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Reviews of Reinventing Japan


The book is a fascinating, insightful tour
through Japan's modern history, cultural factions, leaders, and luminaries. A
thoughtful and informative book that I wish I’d had before traveling to Japan.


 



Dr. Kathryn
Sorrells, Professor
Emeritus of Communication Studies, California State University, Northridge,
author of Intercultural Communication: Globalization and Social Justice.


 



Bill Kelly delivers a profound and insightful analysis of Japan’s extraordinary
transformation from a secluded feudal society to a leading global economic
force. As the first non-Western nation to achieve successful modernization,
Japan’s journey offers invaluable lessons for interpreting China’s rapid ascent
and the broader struggles of nations striving to reconcile tradition with the
demands of a globalized world.


With a deep reverence for Japanese culture paired with a candid evaluation of its contemporary challenges,
Kelly masterfully illustrates how Japan’s historical path reflects the
universal tension between preserving national identity and embracing
international interconnectedness. His nuanced perspective brings clarity to the
complexities of cultural adaptation in an ever-evolving global landscape.


Above all, Kelly underscores the relevance of Japan’s story in confronting what he terms the
"metacrisis"—the web of interconnected global issues that transcend
borders and demand collective solutions.


This book is
indispensable for readers eager to understand how historical patterns inform
our shared future, making it a must-read for anyone invested in the dynamics of
global progress and cultural resilience.


 



Angelo John Lewis, director of the
Sacred Inclusion Network, originator of the Dialogue Circle Method, author of Notes
for a New Age.


 



This is a very unique book about Modern Japan. It is not an
academic history, it is not a sociological treatise, it is not a psychological
portrait. Yet it is all of these simultaneously, plus much more! I would call
it a "historical portrait of a nation," since the author blends
together the most important historical events that have shaped Modern Japan,
with the cultural changes of each period, and the psychological and ideological
currents that underscored everything. The main narrative is interspersed with
the portraits of the most important people who have shaped Modern Japan, such
as Fukuzawa, Okakura, Yoshino, and more, while other special historical events
(such as the Iwakura Mission) are given the appropriate emphasis.


Bill Kelly, who lived
almost 20 years in Japan and created a family there, is both a lifelong student
of Japanese culture, as well as a great teacher on the subject. His book is
devoid of jargon and academic vocabulary and addresses the general public.
After reading it you will have a much deeper understanding of the character and
Soul of Japan.


 



Nicos
Hadjicostis, author of Destination
Earth: A New Philosophy of Travel by a World-Traveler, Conversations
with Cavafy: Reflections on the Journey of Life, and The Eternal
Ragpicker: Essays on the Human Condition.


 



It’s been 40
years since I studied acupuncture in Japan for six years, and this is the first
book I’ve read since then that made me exclaim, “Yes! He gets the heart
of Japan.” The author captures the swift shifts in attitude that sweep across
the entire country—toward democracy, then away, then back again; toward the
West, then away, then back. It’s a holistic view of Japan and its culture
unlike anything else I’ve encountered. If you want to understand the real
Japan, read this book.


 



Jim Paisner, lived in Japan 1978-1984, passed the
Japan National Licensing Exam in acupuncture and moxibustion, member of the national moderator team of Braver Angels.


Epilogue: A New Japanese Identity


The Identity Challenge


Identities are the stories people tell about who they think
they are. Nations are a primary source of identity at present. When people or
nations change their views of the past and present, they reinvent themselves.
However, they do not take these steps into the unknown in a vacuum. Such
momentous decisions are often catalyzed by changes in the world, making the old
identities a burden, preventing growth, and hindering a healthy relationship
with others for the common benefit. A nation’s people are most willing to see
themselves differently and create alternative futures when the signs of the
times appear unmistakable that the world is changing.


A massive shift in identity is likely due to the breakup of the
nation-state and the modern world’s failure to address the multiple crises it
is experiencing. Japan will face the same challenge as other nations to
construct local and planetary identities simultaneously. An emphasis on
community relations will help overcome social alienation, while a closer
relationship with nature can halt ecological breakdown. These attitudes
underlie a move toward the local.


On the other hand, advances in communication and transportation
have brought the world into closer contact. A planetary outlook is required to
tackle our current predicament of war due to national rivalries, runaway
technology, increasing global inequality, environmental threats to air, water,
soil, and habitat, physical and mental health challenges, and loss of meaning.


