),
lust, combativeness (Watanabe 1974a, 25). Besides, it is defined as “systemic” (taiseiteks
{HiIAY), “bureaucratic” (kanryiteki 'y i HJ) and “socially controlled” (kanrishakaitcki
B PRAE22HY) (ibid). This means that kango are associated with images of formality,
stiffness, and generally have an official character by virtue of the fact that they are orig-
inally peculiar to the language of bureaucracy and legal documents, of those aspects of
society defined as “system” (ibid). According to Watanabe, kango functions as linguis-

tic “facade” or tatemae of the Japanese: they express those behaviours, states of mind,
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and ideals expected to be taken in society and in public spaces and are thus characterised
by appearance, supetficiality, rigidity. The cultural concept of tatemac IR refers gen-
erally to ideals, what is proper, etiquette to be held in society in front of other people
(seken TH:[H]) and also to the formal pronouncements on public occasions (oyake )
in order to conceal one’s own true nature (honne) (Befu 1984, 70). For instance, this
public-oriented stance may be particularly evident in the case of the so-called “Patri-
otic March” (aikokukoshinkyokn 5 |E1THEH), elaborated in 1937 in the framework
of the “National Spiritual Mobilization Movement” established in the former Empire
of Japan. In fact, Watanabe says its text is so full of kango that it is necessary to add a
phonetic transcription called furigana above the words to make them readable even for
Japanese readers (Watanabe 1974a, 16):1°

R EHEDO2E %2 8T T mi yo tokai no kara wo akete  Lo! Above the eastern sea clearly dawns the sky

JEH & < BT kyokujitsu takaku kagayakeba — Glorious and bright the sun rideth up on high
KA DA SR & tenchi no setki batsuratsu to The spirit of heaven and earth fills the heart of all,
A VL D KNI kibo wa odorn dyashima Hope abounding springs —

BRIHEHOZE|IZ 00 seiro no choun ni O sweet Isles Imperial

HOLHELORZZ shoyuru fuji no sugata koso Yonder where the clouds of morn

SRR R X 7 X kin omuketsu yuruginaki Shed a radiant glow

DIHARDFEY 2 waga nippon no hokori nare Fuji mountain, Japan’s pride,
Rears its crown of snow
Fair of form without a blot
Nobly doth it stand —

And unshakable - a true symbol of our land.

In this respect, Watanabe states that k47go are not transparent and immediate from a se-
mantic and cognitive point of view (mimi de kiite wakaranai nibongo 5 TN T 47>
O 72N HKEE, mimi de kite wa mattaku rikai dekinai nibongo ¥ CHWTILE o 72
< BEMREC X 720 HRGHR), because they refer to the intellect which erects a substantial
barrier between the objects (taisho to no aida ni kyori xt5: & DT FEREE) (Watan-
abe 1974a, 25). A text or a discourse full of kango deploys nothing but an obscure
Japanese language unintelligible by just listening to it (Watanabe 1974a, 21). Watanabe
insists many times on the semantic difficulty of a Japanese language composed by many

kango, either in the written or in the oral language, and he mentions as outstanding ex-

10 Watanabe mentions only the first of three stanzas.
Free translation from: https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/ =[EITHEH
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amples dormitory’s songs (koka 1% 7K) of the old system high schools.!! For instance,
he alludes to a song composed in 1902 entitled “Ah, those cups of jade!” (Aa gyokubai
N D?Ei%),u in each of whose verses — apart from the fifth — there are a number of com-
plex kango as gyokubai EAR, ryokushu #5184, chian 164, eiga K3, goryo TLFE, kenji
V2, ks FER, etc. (Watanabe 1974a, 13). Similarly, from the second stanza onwards,
there are lexical items such as fuyo BT, sei Jinsei N1, igyo 1535, seiso 7R, riso
FEAH Jichi E 1 and so forth. In the same fashion, the scholar claims to be able to fully
understand his own school song of pre-war times by listening to it only once, for the
fact of being a very well-known text, but he believes that other Japanese-speaking peo-
ple would consider it completely unintelligible (chinpunkanpun > 7" 71 2 7",
because of the high prevalence of Sino-Japanese words (Watanabe 1974a, 14):'3

JB\EE H IEEICAY horeigeppo kumo ni hairi The majestic mountain peaks merge into the clouds
R < AT < sosui toku umi ni tku The greenish torrential waters and the sea flow into one another

(LT DIk D R 72 5 sanga no nagame yiinaru ~ Mountains and streams: what a great scenery!
Z ZHENO R koko shonai no daibeiya Here the vast plains of Shonai
HEANGE=DEH L L chireijinketsu tanomoshikn  Shall our youth live strongly,
TERNCAEL DODMER  genki ni seikuru waga kenji  powerful and healthy!

Finally, the last important dichotomic category which could be deduced from Watan-
abe’s assertions concerns the expressive forms through which yamatokotoba and kango
typically manifest themselves, represented by the opposition between uta 9 72 (song,
poetry) and giron i (scholarly arguments)/public language (propaganda, bureau-
cratic, legal language). Generally speaking, Yamato words prevail in an informal, familiar
language and are abundant if used to express speakers’ real feelings and emotions and do-
ing so in private (watakushi Fh, shiteki 7). By contrast, kango are copious in public
and formal stances where the etiquette, appearances and social, collective values triumph
over personal inclinations (9yake 23, koteki Z3FJ) (Watanabe 1974a, 17-18). Therefore,
Yamato words are usually dominant in prehistorical indigenous oral poems or songs
(uta 5 72), progenitors of Japanese classical poetry (waka F1#K), (Konishi 1984, 7,
57, 91), in hasku JEA], in folkloristic ballads (fokutekina uta 7 *— 7 B9728K), in
popular songs (ryizkoka JiitATHK) and ultimately, in modern pop songs (popysra songu

" The school mentioned in the text was named Kyisei dai’ichi koto gakks |F ) 55— &% 7 (also named

Ichi taka —18)): it was created in 1886 and was dissolved in 1950 in the framework of education reforms
during the American occupation. It survived as a preparatory school to enter Tokyd university.

12 http://www.todai-ouen.com/song/sindex.html?id=gyokuhai

13 My own free translation.

168



Colloquium: New Philologies - Volume 4, Issue 3 (2019) Elisa Vitals

WY =2—F Y 7)), whose common subjects are emotions. I will provide two dif-
ferent examples quoted by Watanabe himself: the first is a famous hazku composed by
Matsuo Basho (1644-1694):14

LiRiikew Sfuru ike ya An ancient pond,
IO IATY  kawazu tobikomu  the frog leaps:
KDEF mizu no oto the silver plop and gurgle of water

The second is a popular song very widespread among ordinary Japanese before the Pa-
cific War broke out and is entitled “The Inn Along the Lake” (Kohan no yado AR 0O 1)
(Watanabe 1974a: 17-18):

DR LW yama no sabishii mizuumi ni My broken-heart led me

— NRIZDEAE LG bitord kita no mo kanashii kokoro  till a lonely mountain lake

g DY AT 2. 72232C  mune no itami ni tackanete Unable to bear inner pains

WER DB EBEEHETD  kind no yume to takisuteru I throw away and burn ancient letters
HOFARRO R furui tegami no usukemuri and the dreams gone by ——

I gaze at a faded smoke climbing above the sky

In these poetical, musical, and literary forms, the most popular topics are love torments,
sadness, melancholy, moving sensations and emotions. According to Watanabe, the an-
cient Japanese people never had the intention to translate their traditional oral poetry
into classical Chinese since their first contact with the ideographic written system. In
fact, guessing a loss in meaning, they intended to preserve their phonological structure:
with the passing of time, their translation probably became a sort of social taboo de-
rived from the primitive belief in the existence of a spirit animating the ancient Japanese
language (kotodama) composed by Yamato words only (Watanabe 1974a, 58). This lin-
guistic tradition based on the quasi-exclusive usage of yamatokotoba in indigenous oral
expressive forms survived over time and became a prerogative of the Japanese poetry and
musical forms of expression. It is from this distinguishing feature of Japanese literary ex-
pressivity that Watanabe then built an ideological opposition with foreignness.

In fact, and by contrast, kzngo words appear in abundance, first in newspapers and in-
tellectual/academic essays (shinbun BT chitekina koto TN Z & | chitekina bunsho
HIR) 703U, gakujutsu ronbun “F-W75m 3L, giron i), which deal with intellectual
arguments developed by means of rational and logical thinking and they are thus be-
lieved not to be apt to be expressed by emotion-oriented yamatokotoba (Watanabe 1974,

20). Watanabe also mentions legal and administrative or official documents (kanryoreki

Y Loose translation by Michael R. Burch.
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shakai "B BEWITEZS,) boritsu no bunsho 1EHE D CE) which are particularly abundant
in kango for deriving from the Chinese bureaucratic tradition (Watanabe 1974a, 25).
Ultimately, in pre-war Japan, kango were plentiful in dormitory and school songs whose
aim was to instil pride, ambition, expectation, a sense of euphoria and belonging to the
institution in the young Japanese; in the “Patriotic March” (azkokukashinkyoku % [E1T
) and in military code (senjinkun HRF#F). Even propaganda speeches proffered
by left wing extremists (kagekiba no aji enzetsu WaIHIRD 7 I {EFR, sayokn enzetsu
FEBTEFR) during the 19605’ student movements may represent another typical case
of an incomprehensible Japanese language, which can provoke only an intellectual, su-
perficial and ephemeral exaltation (Watanabe 1974a, 13-14, 20-21).

Definitely, a fundamental feature common to nzbonjinron literature and discourse
emerges from the linguistic and conceptual analysis of Watanabe’s essay, that is the ex-
pression of Japaneseness by means of the comparison with foreignness. In other words,
the characteristics which should differentiate the “Japanese” from the “Other” are ev-
ident through the medium of specific attributes opposed to their contrary, expressed
by metaphors and dichotomic differentiations (connotative) which become more im-
portant than their proper, literal meaning (denotative) (Glowinski 2006, 175). In the
specific case of Watanabe, these attributes may be conceptualised as follows: Japanese vs
non-Japanese, us vs them/other, homogeneity vs heterogeneity, native vs alien, purity vs
contamination, primitivity/antiquity Vs historicity/modernity, continuity vs interrup-
tion, intuition vs reason, soul vs thought, spirit vsintellect, irrationality/emotionality/spi-
rituality vs rationality/logicity, immediacy vs mediation, directness vs indirectness, clar-
ity vs obscurity, authenticity (honne) vs facade (tatemae), nature vs artifice, original
vs fictitious, homeland vs foreign, intimate vs superficial, inward-oriented vs outward-
oriented, introverted vs extroverted, subjective vs objective, behind vs front, private vs
public, sentiment vs obligation, emotional involvement vs intellectual exaltation, har-
mony vs conflict, peacefulness vs aggressivity, spontaneity vs enforcement, ever-lasting
vs ephemeral, mystic ecstasy vs euphoric inebriation, softness vs toughness, maternal vs
paternal, feminine vs masculine, love/delicate sentiments vs violence/euphoric states of
mind, skin/breast/uterus vs muscles, refuge-secking vs world-conquering, folkloristic vs
systemic, non-verbal vs verbal, lyricism vs scholarly literature, private language vs public
language... The list is potentially endless. The conceptualisation of the attributes sum-
marised above may be reported in the tables below together with emblematic examples
of the linguistic expressions, words, and metaphors associated to each of them (from
Watanabe 1974a):
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Table 1: The lexical and conceptual dichotomy between Yamato words/Japaneseness
and Sino-Japanese words/foreignness

yamatokotoba KNS 3E, nibonrashisa AR5 L 3

kango V3E, ishitsu S8

JAPANESE

The HAN),
race/nation/ethnic group (nibon minzoku H A EIE),
Yamato race (yamatodamashiii RFNENE), national
language, Japanese language (kokugo [l 38, nihongo
H AGH)

Japanese  (nibonjin Japanese

NON-JAPANESE

Foreigners (gaikokujin SMEN, gaijin S+ N), dif-
ferent peoples/ethnic groups (iminzoku HEECIER),
foreign languages (gazkokngo S+ EFE)