The American sociologist Daniel Bell said many decades ago: The
nation-state is too large to deal with the small problems and too small to deal
with the large ones. New social orders must emerge from the community level
upward, connected by electronic technology to confront common human problems.
Under such circumstances, the current opposition between Japan’s inward and
community-based orientation and the West’s outer-directed and individualistic
stance will disappear.


Japan is out of step with prevailing opinion in an important
regard. Its inward-looking, insular mentality hinders economic growth, making
it difficult to maintain the present standard of living and social benefits. It
also isolates Japan in an interdependent world. From the outside, such
attitudes may seem irrational, but they reflect a perception of the world
arising from a different past. As the first non-Western nation to modernize in
a Western-centered world, a belief in Japanese cultural uniqueness has long
served as a defense against unwarranted foreign intrusion. In the postwar era,
international trade was booming, and Japan was open to cultural influences from
abroad, enabling it to strengthen its institutions. Yet, it did not embrace
foreign people and immigration.


The Present Dilemma


Japan faces a severe labor shortage. So it needs to open its
labor markets and take steps to promote a more diverse society. The problem is
that the percentage of people 65 and above is likely to keep growing until the
2040s, while that of working-age people from 15 to 64 declines rapidly. A
shortage of workers will occur in manufacturing, retail sales, construction,
transportation, customer and food service, caregiving, and healthcare. The
working population will be unable to provide services like nursing, logistics,
and medical care that the elderly, in particular, will require.


The obstacles to integrating foreign workers in Japan reflect the
conflict between economic necessity and cultural attitudes. The Japanese
government eased visa requirements for unskilled workers in 2018. It declared
its intention in 2024 to double the number of such workers, recognizing the
economic necessity to bring in more unskilled foreign labor.


Unskilled workers from poor or oppressive societies desire
permanent residence but cannot meet strict language and skills requirements.
The central government does not offer language courses to foreign workers.
Unskilled workers make 30% less than their Japanese counterparts. A great labor
shortage exists in the rural areas since many younger people have departed to
the cities in pursuit of better job opportunities. Workers from poorer
countries who assist in rural revitalization are valuable, but large obstacles
prevent unskilled workers from gaining permanent residence.


The leadership in applied technology Japan once enjoyed in manufacturing
has been lost because it has been slow to embrace digital technology. Japan
hopes to attract many skilled professionals in technical fields over the next
15 years to help digitize its economy. However, it has difficulty enticing such
professionals from countries like India. Other technologically advanced nations
can pay better wages, and Japanese language and cultural barriers are far
greater. Japan’s rigid corporate hierarchies resist change, frustrating foreign
workers. Furthermore, it lacks structures for integrating these workers into
Japanese life, such as comprehensive Japanese language courses and access to
housing. Few companies use the English language in business, while foreign
professionals without Japanese language proficiency struggle to find jobs and
secure promotions.


The Other Side of the Coin


I have mentioned that Japan’s resistance to opening up its
society and promoting the integration of foreign workers is seen as
unfortunate, even for Japan. Less often, though, do we hear about the advantages
of such social attitudes. In the case of the inward-looking orientation, which
relies on a strong ingroup/outgroup distinction, the resulting barriers to
inclusion of foreign people are formidable. Yet, many foreign people admire the
harmonious and smooth social interaction that derives from the relative lack of
divisions among ethnic Japanese, a strong emphasis on the value of racial and
cultural homogeneity, and a firm separation of insiders and outsiders.


Negative views of individualism lead to a lack of innovation,
strict hierarchies, and rigid organizational structures. However, a group
orientation promotes respect for tradition and established ways, politeness,
consideration, cohesion, peace, and stability. Non-Japanese tend to view these
qualities favorably. Where does such a group orientation come from? Some
Japanese identity theorists have asserted that group orientation and a
relational and situational identity are culturally based and longstanding,
relatively immune to change over time.


A well-known example is Chie Nakane, who defined Japan as a
vertical society in contrast to the more horizontal ones of the West. She
examined Japan’s structure in industrial, educational, governmental, academic,
and religious groups as well as villages and households. From a historical
perspective, some theorists have characterized Japanese people as
harmony-seeking, respecters of authority, and lovers of nature. Such values
have been traced back to ancient Shinto and to Buddhism, which arrived from China
more than 1500 years ago.


These cultural views are misleading, implying that modernity has
left Japanese culture and values relatively unaffected. Japan had a caste
system until 1868 and was ravaged by wars from the fourteenth to the sixteenth
centuries before experiencing an almost three-hundred-year period of peace.
During that unprecedented time, identity shifted from a strictly local one to a
national one, further consolidated when the rush to modernize began in 1868. A
compulsory education system and then a national media landscape facilitated
this development.