Us

Japanese fellows (nibonjin doshi AN E 9 L), our
blood (ware ware no chi P>¥LI>FLODL), the blood
which flows in Japanese people’s veins (nzbonjin no chi
ga nagarete iru H ARANDIMAFEALTUND), the av-
erage Japanese (futsit no nibonjin ‘580 H A N), na-
tional sense (kokumintekina kankaku [E FH) 72 85T,

the mindset of the Japanese (nibonjin no kan-

gackata ARNDHE ZTJ7), as Japanese (nihon-
jin nara HARNIRD), as a Japanese (nibonjin
toshite HARNE LT), we Japanese nationals
(wareware  OXVIOI,  wareware  nibonjintachi

DI H AR NTZH), the Japanese style of thinking
(nibonjin no shiko yoshiki F AN D BEHER), the
Japanese mode of behaviour (nzhonjin no kodo yoshik:

H AN OITEIER)

THEM/OTHERS

Other peoples, countries, civilizations (zanin ftL N, 22
no kuni {’@@,yoso no bunmei X & D LHH, yoso no
kuni &% DIH)
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yamatokotoba KNS LE, nibonrashisa A AR5 L S

kango V55, ishitsu S2E

NATIVE

Indigenous (dochaku 1:75), to set their roots directly
in the spiritual origins of the [Japanese] race (minzoku
no tamashii no minamoto ni chokusetsu ni ne o oroshite
RBEOBOPITEHEITHRZ T LTV D),

to be inseparably tied to the Japanese soul (nihon-

iru

Jin no tamashii to wakachigatakn musubitsuite ite
HANDHL & 53 H#E <UD 0),

Japanese reading of a Chinese character (kun’yomi

native

AIFE7), the spiritual private propriety of Japan [Yam-
ato words| (seishintckishiyizaisan A HIFAA T 7E)

ALIEN
Alien/foreign (ibustu 5&¥), gaikoku no HHED),
Chinese-derived reading of a Chinese character

(on’yomi & HEFr)

HoMELAND

Homeland (furusato 5% & L&),
the Japanese soul (nibonjin no tamashii no furusato
AARNDBD 5% S &), our country (waga kuni
DWE, jibuntachi no kuni H453T2HOHE), the
special features of my country/homeland (jibun
H 57 DB DO K4,
the world [of sensations] of Yamato words... is
like that evoked by that of a homeland (yam-

atokotoba no  sekai wa...furusato no yona mono

RINFEOHFIUL - HIHD L 572 b D)

homeland of

no  furusato no  tokushoku

OTHERNESS

Foreign/alien country, alterity (skoku S%[E]), the
loandwords as alien elements (butsu no toshite gairaigo
D & U THSKEE), the quality of being alien,
stranger (shitsu F'H)

PurIiTY

Purity (tanjun B.4l), degree of purity (jundo FJL),
the true essence of the Japanese spirit (yamato-
damashii no hongen KFFLDAR), the origin of
the soul of the [Japanese] race (minzoku no tamashii
no minamoto RIEDHDIT), the well-springs of
Japan (nibon no kigen HADELJR), the crystalline
form of Yamato words (yamatokotoba no kesshoke:
RIS EDREMIY), pure blooded-race (chi no
Junsuina minzoku M D72 B15)

CORRUPTION
Penetration and diffusion (konnyi IRA), degree

of penetration and diffusion (konnyido TN JE)
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yamatokotoba KNS LE, nibonrashisa A AR5 L S

kango V55, ishitsu S2E

HoOMOGENEITY

The country inhabited by an uniform black-haired race
(dozokushoku no kot kuni [RINEE D PN E), the same
quality (doshitsu [F)'E), one pure-race nation (tanitsu
minzoku kokka F—ER[EZ), pure blooded-race
(chi no junsuina minzokn L OFFE7R ), one civil-
isation, one nation, one language, one history (hitotsu

no bunmet, hitotsu no kokka, bitotsu no gengo, hitotsu no

rekishi —XH, —ER. —Fh. L),
without ethnic minorities (iminzoku wa nai
HEIRILIRY), the Japanese are equal before

Japanese poetry, ie. the Japanese language since
they all share the same language since the beginning
of time (waka no mae ni byodo FNERDRGIZ -5,
nibongo no mae ni no byodo H AGE DRI A,
the Japanese were naturally born into the Japanese
language, which is thus not solely an instrument
of conscious communication (nzbonjin wa nibongo

no naka ni wmareru no de atte, tan’ni ishi den-

tatsu no dogu toshite nibongo o manabu no dewa nai

HETEROGENEITY
Miscegenation  of races (jinshu no  konketsu
ANFEOJRM), different, alien qualities (ishitsu

HLE), various and diversified countries, races, lan-
guages, cultures, etc (samazamana kuni ya minzoku,
gengo, bunka S F IFERESCRKE, S5, 3Ub),
different peoples/ethnic groups (iminzokn %% F1E)

AARNIAARBOTICEENLDTH- T, BICERZEDER L L THARELFZEDTIERLY)

PRIMITIVITY/ANTIQUITY

Primitivity (genshi Jii4f), since prehistorical times
(yiishi izen kara A7 S LARIT72 5), primitive expression
(kongentckina hyoshutsu ARICH) 723 ), [Yamato
words] are as old as our blood (wareware no chi to onaji
Sfurui DIONOIMLE A T < WY, to have deep
roots (ne ga fukai AR7D3EVY), since times immemo-
rial (taiko kara K75, shindai kara FHRN 5,
shindai irai FCLLR, taiko irai K LLE, shindai
yori R V), in the ancient times (kodai 1K,
korai 1 2K) — Yamato period (yamato jidai RFNRFK
250-710 AD), ancient Japan/Japanese (kodai ni-
hon ARAAR, jodai no nibon FARDAA, kodai
nibonjin HCHAN)