Is Great Change Once Again on the Horizon?


Japan has undergone important value shifts in modern times.
Another momentous change may be on the horizon, resembling what occurred after
1868 when the feudal caste system ended and the defeat in World War II,
resulting in a shift from ultranationalism to political subordination to the
US. Intriguing possibilities for constructing new identities will emerge as
interrelated crises (metacrisis) shake the social foundations.


At a time of decentralization, Japan’s remaining communal
patterns and community spirit will facilitate a local orientation. In contrast,
many Western countries, especially settler nations whose communal patterns of
thinking and feeling are weak, will be less motivated to seek social harmony
and end alienation.


The loss of community is also significant in Japan, but there are
two major differences. One is the timespan. In the West, the modern transition
from a more communal way of life began in earnest at a much earlier date than
in Japan. The other is that the Japanese need to distinguish themselves from
Western imperialists. They emphasize what they believe to be the traditional
culture, giving importance to context and situation, harmony and unity,
reverence for nature, and the emotional and aesthetic dimensions. The past is
not denigrated as merely backward; it is also the repository of cultural
treasures and a rich heritage.


The flip side is that it will be very challenging for Japanese
people to accept universal values and a planetary identity. The individual must
be viewed more favorably for this to occur. However, the interrelated crises of
the modern world cannot be effectively addressed without a move toward a
local/global identity.


A mature individual identity is required for participating in the
global dimension, where local belonging is secondary to human solidarity. It is
equally necessary, however, to relate closely to one’s local community, the
arena in which primary human needs for belonging and self-esteem are satisfied.
The new identity is both individual and relational, appropriate for a world
organized along both local and planetary lines.


It will be daunting for Japan to value an individual identity as
much as a relational one. Yet, the value of the individual has grown due to the
modern experience of urban living. In addition, it will be less difficult to
transform Japanese identity since a defensive posture against the territorial
and cultural encroachments of the West will no longer be necessary. As the
transition from the global monoculture of modern times to a plural world
occurs, Japan’s contributions to world culture, especially in popular culture,
aesthetics, crafts, and the making of machines and beautiful objects, will be
even more appreciated than at present, since the West will no longer be the
main arbiter of standards of taste and value.


A few early signs of a shift to local communities and a planetary
outlook are already visible in Japan. The end of the high-growth era and the
onset of a deflationary cycle led to rising distrust and loss of faith in the
government, coinciding with a surge of volunteer action in response to the 1994
Kobe earthquake. There was little expectation of government assistance when the
tsunami of 2011 occurred; self-help and emergency relief from outsiders working
independently brought about the recovery, with foreign aid also playing an
important role.


As people gained confidence in organizing themselves, they
recognized that their actions were often more effective than those of an
unreliable government. There was an echo of the postwar era when a new
democratic spirit and way of thinking spread among the people, an awareness
that people have power.


Forerunners of the New Mentality


Sadako Ogata, a Japanese woman active on the world stage
during the postwar era, displayed great dignity and an admirable moral vision.
As the child of a diplomat, she spent eight years in the United States and
China before getting an undergraduate degree and a Ph.D. in the United States.
Originally a scholar of prewar Japan with a special interest in Asian
international politics, she joined the Japanese delegation to the UN in 1968.
Elected as the UN High Commissioner of Refugees in 1991, she held the post for
ten years.


Ogata distinguished herself by getting her UN agency heavily
involved in the refugee crises in the Balkans, Rwanda, and East Timor, and she
was particularly effective in ameliorating the plight of the one million Kurds
fleeing their homes after the Gulf War. She flew to the mountains by
helicopter, investigated the dire conditions under which the Kurdish refugees
lived, and then went to Turkey and Iran to negotiate for the refugees with
those governments.


Her perspective was resolutely internationalist and humanitarian,
recognizing that genuine solutions for the refugee crisis had to be political.
In Japan, she stood out as an advocate for a more internationalist policy and
as a critic of nationalist and isolationist trends. Japan’s unwillingness to
accept refugees led her to label Japan “a closed nation.” She also lamented the
US retreat from international commitments, desiring the United States and Japan
to pursue a common humanitarian agenda.


Unlike many Japanese, she placed little emphasis on being
Japanese. Her care and compassion for those in danger and need came from simple
human feeling, not ideology. How could she not take action once she was aware
of people’s suffering? Globally, she was highly respected as a practical
visionary and for her courage and competence. In Japan, she was known as the
country’s leading internationalist. She died in 2019 at 92.