HisToRrICITY/MODERNITY
Historicity (rekishise: FESIPE) — Nara period
(nara jidai %% BWFX 710-794 AD)
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CONTINUITY
Continuity (renzokusei W##iME), to continue to be
linked (musubitsuiteiru Fi& 2N TUN 5), to keep de-
ploying (tsukaitsuzuketeknru 1T T < %), with-
out interruption (taeru koto naku #s x5 Z & 72 <),
to continue (renzokusurn 9 %), one single
dynasty continuing to succeed (bitotsu no ocho ga
tsuzuite irn O & DD EFAD N TUN D), [Yamato
words] trace back directly to an era when an ape-like
Japanese ancestor uttered for the first time articulated
sounds (saru mitai na dobutsu ga, saisho ni nibonjin
no senzo toshite, nanikakuchi kara motomatta oto o
dashita jidai ni made, massugu ni sakanoboru no de arn
PNBTNREN D AN AARANDEM L L
T, fphanbELEotBEEZ M LERRICE
T, Fo7<ICENDIELDTH D),

words] are lexical items handed down orally and

[Yamato

continuously by the Japanese race since prehis-
torical times (nibon minzokn ga yishiizen kara
kuchi tsutae nitsudukete kita kotoba na no de aru
H A BHEANA S LR b PR 2 ATV e ) T &
T-E¥72DToH D), since Yamato words have con-
tinued to be used without interruption after being
generated simultaneously with the Japanese race, they
are inseparably tied with the Japanese soul (yam-
atokotoba wa nibon minzoku no hassei to tomo ni
hassei shite taeru koto naku rennzoku shite kita no de,
nihonjin no tamashii to wakachigataku musubitsuite ite
RIMEEILIAARRBEORA L & HITHAE L Tl
ZHZ L HEHELTEDT, HRAD L
s BEE< %U{OD\TU\VC), to have been transmit-
ted (densho sarete kita 157K LT &E72), ances-
tor (senzo Jofll), to remain/linger (nokoshite iru
L TCU %), the country of ancestral divinities
Japan] (senzokami no kuni JeAB#HDIE), tradition

(dento 157), the venerable treasure of future
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INTERRUPTION
Either ethnic groups or dynasties keep chang-
ing over time (minzokn mo ocho mo kawatte irn
RS EH L LD > TN D),

(kawatte irn 723> TUV5), not to be succeed-

to be changing

ing one after another [dynasties] (keishosarete inai

A S TUeLy)
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yamatokotoba XIS LE, nibonrashisa A AR D LS kango 5, ishitsu S2H

generations [Yamato words] (ofe judai no tama
BFHENARDE), to continue, to make succeed
(seizoku sasete kita Fifft ST E72), our descen-
dant (ware ware no shison PDILHOILDT-HR), to
be continuing since times immemorial (shinda:
kara tsuzuite iru PP HFEVTUVND), to have
kept existing as a substance of continuity since
prehistorical times without interruption [mod-
ern Japanese language] (yishiizen kara taeta koto
no nai renzokutai toshite sonzoku shite kita mono
A HRLRID Dz 72 2 & O g\ ik & LT
FLTEEH D)
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INTUITION/IRRATIONALITY/EMOTIONALITY:
SPIRIT

Japanese soul (yamatodamashii KFNBh, nibonjin
no tamashii HARNDBR, nibon seishin B AFERH),
spirit (kokoro Z Z %), soul (tamashii B) , emotional,
spiritual (kanjoteki JEAGH, seishinteki FEFHAY), the
spirituality possessed by the Japanese (nibonjin no
motsu seishinser H RN DFF MM, individual
emotions [of the Japanese] (jiko no josho H C. D15 ##),
individual sentiments [of the Japanese] (jibun no ki-
mochi B 77 DX F# D), the homeland of the Japanese
soul (tamashii no furusato 3D 5 % S &), the “spirit”
originally emotion-oriented (ganrai joshotekina kokoro
LKA T[22 5A)),
of the language (nihon no kotodama HARDEE),

the Japanese spirit

intellect is not needed to understand such simple and
pure words [yamakatokotoba], nor it is necessary to
have such a high cultivation to use them: it is sufficient
to be Japanese (ko iu tanjunna kotoba ga wakaru ni wa
chishiki wa iranai. ko iu tanjun na kotoba o haku ni
wa takai kyoyo wa iranai. nibonjin de areba yoroshii
T OV B F IR DD ITITEFRIT N S
Vo 290D HZRFREA ISR VORI
WHZRY, HRATHITEZA L), the
learning of waka as the crystalline form of Yamato
words as the first high-level education (yamatoko-
toba no kesshokei toshite no waka ga shoto kyoiku
KINSEORERE & L COMBBYEET),
emotionality (fasho &%), [Yamato words] are not suit-
able for building intellectual thought (chiteks ni shiso
wo tsumiagete iku ni ha futekitona tokoro ga arn no da
PN BB EFE S L T <ITIIRE S 2 & &
AW D DI2)

REASON/RATIONALITY: THOUGHT
Foreign thought, thought of foreign contents
(gairai shiso SWKIAR, shiko naiyo ga gairai shiso
B NEPRIEAR), intellect (ch7 E1), mind
(sedshin 51, kokoro /L»), rational, intellectual thought
(goriteki & PREY, i BL, chitckina shiko FNRY72 B35,
chitekina reberu TR 72 L)L, ganrai chitekina shiso
JCRINHY 72 JBAR), the intellectual learning of foreign
languages (chitcki gatkokugo kyoikn FIHIEREHH),
intellectuality (chises k), the

eign language education based on “intellectuality”

so-called for-

(twayurn “chisei” naru kyotku wa gaikokugo kyoikn

Wb o TEPE] 725 BE S EREHT)
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SEMANTIC, COGNITIVE IMME-
DIACY/DIRECTNESS/CLARITY
Semantic immediacy (massugn EE. <), senso-

rial directness (josho ni chokusetsu ni sitto furern

TR ICEREICT 5 o L il D)

SEMANTIC, COGNITIVE MEDIA-
TION/INDIRECTNESS/OBSCURITY
Unintelligibility

FT T T,

sinograms

(chinpunkanpun
impossible-to-read
(yomikonasenai
PR T IR K D TR T, a Japanese language
incomprehensible by listening to it (mimi de kiite
wakaranai nihongo H TR\ THOH 6720y HAGE,
mimi de kiite wa mattaku rikai dekinai nibongo
HTHWTIEE o 7 < BfETE 220 B AGE),

objective distance posed between the cognitive

yona

kanji

targets, to be distant (taisho to no aida ni kyori

kP52 & O N EEBE, yosoyososhii K& X Z L)

AUTHENTICITY/ORIGINAL/NATURE

honne R, innate form of individual [of the
Japanese] sentiments (jiko no josho no honnen no sugata
H O DASRDE),
A15), originality (minamoto i), set one’s roots
(ne o orosu % T A7), originally (honseitekini
AMERIIZ, honrai A 3K, honshitsuteki ni AXE HIIZ),

original quality, essence (honshitsu AH), the foun-

human feelings (ninjo

dation principle as Japanese nationals (nihon minzoku
toshite no kongen H AR & L TORI), home-
land of the Japanese soul (nihonjin no tamashii no
furusato H AR ANDBLD 5% X &), nature-oriented
(shizen shiko H #8&17]), the true quality of Yamato
words and waka (yamatokotoba to waka no honshitsu

KFEZE L kO ARE)

FacADE/FICTIOUS/ARTIFICE

Social principles, etiquette, official stances, ideals, overt
principle (tatemae R, obligation (giri F£¥E), other-
ness (ibutsu no toshite gairaigo S D & L THKEE),
artifice (jinko A\ L), corruption (konnnyi IR\, haitte
kuru N> T<L %)
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INTIMACY/SUBJECTIVITY/BEHIND

Inward-oriented, intimate, introverted, deeply in-
side the soul (wchi W, uchiwa V¥, uchigawa
AR, oku B, tamashii no oku no oku kara kuru
BLOBRDEING < B, naikoteki WA, wareware
no tamashii no wuchigawa bbb D3O N,
subjective (shukantcki FHBIHY), behind (v ), to
set their roots (ne o oroshite iru HR% T LT 5),
[Yamato words] spread their roots in Japanese
spirit and grow up from it (nzbonjin no kokoro
no naka ni ne o harvatte, soko karva hacte kita
HARANDFLOFIIREZ RS> T, £INBAER
T&TR)

SUPERFICIALITY/OBJECTIVITY/FRONT
Outward-oriented, superficial, extroverted, outside
the soul (soto 4%, sotogawa kara SMU G, tamashii
no sotogawa de BRDIMAT, gaikotcki HMFIHY),
objective (kyakkanteki Z#@iHY), front (omote %,
omote muki F|A &), loanwords that are super-
ficially rooted [in the Japanese language] (ne no
asai - garraigo BOENINKEE, ne ga  harinikui
FR23E U 12 < ), since loanwords come from out-
side, they don’t spread their roots [in the Japanese spirit]
(gairaigo wa soto kara kita no de aru kara ne o hatte inai
HORFEIIN N D RTZDOTH L BARZ RS T
720N)

PRIVATE
Private (watakushi KL, shiteki FAHI,  puraibecto
TT7AN—Fh)

PuBLIC
Public (oyake AN, koteki ZNHD)

Table 2: The lexical and conceptual dichotomy between Yamato words/emotional in-

volvement and Sino-Japanese words/intellectual exaltation: The language of

feelings

yamatokotoba K FNEE, kando [KH)

kango FARE, kangeki B

HarMmoNY

Peaceful (heiwatcki “V-FNHY, yiwatcki FRFIHY), har-
mony (wa F1), emotions without a fighting spirit ( %zo7’
0 nakushite T5ENN] %72 < LT, kioi no nai josho
KAV DIRNERE)

CONFLICT
Bellicose (kasentcki HfHKHY), aggression, violence
(konnyido BN, kioi R[AND, bito o kiowaseru

NEZADED)

SPONTANEITY

Spontaneously flowing from the inside [the
spirit]  (uchigawa  kara  honseiteki  ni  wakia-
garn RIS ARVERIZIEE B3 D), [yam-

atokotoba] overflow without limits from inside

(mukumukn to saigen naku wchi kara waite kuru

o< o< LERIRZR S M BIBNTL D)
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ENFORCED
To enter by force from the outside as alien element [the

thought] (sorogawa kara tbutsu toshite haitte kuru shiso

SIS E & LT Ao TL %R
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EvER LASTING

Like the delicate emotion, mystic ecstasy caused by
a glimpse of nature (shizen no ibuki ni binkan ni
kandosurn B IRO BRI ZHBUR\Z KB 5, chitsana
shizukana kokotsukan /NS 72T AR RR), ever-
lasting (sameru koto wa nai FEO 2 Z & 1721))

EPHEMERAL
Like the euphoric inebriation caused by the abuse of
alcohol (bito wo yowasern N I0E %, seinen wo

yowasu HHF-ZWEDT), temporary (sameru koto no
dekivu kando BES 5 Z & O T X 5 i)

DELICATE SENTIMENTS: LOVE

Softness (yasashisa LI LX),
mayakasa T FEXINI),
Fo W), love (ai B, renai no jo BE D),

romantic love between a man and a woman (danjo

(fo-

delicateness (yawarakai

tenderness

no renai no jo HLDIEEDIE, danjokan no kanjo
B DORUE), the country started on the basis
of love between a man and a woman (danjo no ai
de kuni ga hajimaru 5 O TEMNILCE D,
fifu no ai de kuni Tz 0% TIE), a sentiment as
if the inner spirit would warp something nostalgic

(natsukashii -mono wo dakishimetai yona kimochi

ROMLNEDOERE LTV K 5 225 FF)

EurHORIC STATES OF MIND: VIOLENCE

Fervor (akogare & Z73%V), pride (hokori 75V,
puraido 7°7 A R), exaltation (kayoshita kimochi
w5 L2 XK $FF D), ambition (yashin BF L), expecta-
tion (kibo A7), mundane aspiration, vanity (shusse
HiTHE), thirst for conquest (seifukutekina kimochi
TEARAY 725 FF D), toughness (katai BEUY)

MATERNAL: FEMININE PRINCIPLE

Mother (baba FF), the soft futon of a mother
(yawarakana haba no futon & O DREED 5 L L),
[motherly] skin (bada L), breast (chichibusa .5 &),
uterus (shikyii &), like babies who, tired of play-
ing, seek refuge in their mother’s breasts (asobst-

sukareta akanbo ga haba no mune ni mogurikomu

WEOENTZRA DB ROIZE < Zie)