Yuri Minamide is a young Japanese media
presence who wears a kimono and has lived in London for a decade. She describes
and interprets Japanese customs, arts and artifacts, artists, and writers in
English for international audiences and edits an online publication, New
East, on Asian arts and culture. In addition to extensive foreign travel,
she has studied several European and Asian languages. Having worked on leading
Japanese media projects, she now has her own writing and translation business.


Minamide’s writing easily traverses the
boundary between high culture and popular culture, her themes ranging from Noh
and haiku to customs like oshi (love for people, artifacts, animals, etc.) and
cultural qualities like kawaii (cute). Although her subjects are introduced
simply, she explores their distinctive aspects from various perspectives. For
example, she explores some of kawaii’s previous and current incarnations,
explaining how cats have always been a key inspiration, also noting that
various artists have made significant contributions to kawaii’s understanding,
demonstrating that people, not merely objects, possess this quality. Fans in
many parts of the world have welcomed this culture with open arms. Think of the
popularity of Hello Kitty!


Minamide is excellent at showing how
foreign people and native Japanese have appreciated Japanese art and culture,
including the kimono, which has enthusiasts worldwide. Her story about how Noh
theater has been adapted into English, preserving its form while centering on
Elvis Presley, reveals surprising connections between past and present, high
and popular culture. She also celebrates the misunderstood artist Yoko Ono,
praising her radical innovations as an avant-garde artist in addition to peace
activism, opposition to racism and sexism, and cosmopolitanism.


Ogata was a humanitarian, engaged in
the international political world, whereas Minamide finds great rewards in
Japanese art and culture, past and present. They are open to other cultures,
rejecting provincialism and notions of Japanese exclusivity and uniqueness
while contributing to world peace. Their outlooks fit well with future needs
for both individual and communal dimensions, inner and outer directions, and
local and planetary orientations, thereby overcoming the false dichotomies that
separate people and nations.


Reinventing Japanese Identity


Japanese identity underwent radical changes as the country
transformed from a centralized feudal bureaucracy to a modern nation-state. The
identity expanded outward to include more people and deepen the identification
with the larger group. Japan decided to become an integral part of global
capitalism under US military protection after the defeat in World War II and
the discrediting of ultranationalism. The next great identity shift will
feature expansion and contraction: expansion to include all humanity and
contraction to a local region where people experience most of their lives.


Japanese identity has followed a consistent pattern since its
modern transformation from a feudal bureaucracy apart from the world to a
nation-state in a Western-dominated global order. First, Japan adopts a Western
identity, making Western strengths its own accompanied by a downgrading of the
cultural heritage. A backlash against Western influence occurs, followed by a
revaluation of the past as unique aspects of the cultural heritage are
emphasized. People attribute Japan’s rise in the hierarchy of nations not to
imitating the West but rather to the excellence of Japanese traditions. There
have been three repetitions of this pattern, two of which have been highly
significant.


The craze for civilization and enlightenment during the Meiji
period was followed by a new enthusiasm for the Japanese past; consequently,
the emperor system was established. This pattern was repeated on a smaller
scale when democratic and liberal influences led to a more open political
system resembling that of Western nations. However, a drastic turn against the
West then occurred, as Japan adopted an ultranationalist ideology and a
government under military direction. After the defeat in World War II, Japan’s
direction shifted again, discarding its nationalist ideology, taking a
subordinate and unassertive political stance, and focusing exclusively on
economic development. Many Japanese reconsidered their one-sided admiration for
the United States in the 1980s, adopting economic and cultural nationalism in
its place.


We can view the reinvention of Japanese identity as follows. In
the 1930s, Japan saw itself as the light of Asia, throwing off Western
imperialism and enabling Asians to reclaim their heritage. In the 1980s, the
preferred self-image was that of an economic superpower. In the 2000s, Japan
became the soft power extraordinaire, gaining the world’s love at last.


As the modern era fades, Japanese and other national identities
will give way to a local and planetary outlook. The twists and turns of Japanese
identity in response to developments in the Western world will end. A mature
identity can be discovered that neither desires to defend the national ego
against the outside world nor use it to dominate others. A separate national
identity will no longer be required. There will be no need to reinvent a new
“Japanese” self.





* * *





Thank you for reading this eBook. If you enjoyed it please leave a review on the website you downloaded it from as this will help the author's future sales.


 



Below is a link to Bill Kelly's book A New World Arising: Culture and Politics in Japan, China, India, and Islam.
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