PATERNAL: MASCULINE PRINCIPLE
Father (chichi %L), the tough futon of muscled-
chichi

katai

father  (kinniku  no no  futon
R DERNAZ D S5 & A), [fatherly] ~ muscles

(kinniku i), like children who play catch with

their father (kodomo wa kyacchi born wa chichi to yarn

FEBITF Y v TF - BRI ERD)

FoLKLORISTIC
World  of  softness  (“yasashisa”  no  sekai
(R L&) OftR, folkloristic world

(fokutekina sckai 7 +—7 BI72HFL 2 precious
world (kiche na sekai EHEOHI), the world
of “emotions” of Japan since times immemo-

tial (shindai kara no nibon no “josho” no sekai

ML DO HARD TR OHtR)

SYSTEMIC

Bureaucratic (kanryotcki ‘B fRHY), systemic (tai-
seiteki VRTHIAY), socially controlled (kanrishakaitcki
PRS2 HY) world, the world of foreignness (ikoku
no sekai F:IE D5
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NoON-VERBAL
Not to rely on eloquence, speech (benzetsu ni tayorn
koto ga sukunai I+TE\ZHH D T & DD 720, to hate
verbosity (taben o kiratte ita %92 % B> TUT2),
the tradition of “the country which does not ac-
complish the verbal act” (“korosaegn kuni” no dento
SETERE] DI5HE), the country of em-
pathetic silence rather than verbosity (taben yorimo
haragei no kuni %3¢ XV b IEZEDIEH), not to be
good in speech in international meetings (kokusai
kaigi de hatsugen ga heta EIFRE3THRF D3~T2),
quiet, sound familiar to small conversation should
sound like that (shizukana, kuchikazu sukunai
kaiwa ni nareta mimi ni wa so kikoern hazu
w7, AR OREEICEN T HITiEE 5 H
“the
mean of communication” (“dentatsu no shudan”
MoEOFE) #8225 b D),
the condensed expressivity (hyigen ga tanjukn
sareru  RBUNFINE S4LD),  the of
any verbal explications (setsumei mo nanimo irann

P DL 22 H VB H)

Z 2 %1%, the language that overcomes
o koern mono

uselessness

VERBAL

Unintelligible, ~ bothersome, noisy  (kotosaegu
5 &), to hear something unintelligible, unclear
and noisy without understanding it (zan: ka ga wake
ga wakarazu chinpunkankan de, yamashiku kikoeru
IR OT RN T T T

RELLHEZIZAD), 1o
the

countries  as

have been consid-

ering languages, words of neighbouring
wild (shithen
guni no kotoba o mono, no na mono to ite ita

JHNOE* DEHER LD, BTt oL BTk,

to listen to the so-called foreigners’ conversation [that

things kuni-

no

is loud-voiced and noisy] (gazjin no kaiwa to iu no wa

kikoeru A N DEFEE S O DX Z 2 D)

180



Colloquium: New Philologies - Volume 4, Issue 3 (2019)

Elisa Vitali

Table 3: The lexical and conceptual dichotomy between Yamato words/lyricism

and Sino-Japanese words/intellectual literature or public language: Liter-

ary/discursive genres

Yamatokotoba KIS, uta 9 7=

Kango V55E, giron i /public language

High degree of linguistic purity (yamatokotoba no jundo
no takai KIS HEDOMPEED SR, yamatokotoba
hyaku pasento RIS HEH /S—& 1)

High-kango degree language (kango ganyiryo no takai
BEER A REOE, kango no konnyido ga takai
BEEDIRNL DS @)

Japanese prehistorical oral poetry/songs (#ta 9 72)
Japanese traditional poetry (waka F1#): Man’yoshit
JIHEAE Genji monogatari IREKW)FE, Kokinwakasha
A FHREE, Ise monogatari FHEA47)5E, Kojiki no
uta T HEL O K, Nihon shoki no uta H A&RFE AL DK,
Hyakunin isshu & A —1

Haiku JEH]

Folkloristic ballads/popular songs (ryikika 17K,
popyiira songu WY 2—T Y T foku no kashi
7t — 7 OIRGA, fokutekina uta 7 +— 7 W72,
hitto kyoku t > | i)

Spontaneous, informal, familiar language

Scholarly literature (chitckina koto FNHI7RZ &,
chitekina bunsho FWITRLEE,  gakujutsu  ronbun
TR SL, giron #nm, tetsugakun ya shakaigakn no
ronbun P FOM 2 F D X)

Legal documents (horitsu no bunsho 158D )
Bureaucratic (kanryoteki shakai "B R FEEY)
Newspaper (shinbun #71H])

Propaganda speeches (gakusei undo *¥-"E1EH), kagek-
tha no aji enzetsu TRPIRD T P iERR, sayoku enzetsu
FEHLTH L)

Military code (senjinkun FRFHF)

Military songs (azkokukashinkyokn % [E1T 1 )
Pre-war school and dormitory songs (kdka 128K, ryoka
k)

Artificial, formal, official language

Language of emotions, private sphere: individual stance

Language of bureaucracy, law and intellectuals: public

sphere: collective stance

As well as the characteristics peculiar to one’s own homeland (firusato #%#) might

be fully understood only after travelling throughout a foreign country (ikokx $%[E),

and as well as ancient Japanese scholars studied zealously the alterity represented at that

time by ancient China re-elaborating Japan’s reality, Watanabe declares to have been

able himself to rediscover Japan’s diversity thanks to his own life and study experiences

abroad. It is precisely the shocking contact with the ‘Other’ that seems to have induced

the scholar to conceive and put in writing the above discussed literary work Nzhongo

no kokoro (Watanabe 1974a, 213). Moreover, its lexical and conceptual distinction be-

tween Yamato words and Sino-Japanese words are inscribed in an ambitious and con-

crete proposal of returning to the pre-war system of education, revised during the Amer-
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ican occupation and considered by Watanabe as more reliable and patriotic for having
been directly conceived by the Japanese people. His initiative envisaged the recovery of
the traditional intellectual dualism between Japanesesness and foreignness elaborated
throughout the centuries in Japanese culture. The aims were to restore in the elemen-
tary school the learning of Japanese classical poetry, defined as “the venerable treasure
of future generations” (ose jiidai no tama 32 FLAD k) and considered as paradigms
of a crystalline usage of the ancient and “uncorrupted” Yamato language, thus recover-
ing the “lost” Japanese pride for their identity and history. On the other hand, he pur-
ported to maintain the pragmatic and intellectual study of foreign languages as solely
forma mentis, because, as Watanabe argues and the ancient scholars teach, the under-
standing of Japaneseness necessarily passes through cultural confrontation (Watanabe
1974a,202). Only plunging oneself into an alien world, only imbibing oneself of foreign
culture through the medium of another language, the Japanese may acknowledge the
richness and the uniqueness of their own nation and culture, and they may foster their
own identity. Only by setting out on a journey into the Otherness, the Japanese shall
be able to find out the existence of a “warp” (tateito % 7 5% inside their own language,
otherwise destined to oblivion through the strength of tendencies of modernisation and
internationalisation spreading all around the world (Watanabe 1974a, 206). Watanabe
also advocates the prestige of the well-known poet of hazku Basho to justify the apparent
paradox inherent in his own statements: should the poet not have engaged himselfin a
fictious voyage into alterity, namely into the classical Chinese culture he loved so much,
the inestimable emotional world of yamatokotoba evoked in his brief and short verses
would likely not have been so polished (Watanabe 1974a, 211). The ultimate goals of
the amendment invoked by Watanabe were the re-discovery of autochthonous purity
and the reach of a conscious re-evaluation of the Japanese true essence by the Japanese
themselves in order to oppose the corrupting foreign influence. Therefore, these plans
merged into the theoretical identity discourse of nihonjinron, which is definitely judged
as an illustrative case of social and cultural construction of the diversity where the real
state of affairs — the multicultural heterogeneity of the ‘Japanese’ and their internal vari-
ations — is deliberately ignored, as well as the fundamental principles of biology such as
the inexistence of human races. In conclusion, Watanabe indicates the key to redefine
the tattered post-war Japanese identity in the scholastic revival of the ancient Japanese
language or Yamato language through the eyes of modernity and foreignness to “cor-

rectly” educate new generations, namely via the study of classical Japanese poetry, rep-

182



Colloquium: New Philologies - Volume 4, Issue 3 (2019) Elisa Vitals

resenting a “pure” usage of language, together with the simultaneous analysis of the

“dianoethic” foreign language” (Watanabe 1974a, 210):

The deep understanding of the Archipelago of Green Mountains called
“Japan” shall be peculiar to the traveler who wandered through the im-

mense continental lands.

AAREWIFREILAZIZA & D IZHFET 201, 1LY KEDIA
Wl oME ZE X072 LDHLKATHHS D,

4 Conclusions

Much has been discussed so far and the time to draw the conclusions has come. First,
I will point out some contradictions, irrationalities, and criticisms inherent to Watan-
abe’s nationalistic rhetoric; second, inspired by this analysis, I will propose a reflection
as a way of conclusion about the mechanisms through which nationalism and identity
narrations are potentially activated by emphasising the importance of the “primordial
element”.

As far as the first aspect is concerned, it is worth noting the linguistic incoherence in
the conceptualisation of the qualities considered as distinctive of the sole Japanese, that
is the use of Sino-Japanese words to express supposedly native concepts: the most evi-
dent case is that of 27 Z ‘love’, a kango used to denote the “most primitive expression
of the Japanese”. The same goes, for instance, for kando J&%H ‘emotional involvement’,
defined as the kind of emotion typically provoked by yamatokotoba: if that is the case,
why is it then expressed through a non-native word? Another kind of incoherence, typ-
ical of nibonjinron discourse and of many national identity discourses, is the necessity
of the comparison with the “Other” to express and foster “Japaneseness”, namely the
dependence upon value standards of out-groups other than their own to reflect upon
their own group (cf. Yoshino 1992). His amateur speculations also show to be highly
irrational and lacking scientific rigor given two unquestionable evidences: the internal
heterogeneity and variation of the so-called “Japanese national community” (cf. Sug-
imoto 2010) and the artificial, socially-constructed character of concepts like ‘human
race’, ‘blood’, ‘cultural purity’, ‘national community’, which are social constructions
and not tangible realities. Moreover, he explicitly confesses not to believe to evolution,
asif it was a sort of belief or religious credo to which one could adhere or not: in this way,
he gives a hint of the degree of his lack of seriousness and scientific precision. Besides,
the sort of nationalism attested by the ideology underlying the lexical and conceptual du-

alism between Yamato words and kango and the rhetoric around Japanese uniqueness
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developed by Watanabe should be considered in a critical perspective because they imply
at least three potential dangers: first, the revival of the 1930s’ ultra-nationalistic, xeno-
phobic ideology of the former Japanese empire represented by the infamous Kokutai
no hongi (Principles of National Polity) and evoked by the claims surrounding concepts
such as ‘yamatokotoba’, ‘kotodama’, ‘yamatodamashii’; second, Watanabe’s purpose to
transform words into concrete deeds, namely to restore the Japanese pre-war education
system centred on the inculcation in Japanese pupils’ mind of Japanese “racial purity”;
third, the diffusion of a poisonous chauvinism intended only to foster Japanese pride,
re-discover a “lost” identity and a “primordial” purity, and re-evaluate “the true essence
of the Japanese spirit” by excluding the Other — here “all those people without Japanese
blood” - that is the implementation and boosting of a rhetoric of exclusion.

In the light of these considerations, a reflection on Watanabe’s rhetorical strategy is
required in order to grasp the scope of the nationalistic discourse he represents and ex-
presses. I argue that the core of his argument is what I referred to as “primordialism” or
the primordial character of the “Japanese nation”, since a fundamental nucleus in this

sense could be found in his assertions, whose claims could be summarised as follows:

1. NATURALNESS of the Japanese nation, conceived as a homogenous biological
and territorial community of people sharing the same blood/genotype-phenotype/
lineage/ancestry/kin and the same living territorial bonds, which are thought to
determine the automatic, passive transmission of the same cultural traits (cus-
toms, values), the same language, the same religion, the same social institutions,
from one generation to another;

2. ORGANICITY of the nation: the Japanese nation is considered in terms of an or-
ganic whole that cannot be divided;

3. CONTINUITY over time of the Japanese national community through the passive
genetic transmission of its essence from the first pithecanthropus ancestor to the
modern Japanese: linear historical evolution;

4. TIMELESSNESS of the Japanese national community, for having been originated
“since immemorial times”, “since prehistorical times”;

S. MYTHICALNESS: the temporal and historical origins of the nation are wrapped
in the fog and mystery: the line between history and myth is very evanescent;

6. SAMENESS of the national community: since it is transmitted genetically since
the beginning of time, its essential traits are determined and are not subject to
change;

7. PERENNIALNESs of the nation: it is an entity which recurrently and cyclically

occurs in history by eternally re-producing and re-generating itself.
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These claims are set forward through the medium of various linguistic, stylistic, and
rhetorical devices, which all gravitate around a central, essential claim, that is the postu-
lation of the primordiality and the primacy of the Japanese language, born together with
the Japanese nation and from which all the other unique aspects of the Japanese (history,
culture, worldview...) derive. What follows is an attempt to sketch at least some of the

possible communicative strategies deployed by Watanabe in his nationalistic discourse:

1. POLARISATION: enumeration of markedly valued attributes or positive/negative
attributes associated to Japaneseness/Foreignness, that is the outline of dichotomic
differences by emphasising the evaluation or the qualification given to the at-
tributes rather than the significance given to them and the deployment of a “loose
semantics” (Glowirski 2006, 175);

2. MAGICALITY: the use of the “magical element”, i.e. words create reality, espe-
cially an expected, desired situation as if it was real (Glowiniski 2006, 176), that s,
in this case, the social perception of a strong identity diversity and particularism;

3. VAGUENESS: usage of a nebulous expressive style, such as expressions convey-
ing temporal imprecision or referring vaguely to a “lost past” or a “golden age”
(e.g. shindai kara ‘since the times of gods’, korai ‘in ancient times’, etc.) or am-
biguous grammatical constructions conveying probability and not certainty (e.g.
kamoshirenai ‘might’, de aro ‘may’, te itte mo ii ‘it is possible to say that’, zo
twareru ‘it is said that’, dewa nai daro “to suggest that something is possible to’,
etc.);

4. BANALITY: the subtle use of common, “innocent” words already widespread in
the Japanese language in order to enhance the nationhood such as nihonjin toshite
(as a Japanese), waga kuni (our country), wareware nibonjin (we Japanese), etc.
and their semantisation, in particular of some ordinary verbs such as tsuduku
(to continue), nokoru (to remain), kaifukusurn, modoru (to restore, return) or
adjectives such as honto, honshitsuteki, honrai (true, original), kanjoteki (emo-
tional), etc., to which an unprecedented significative, value-marked meaning is
attributed;

S. POETICALNESS: wide use of metaphors from kinship language (mother/father/child
attributions, ancestor, descendant reference), love-relationship language (e.g. love
between man and woman), of poetical images from mythology (especially Kojikz,
Nihon shoki...) and ancient poetry (Man yoshit, Genji monogatari...) transferred

to a broader, “national” scale.

If we understand “primordialism” as a category of practice representing a specific ingre-

dient of nationalistic rhetoric, that is “as a sentiment, or affect laden set of beliefs and
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discourses, about a perceived essential continuity from group ancestry to progeny (per-
ceived kith and kin), located symbolically in a specific territory or place (which may or
may not be the current place of the people concerned)” (Weinreich et al. 2003, 119 in
Coakley 2017, 3), then Watanabe’s rhetoric, here viewed as an extreme manifestation
of nibonjinron nationalistic rhetoric, is essentially constructed upon the primordialist
belief whose gravitational axis is language. In fact, this understanding of “primordial-
ism” “draws attention to the vast amount of material that has been generated by élites
as part of the nationalist project” (Coakley 2017, 3): the features of the primordialist
nucleus I have outlined in the specific context of nzbonjinron through the analysis of an
exemplar nationalistic discourse could be studied in comparison with other nationalistic
narratives in other contexts in order to broaden our comprehension of the nationalistic
phenomenon.

In light of this, I would like to present three suggestions. First to remove “primor-
dialism” as category of analysis and to restrict it to its original, nationalistic significance,
namely to interpret it as a specific ingredient or moulding component of the national-
istic discourse, that is the sentiment or belief in the perceived genetically-transmitted,
natural character of a national community, conceived as a mythic/historical “organic
whole” located in a specific and symbolical territory and characterised by continuity,
timelessness, perennialness and monolithicity. Second and subsequently, to operate an
overcoming of the nomenclature in nationalism studies about “primordialism”, by re-
thinking the entire categorisation of the field, by restricting the meaning and denota-
tion of its definition and by introducing another kind of terminology, which would be,
for instance, “analyst of the primordial” in order to indicate those scholars like Steven
Grosby who defend the original significance of the category of the “primordial” for
analytical purposes, i.e. for the “analytical recognition of that existential significance,
namely, kinship, as one among a number of persistent orientations of self-classification
having a bearing on human action because of the preference expressed toward what one
perceives as one’s kin, variously understood” (Grosby 2016). Third, I urge the necessity
to reinterpret nzhonjinron in the specific light of nationalism studies and, in particular,
by paying attention to the “primordialistic ingredient” which I take as the essence itself
of nihonjinron discourse in order to achieve a deeper understanding of its scope and
meaning in Japanese society. In this sense, a careful and special attention should be re-
served to the linguistic mechanisms through which Japanese nationalism is reproduced
in everyday language and discourses and so a metalinguistic analysis of nzbonjinron texts
may help to shed light on the importance of language in vehiculating and slyly impos-
ing ideology, power, identity paradigms and distorted realities in the minds of social

actors, and, thus, to show how nationalism and ideology work and manifest themselves
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through language. The final purpose of this desirable tendency is to stimulate collec-
tive awareness of the modalities through which nationalism is slyly imposed in order to
resist to it: I think this is all the more current in the contemporary world, where the
spread of nationalisms and ethnic conflicts is sustained by a scattered usage of rhetoric

and ideological narratives.
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